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o r i ent a t i on

Transitions in lifelong
learning
The theme of transitions is both timeless and
very topical. Governments across Europe
are calling for prolonged careers as baby
boomers flock to retirement. The transition
from active years to the third age is indeed a
delicate one, hence also the European Year
for Active Ageing. At the same time, there is
an ongoing debate in many countries about
getting students to move into the workforce
earlier. Smoothing out the seams between
different stages in education and life is also
crucial for cohesion. Unsuccessful transitions
often lead to marginalisation.   
This issue of LLinE discusses transitions in the
context of education and learning. Nearly all
main stages of human life with their particular
transition challenges are described in this
collection of articles: childhood and youth
and moving between the contexts of home
and school (Arnseth et al.), career transitions
of the working force (Graf), those of the
unemployed or in danger of marginalization
(de Greef et al.), and the aging (Stimpson
and van Loo). The view point of most of
the contributions is on the systemic level of
policy or institutions: what can e.g. the folk
high school, the firm or the government do
to ensure better transitions? Mälkki, on her
part, focuses on the intimate experience of
the individual: change-related emotions can
be a powerful learning tool.   
Intime Ontime
LLinE moves online and features a
new content layout!
RESEARCH

John Field
Transitions and lifelong learning:
signposts, pathways, road closed?
This article serves as an orientation to the
theme of transitions. In contemporary societies, people face growing demands for
change. One way or another, transitions are
becoming the normal condition. John Field’s
paper makes sense of the ways in which social
science has sought to understand transitions.
It then examines the ways learning – formal
and informal – could play in supporting
individuals facing change, concluding with
a few remarks on prospects for research,
practice and policy.

Hans Christian Arnseth, Øystein
Gilje and Ola Erstad
Trajectories of learning lives:
Continuities and discontinuities in
lifelong learning across contexts
With this article from Norway we turn our
attention to young people and transitions between different learning contexts. The authors
are particularly interested in how young learners re-contextualise their knowledge and skills
to fit new problem situations. The research
data presented here is drawn from a study
involving ethnographic fieldwork related to
three different age cohorts: 5-6 year olds,
15-16 year olds, and 18-19 year olds.

Anita Graf
Life cycle oriented personnel 
development
Our next focus is transitions within working
life and the interplay of career and life transitions. The author, Professor Anita Graf, a
human resources consultant, has developed a
personnel development model that is sensitive
to the employee’s different life stages.  In her
article Graf explains how life and career cycles
can be distinguished and “life cycle oriented
personnel development” can be put into
practice to enable new learning throughout
the course of a working life.

Maurice de Greef, Mien Segers
and Dominique Verté
The impact of lifelong learning on
social inclusion *
This contribution looks at the role of the
adult educational system in supporting the life
trajectories and social inclusion of vulnerable
adults. To date hardly any evidence is available concerning the effect of adult education
on social inclusion. The authors share the
results of a recent series of studies documenting the strong impact of adult education on
vulnerable learners. Many learners undergo
a clear transition to better social inclusion
after joining these programs. Furthermore,
the results underline the importance of creating transfer possibilities, i.e. utilising learned
skills in different contexts, for influencing
learning success.

Kaisu Mälkki
What does it take to reflect?
Mezirow’s theory of 
transformative learning revisited *  
When faced with life transitions, the individual’s comfort zone is often challenged. As
a result the person often experiences edgeemotions. Kaisu Mälkki builds her theory
of reflection on these concepts of comfort
zone and edge-emotions, drawing also from
Mezirow’s formulation of transformative
learning. Here reflection is defined as becoming aware and questioning the assumptions
that orient one’s thinking, feelings and actions.
Mälkki argues that reflection is promoted
in different adult education settings but
the results remain superficial. Furthermore,
previous theories do not offer understanding
of the challenges of reflection encountered
in practice. Mälkki suggests, however, that
the nature of reflection is a matter of how
emotions affect our cognitive functions. The
author argues that the individual can use his
or her edge-emotions as a seed for reflection
and self-knowledge.
POLICY

Peter Plant
The Voice of Users in Adult Career
Guidance 
This article’s focus is on the level of the
educational system and policy in supporting
career transitions of adults. Especially in
the Nordic countries transitions are largely
viewed as an issue of guidance. Peter Plant
documents the results of a research project
“Voice of Users”, conducted in five Nordic
countries. The aim was to find out whether
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adult career guidance clients are involved in
the guidance process. Is the individual in the
centre of the guidance process?

Alex Stimpson and Jasper van Loo
Learning as a trend in more 
complex working lives
Stimpson and Van Loo’s contribution focuses
especially on the lifelong learning needs of
ageing workers. There is a growing European policy consensus that adult learning is
a weak link in developing lifelong learning
systems. While initial vocational education
and training, VET, is relatively successfully
at supporting young people with early stage
transitions, a shift in attitudes towards ageing workers is required to turn demographic
trends into economic opportunities.
INTERVIEW
“Too much talk on transitions?”
- Interview with Kathryn
Ecclestone
The editor-in-chief of LLinE, Kristiina
Kumpulainen sits down with transitionsexpert Kathryn Ecclestone to talk transitions,
policy and teaching, especially in the context
of education. How come transition is such
a buzzword? Are transition skills something
that can be taught?
DEBATE

Anja Heikkinen
Practicing learning instead of 
mobilizing a movement:
neo-liberation of adult
education?
Anja Heikkinen’s article is a reply to Petri
Salo’s discussion starter “The world has
changed – what about adult education research?” published in the previous issue.
article series:
IMPACT OF LIFELONG LEARNING

Jyri Manninen
Liberal Adult Education  as Civic
Capacity Builder?
Policy makers seem to agree that adult education is the key to developing work related
skills and active citizenship competencies.
However, there is less confidence at the decision makers’ level that liberal adult education,
i.e. non-formal learning at for example folk
high schools and adult education centres could
have similar significance in the development
of active citizenship. Jyri Manninen provides
strong empirical evidence that participation
in liberal adult education indeed helps adults
to become more active citizens, as well as to
develop social networks, self-confidence and
other skills.
sPEAKERS’ CORNER

Peter Jarvis
On transitions -complete and 
incomplete
*  Double blind peer-reviewed

Our present issue of LLinE focuses on
transitions in lifelong learning. Although transitions have always been
part of human life, it appears that the
pace and richness of transitions has become more fluid and dynamic in our
times. This is evidenced in diversity and
mobility in education and work as well
as in our everyday lives. In response to
changing times and learning requirements, many discourses surrounding
21st century education are addressing
the need to help learners of all ages to
construct skills and dispositions that
empower them to make meaningful
and productive transitions in their lives
for the benefit of personal as well as societal prosperity and wellbeing.
Transitions in human life can be approached from different angles and in a
range of sociocultural contexts, as also
evidenced in this issue. In my editorial,
I shall examine transitions from the
perspective of boundary crossing and
boundary crossing competence. Via this
focus, I would like to direct our attention to learning potentials that transitions within and across boundaries carry with them instead of merely focusing
on the challenges and deficiencies often
associated with boundaries and transitions.
All learning involves transitions
within and across boundaries - whether
we think of learning as a transformation process from novice to expert in a
particular domain or as a process of
enculturation from legitimate peripheral participation to being a full member
of a particular community.  Existing research has illuminated the richness of
boundaries that learners encounter
within and between domains of work,
school, and everyday life. These include
boundaries between school and work
practice, between school and everyday
life, between vocational education and
practice, between secondary education
and scientific practices and between
teacher education and teaching practice
in schools and between higher educa-

tion and workplaces. There are also a
number of studies that are concerned
with boundaries that exist between discourses and perceptions of students
and teachers. These studies have illuminated differences between academic literacy and students’ hybrid language
practices as well as cultural differences
in institutionalized and everyday reasoning and knowing in different disciplines.
A recent review of literature on
boundary crossing and boundary objects by Sanne F. Akkerman and Arthur
Bakker (Akkerman, & Bakker, 2011)
reveals four potential learning mechanisms that can take place at boundaries: 1) identification, which is about
coming to know what the diverse practices are about in relation to one another; 2) coordination, which is about creating cooperative and routinized exchanges between practices; 3) reflection, which is about expanding one’s
perspectives on the practices; and, 4)
transformation, which is about collaboration and co-development of (new)
practices. These mechanisms demonstrate ways in which sociocultural differences and resulting discontinuities in
action and interaction can come to
function as resources for learning and
development of intersecting identities
and practices.
Akkerman and Bakker stress, however, that it is important to acknowledge that engagement at the boundary
does not stand for a fusion of intersecting social worlds and boundaries. For
them, boundary crossing should not be
seen as a process of moving from initial
diversity and multiplicity to homogeneity and unity, but rather as a process of
establishing continuity in a situation of
sociocultural difference. This holds also
for the transformation mechanism, in
which something new is generated in
the interchange of existing practices
due to their differences.
In the spirit of this boundary crossing research, I would like to argue that

the process of transitioning boundaries
should be viewed as opening new horizons for learning. The challenge for
education and work is then to enhance
boundary permeability by creating possibilities for participation, interaction
and collaboration across a diversity of
sites and contexts, both within and
across institutions. “Boundary-crossing
competence” could, thus, be defined as
a competence or disposition which entails the learner being able to flexibly
manage and integrate multiple, divergent discourses and practices across social boundaries.
In the coming months, we are also
to experience a cultural change in our
LLinE journal. This change is asking
the LLinE readership to transition a
boundary from printed medium to the
digital world (see also Intime Ontime
for more information on this transformation). I hope the present issue will
stimulate all of us to move across this
boundary and to experience the possibilities new media is able to offer us to
support lifelong learning, interaction
and collaboration in the 21st century.

Kristiina Kumpulainen
Editor-in-Chief of LLinE
Professor of Education
Department of Teacher Education
University of Helsinki
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Boundaries as learning potentials

The year is 1995, around spring time.
A team of four sits down in an office in
the Finnish capital of Helsinki. The
reason for the meeting is a shared observation about the surge of interest in
lifelong learning.
...researchers seem to be writing for
each other, and educational politicians
are concerned about presenting their
own views…publications contain writings by people describing their own educational projects…but the authors often lack the theoretical knowledge to
justify their decisions.(Editorial of the
first issue of LLinE by Kauko Hämä
läinen)
The team agrees:  what is needed is a
common European forum where lifelong learning researchers, policy makers, educators and advocates could
share and debate their knowledge and
vision.
A year later the first issue of LLinE
appears. The Finnish founding team is
complemented with an international
editorial board of top experts. Right
from the start the journal is designed to
be a unique combination of a scientific
journal and a magazine, catering to the
whole field of adult education and lifelong learning. Its mission is to publish
content of practical value to professionals in the field.

hope to offer our readers more flexible
and speedy access to our content, a
chance for discussion, debating and
sharing and the benefits of an even wider and expanding LLinE community.
The first three issues of 2012 will
still appear in print.  December issue
4/2012 will be already online, to give
readers a taster of the future and a
chance to give feedback.
Including You, the reader, in the digital transformation is very important for
us. We will open a questionnaire on our
website (www.lline.fi) in the beginning
of April where you can express your
wishes regarding the design and content
of the online journal. Subscribers will
also have the chance to give direct feedback on the 4/2012 online issue.  
More content, more accessibly
As you will notice, this issue has undergone a transformation as well. We have
renewed and streamlined our article
types and diversified our content.

LLinE is unique in serving a very diverse readership, from researchers to
advocates, from policy makers to practitioners. We hope the new article types
will help our readership navigate to the
content they find most useful and interesting.  Top quality research articles remain to be the core of LLinE. Additionally, each issue will feature policy
articles analysing current educational
politics on national and EU levels, an
interview or debate and project picks
which will present good practices of
European projects, reviews and columns. The thematic orientation of
LLinE remains, as do our various thematic article series e.g. on the impact of
lifelong learning. These article types
form the different sections of the journal and are colour-coded for easy access. This new content layout will also
form the basis of the online journal.

Enjoy 2012! Enjoy LLinE!

LLinE goes digital
This mission of LLinE remains unchanged to this day and to this very issue. What has changed completely over
the years, however, is the way the European adult education professional expects to use media in the era of online
journals. The print format has served
LLinE well for seventeen years. However, we at LLinE feel that an online
format would now cater to the needs of
the reader even better.
Consequently, LLinE will move completely online as of 2013. The mission
and purpose of the journal will remain
the same but with the online journal we

LLinE archives

i nt i m e ont i m e

OnLLinE

The 1996 founding team of LLinE combined academic, practical, policy and
journalistic know-how. From the left managing editor Eeva Siirala, editor-in-chief
Kauko Hämäläinen and editors Antti Kauppi and Anneli Kajanto
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In contemporary societies, people face growing demands for
change. One way or another, transitions are becoming the normal
condition. This introductory paper tries to make sense of the
inter-related themes of transition and lifelong learning in a
number of ways. First, it looks at the ways in which social science
has sought to understand transitions, and in particular how
researchers have tried to understand transitions in a fluid and
mobile society. It then draws out some implications for our
appreciation of the part that learning – formal and informal – can
play and might play in supporting individuals facing transitions,
as well as in producing forward-looking and anticipatory
strategies towards change. It concludes with a few remarks on
possibilities and prospects for research, practice and policy.

John Field
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Transitions and lifelong
learning: signposts, pathways,
road closed?

r ese a r c h

The boundaries and expectations of
transitions through the life course are
changing, at the level of the individual
and at the level of the wider society. So
are the ways in which people understand learning and its meanings across
the life course, particularly in the context of change and transition within
and through the life course itself. The
role and potential of learning as people
navigate transitions is therefore also
changing, and has become a major focus of policy concern, particularly so
far as the labour market is concerned.
While much of the attention to date
has focused on supporting youth transitions, from education into work, the
pace of change in contemporary societies and economies now places an equal
emphasis on the transformations and
expectations of adult life.
As in all areas of lifelong learning,
policymakers’ first concern is with
transitions into and through the labour
market. As EU Commissioner Androulla Vassiliou put it in her speech on the
European agenda for adult learning,
lifelong learning “is the key to a flexible, adaptable and above all employable workforce”. Large scale investments, through the European Social
Fund and a variety of related interventions, are devoted to programmes designed to support individuals through
change. And these are almost certainly
matched in scale by the investments of
firms and individuals in re-skilling and
up-skilling in order to improve workers’ adaptability. But if the sphere of
public policy is dominated by labour
market concerns, individuals and communities also face the challenges of
transformations in social institutions,
norms and values, affecting all of social
life including everyday manners and
beliefs, means of communication, leisure and entertainment, differences of
cultures, patterns of health and wellbeing, crime and public order, the ageing society and the generally changing
expectations of the different generations.
Moreover, we are all at present confronted with an extraordinary financial
crisis, with all its ramifications for ordinary citizens and public institutions. It
is inevitable that in the first instance,

policymakers will see youth – and particularly youth unemployment – as the
paramount priority. At the same time,
many of the most highly skilled occupations in Europe mirror the wider
“greying of society”. In Sweden, for example, the over-50s account for 48.1
% of primary teachers and 41.1 % of
secondary teachers; in Germany, for
49.3 % of primary teachers and 50.7
% of secondary teachers, and in Italy
for 44. 8% of primary teachers and
57.9 % of secondary teachers (Eurostat
2012, 124–5). Learning for older
workers’ transitions therefore is an important area for policy, practice and research.
While education and training cannot
– and should not be expected to – resolve every problem in every individual’s life, many people and organisations
turn to education and training – and to
informal learning – to help them adapt
to, anticipate, and imagine change.
There is a thriving private sector, largely so far as we know comprising a
small number of large players and a
large number of very small micro-firms,
which supplies courses, materials and
advice for almost every transition in
adult life: taking breakfast this morning, I read about a book on how to
prepare for Alzheimer’s, and learned of
a psychology student in Mainz who is
studying training and learning groups
for men and women who wish to flirt
more successfully. These deal with private troubles which amount cumulatively to significant public issues. Transitions matter, whether seemingly trivial
or obviously momentous, and learning
is an important resource in handling
them.
This special issue of LLinE is therefore not just timely, but covers an extraordinarily broad canvas. As with a
painting by Jackson Pollock, there is a
strong risk that we will be unable to
discern patterns and interpret the complex swirl of transformation and renewal before us. This paper, while
hopefully avoiding the trap of oversimplification, will try to make sense of
the inter-related themes of transition
and lifelong learning in a number of
ways. First, I will look at the ways in
which social science has sought to un-
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derstand transitions, and in particular
how researchers have tried to understand transitions in our fluid and mobile society. I then try to draw out some
implications for our appreciation of the
part that learning – formal and informal – can play and might play in supporting individuals facing transitions. I
conclude with a few remarks on possibilities and prospects for the future.
Contributions from social 
research
Researches in many social science disciplines have sought to understand transitions. Much of this research has been
multi-disciplinary in nature, focusing
on such widely-studied problem areas
as the transition from education to
work, or the shift from work into retirement. However, it is worth looking
briefly at some of the ways in which
the disciplines have framed scholarly
approaches to transitions, as these can
shed light in different ways on the contributions of each.
Economics can probably be dealt
with fairly briefly. While the “dismal
science” has much to tell us about the
costs, and benefits, of ageing, its main
contribution to the study of transitions
and lifelong learning has been the concept of human capital. Within economics, most people understand “transition” to mean a macro-level process of
structural transformation and institutional change, with economists typically writing about societies such as Russia, South Africa or Vietnam. This is an
extremely important aspect of transitions, and I will return to the macrolevel of analysis later on, as it is often
missing from many psychological and
even some sociological approaches.
Within economics, the study of human capital dates from the 1960s. Initially developed by Schultz (1963) and
Becker (1964), the idea of human capital originally emerged as a tool for
economists to place a value on workers’ skills and abilities. Human capital
could be more or less productive, depending on the results of investments
such as education or health care; the
cost of the investments could be measured, as could the returns, and the balance then compared. This approach

cohort and the sheer effect of events
will shape development in adult life;
thus a developmental theme, such as
dependence, may be more prominent in
early and middle adulthood than in late
life. They therefore distinguish between
what they call normative age-graded
influences that are clearly correlated
with age, such as puberty or school attendance; normative history-graded experiences, such as war or recession,
that affect all of the population simultaneously (though often with a differential impact for different age groups);
and non-normative experiences that are
important for the individual but are
not tied to a particular life stage, such
as – for example – a delayed entry to
university (Baltes et al., 1980). As two
of the three factors are unconnected to
age or life stage, Baltes concludes that
the life span cannot be divided into sequenced phases; developmental tasks –
experienced as demands for adapting
and coping – can present themselves at
different times for different people.
For many conventional psychologists, adult life represents a period of
protracted cognitive decline. While accepting this general account of biological deterioration, Baltes argued that
other, individual mechanisms can
spring into play, and moderate the impact of physical decline. His notion of
“selective optimisation with compensation” pointed to the ways in which
adults can draw on other resources,
such as experience and personal qualities of resilience, to maintain overall
performance (Baltes, 1997). Even this
model, though, is based on the assumption of decline through adult life; Baltes
himself claimed that a “negative age
correlation” was the “first foundational principle of my view of the life span
architecture” (Baltes 1997, 367).
Amanda Grenier suggests that Baltes’
model may therefore have considerably
greater explanatory power for later-life
transitions, particularly those taking
place during the “fourth age”, than for
other adult phases in the life course
(Grenier, 2012, 51).
Sociological accounts have tended to
present transitions as contingent upon
the arrangements of social life. Early
sociological (and gerontological) ac-

counts of transitions tended to define
them in terms of relatively fixed social
roles, or specific age-based stages of
life. The most obvious age-based transitions are the moves from infancy into
school, from education into work, and
from work into retirement; those involving relatively fixed social roles include such generational roles as transition into marriage, into parenthood,
and into grandparenthood. Socialisation theory, as developed by Durkheim
and the structural functionalists, is the
most obvious example of a model that
tends to assume that transitions were
often assumed to be more or less universal, and tied to age, so that they occurred sequentially through the life
course.
In education, these notions were
codified in some of the discussions of
“recurrent education”. In an influential
policy discussion, the Centre for Educational Research and Innovation of
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
talked of a new arrangement of the life
course: moving from a sequences of
stages (full-time education into work
into retirement) to what it called “alternation” between periods of work,
learning and leisure through the life
course (OECD, 1973). While the
OECD always present this as a policy
framework, designed to promote lifelong learning, it also influenced the
ways in which many educators thought
of the life course, particularly as the
fame spread of the Université du troisième age movement (U3A), founded
in Toulouse in 1973. The idea of life
stages as a basis for social and educational policy was popularised in Peter
Laslett’s book, A fresh map of life,
which divided the life course into four
stages: childhood, adulthood, ageing
and decline. Laslett readily acknowledged his debt to the French U3A, as
well as frankly stating that he was
adopting this language because the
terms were “not already tarnished”
(Laslett, 1989, 3).
Laslett’s approach has been widely
adopted, but it is self-evidently schematic. More recent sociological accounts have radically challenged earlier
assumptions about the rigidity of life
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has been used by economists to estimate the returns on education over
time, as well as in preparing workers
for particular transitions, such as redundancy and unemployment (Meager,
2009). It also predicts, broadly, that the
return on investment is likely to be
greater the longer that the worker can
apply the higher productivity that results. While this implies that the returns
are likely to be greater for investments
in younger workers, it does not assume
that there are no returns at all to investments for older workers, and in
practice economists have had little difficulty in identifying such returns (for
examples see Stenberg & Westerlund,
2008; Zhang & Palameta, 2006).
While these insights are helpful in establishing change over time, they are
severely limited.
Psychological models of transitions
have tended to follow a clear sequential
pattern. Within developmental psychology, writers such as Piaget and Erikson
proposed a model of the life cycle as a
series of stages of human development.
While Piaget was primarily concerned
with children’s development, Erikson
and Levinson proposed a more extensive periodization, conceiving of the life
cycle in terms of eight stages extending
from birth to death. Three of Erikson’s
stages occur in adult life (young, middle-aged and older adults), each of
them characterised by different challenges and outcomes. In summary, he
portrayed young adulthood in terms of
love (intimacy versus isolation), middle
adulthood in terms of care (generativity
versus stagnation) and older adulthood
as characterised by wisdom (ego integrity versus despair) (Erikson, 1959).
Later writers developed this model further, and it reached a wider public audience through Gail Sheehy’s popular
book on the “predictable crises of adult
life” (Sheehy, 1984).
More recent psychological approaches have challenged the idea that
life’s challenges and stages follow a
clear, predictable sequence. Different
situations and different orderings make
for considerable variations in adult development. The life span approach developed by Paul Baltes and his collaborators accepts that age, generational
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stages, as well as about the lack of
agency among those affected. Some,
such as the “postmodern” Zygmunt
Bauman and the “reflexive modernisation” theorists Beck and Giddens, have
argued strongly that transition and
change are now routinely embedded in
the social relations of contemporary
life. They also suggest that individuals
and groups shape and influence these
processes; Beck (1986) and Giddens
(1991) focus primarily on the role of
human knowledge in the radical reflexivity that, in their view, now affects all
social institutions and values, generating risk and uncertainty that require
constant attention to life planning. For
Bauman (1995, 5), constant choice is
unavoidable in “liquid modernity”,
and therefore so is responsibility. However, this perspective tends to emphasise the individual dimensions of transition; both Beck and Giddens stress the
tendencies towards individualisation
that, as they see it, arise from the wider
trends that they are considering ( for a
discussion on individualisation, see also
Kathryn’s Ecclestone’s interview in this
issue). While there is much in what
they suggest, in that continuous transformation of social relations tends to
remove individuals from certain shared
bonds, they tend to exaggerate the extent to which all transitions are individual in character. The sociology of ageing has engaged with much of this literature, while frequently adopting a critical stance towards stereotyping and
stigmatising that will be familiar to
many working in the field of adult
learning, and emphasising the important role of community and macro-level
change in understanding the significance of transitions in people’s lives
(Grenier, 2012).
Lifelong learning: effect or
cause?
Knowledge and skills, as well as the capacity for reflection and questioning,
play an important part in understanding both transitions and learning. Giddens, and to some extent Bauman and
Beck, argues that people use their
learning and knowledge in order to
question existing social arrangements,

from marriage to the organisation of
work to the institutions of education;
and they deploy their learning and
knowledge in order to negotiate their
ways through transformations of their
social environment (Field, 2006, 69–
77). We can set this insight into the significance of knowledge and reflection
at the social level alongside the importance of innovation, technological
change and organisational reflexivity in
recent approaches to competitiveness
and growth in the economy. This is important for our view of transitions and
lifelong learning, because such perspectives lead us to recognise that learning
can help cause transitions, at different
levels, and is not just a way of responding passively to change.
This emphasis on knowledge and reflexivity points to a number of direct
implications for our understanding of
education and training in contemporary societies. From this standpoint, we
can understand individuals in contemporary societies as “permanently learning subjects” who are inescapably the
authors of transitions, for themselves
as well as for others, and also the objects of transitions. Recent research on
the school-to-work transition, for example, has started to emphasise young
people’s agency in the transitions process. A process that was once relatively
standardised for most young people,
with clear pathways between school
and different types of career, has become pluralised and fragmented, showing features of de-standardization and
re-standardization as transition systems
erode and break up, and are replaced
by new systems of training and guidance. But young people are, they argue,
not simply passive objects of these
changes; rather, they draw on their cultural and social resources, such as network ties and youth sub-cultures, to
make sense of and negotiate these
changing systems, and in turn they contribute to the reshaping of the institutions and practices that promote transi-
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can cause,
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tions (see for example Walther, du BoisReymond & Biggart, 2006). While this
approach can often be limited in its insights, focusing as it does on the experiences of young people, we can nevertheless see similar processes at work in
the case of adults’ life transitions.
From a broadly postmodern perspective, it has been argued that the life
course has become increasingly elective
and fragmented. Thus Glastra, Hake
and Schedler recently asserted confidently that:
As is now well established, the
standard biography has been replaced
by the “elective biography” . . . This
development has two corollaries. One
is that in certain periods of life, many
different tasks must be combined. . . .
The second is that given the individualization of life courses, coordination of
life and work on an aggregate social
level becomes problematic (Glastra,
Hake & Schedler, 2004, 295).
While this is an exaggeration, it
points to aspects of nonlinearity that
seem to be characteristic of late modernity. Institutionalisation has been accompanied by individualisation, in a
wider context where there are strong
economic and cultural pressures favouring greater flexibility; these are experienced by a variety of actors as
deeply contradictory tendencies, and
they increasingly form the focus for a
rather heated public debate over issues
such as retirement age and pensions reform (Kohli, 2003, 536).
In contemporary Europe, policies for
adult learning often seek a partnership
of individual, state and civil society. In
seeking to “activate” the citizen or organisation, so that they plan ahead for
their future thriving and wellbeing, and
assume greater responsibility for their
own learning and knowledge accumulation, policies on adult learning largely
reflect the mainstream of European policy thinking on the future of welfare
and state intervention (Rosanvallon,
1995).  When applied to lifelong learning, these ideas place the individual in
the spotlight, reading from a script that
they must at least co-author themselves,
if not entirely on their own (Edwards,
2002). Those who respond will also be
engaging in almost permanent transi-

creditation of prior learning, or validation des acquis, which attempts to discipline, regulate and codify the varied,
highly personal learning experiences of
the candidates, but can only apparently
do so at the cost of considerable time,
effort and support (Pouget, 2011).
And as well as change that disrupts,
people face change that reshapes and
creates new structures. As Tara Fenwick notes, most studies of professional
learning are concerned with the socialization of early career professionals,
particularly with the transition from
higher education to employment; by
contrast, relatively little has been written on the learning of older professionals and their transitions (Fenwick,
2012). Yet established professionals
face considerable transformation in
their working environment. Rapid
changes in public expectations and attention, new specifications of practice
standards, the growing internationalisation of their work, new public management techniques of accountability
and audit, and changing regulatory
frameworks are all helping to reshape
professional roles and responsibilities.
While we can understand transitions
as both personal troubles and public issues, contemporary conditions have
tended to individualise them and emphasise the individual’s responsibility
for their own life planning. And this is
where lifelong learning steps in. From
career guidance to third age programmes, from “learning to learn” in
kindergarten to MBA, from Mozart for
babies to flirting training, people face a
crowded world of learning activities
designed to help them through transitions. The “silent explosion” of adult
learning (Field, 2006) that has been experienced in many western countries
includes much that might be described
as “transitional learning” (Glastra,
Hake & Schedler, 2004), or in Alheit’s
words, as “biographical learning”, in
which the capacity to learn for and
from one’s own life is an increasingly
significant resource (Alheit, 1994).
So I am arguing that learning itself is
not only a passive factor, which people
use to adapt to change. It also becomes
an active enabler of change, which people use in order to anticipate events

and actively plan their future lives
(which, in turn, then alters the circumstances of others). If this is so, then
what types of learning will best enable
people to thrive and prosper through
transition, and seize control over their
lives, not just as individuals, but as
members of a wider community? For
Alheit (1994), biographicity is not
something that can be taught; rather, it
is an inherent capability that educators
and trainers should take into account
and support in creative and meaningful
ways. For me, this comes close to what
is currently known as personalisation;
while it may speak to current concerns
for “learner voice” and consumer-orientation, it is not clear how it can contribute to the wider collective, organisational and community levels of learning and transition. This remains, then,
work in progress.
Glastra, Hake and Schedler offer an
alternative approach in their proposals
for “transitional learning”. First, they
propose that transitional learning
should incorporate “a critical social
analysis of globalization and individualization and their influence on the life
course”. Second, they argue for the creation of diverse learning communities,
corresponding to features of cosmopolitanism in urban life. Finally, they suggest that transitional learning will enable people to identify and understand
boundaries, and know how to preserve
some while taking advantage of mobility possibilities in other cases (Glastra,
Hake & Schedler, 2004, 304-5). These
principles, while clearly arguable and
possibly over-politicised, at least have
the merit of recognising the broader social, economic and cultural dimensions
of transitions, and acknowledging that
people may have shared understandings of what transition means for them,
as well as collective interests in promoting or resisting transitions. And
these principles require us to take a
richer, more engaged view of learning
at the individual and social levels.
Discussion and conclusions
So far, my analysis and argument have
been with economic, social and psychological approaches to transitions, and
the implications of some recent theoret-
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tions in their learning as well as using
learning to prepare for and cope with
other transitions. In turn, each individual faces increasingly differentiated trajectories through their lives resulting
from the particular constellations of
transitions, and their various outcomes,
which they experience. And these individualising tendencies reinforce the absence of a completed, prescribed script
for many of the transitions; habit and
routine no longer provide a reliable
guide to decision-making.
People’s trajectories are partly
shaped by their own capacities for exercising control over their lives, capacities which include different degrees of
reflexivity and levels of human capital;
but as well as this agency, people’s trajectories are embedded in a lived context of external factors, which structure
the opportunities that people face (Biesta & Tedder, 2006). For older workers, for example, participation in learning often arises partly as a result of
similar processes of standardisation
and destandardisation. On the one
hand, older workers experience shared
pressures to re-skill in order to remain
within the labour market; these pressures can arise from new technologies,
new markets, new regulatory requirements and a range of other factors that
confront whole cohorts of workers at
more or less the same time. Moreover,
workers generally face a general managerial demand for continuous learning,
influenced by wider discourses of the
knowledge economy and competitive
innovation.
Yet the adaptation system within
firms varies considerably from workplace to workplace, with differing emphases on different techniques, and often with considerable use of nonformal
methods such as coaching, mentoring,
guided observation and the re-use of
digital learning objects, while the pathways through different training and
learning options are increasingly pluralised and managed – if at all –
through ostensibly simplified (but in
practice often complex) restandardising
mechanisms such as unitisation of the
curriculum, credit accumulation, and
learning passports. Some of the problems can be seen in the example of ac-
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Research
on adult life
transitions is
under-developed.

ical understandings of transition for
our perspective on lifelong learning.
This has led me to side with those who
emphasise the fluid and multi-directional nature of transitions in contemporary societies, which encourages us
then to explore the role of education,
training and non-formal learning in
promoting change, and enabling people
to control their lives, as well as in helping people to adjust to transitions that
confront them throughout the life
course. And at this stage I should note
that those who support adult learners
are doubly caught up in this process:
not only do they too experience the requirement to adapt and to anticipate
change creatively, but they must also
then develop the resources and capabilities to support their learners. This has
implications for policy and practice,
but also for research.
When it comes to adult life, research
on transitions is still relatively underdeveloped. There is a comparatively
mature literature on transitions among
young people, and particularly on the
transition from youth to adulthood and
from school to work, but this has yet
to make a significant impact on studies
of adult transitions; and this work has
not yet stretched out to encompass
continuing transitions through the life
course. In so far as there is a developed
body of research on transitions in adult
life, it has tended to concentrate on a
narrow range of shifts, typically involving entry into particular types of education and training. In the English language, there is an enormous body of
work on entrance to higher education
by adult returners; even within this
sub-field, there is relatively little interest in how adult returners experience
the transition within higher education,
nor how they fare in the transition into
the graduate labour market.
Nevertheless, there is an emerging
body of research on transitions in adult
life that promises to make a major contribution to our understanding of life-

long learning. This can be seen as part
of a wider set of developments in social
science research into adult learning.
First, the wider biographical turn in
adult education research has focussed
attention on the interplay of learning
with other spheres of adults’ lives, as
these processes work out across the life
course (West, Alheit, Andersen & Merrill, 2007). Second, from a rather different methodological perspective, the
study of transitions has also been encouraged by the application of new
quantitative techniques to longitudinal
data sets, which enable researchers to
trace the wider impact of changes on
people’s lives over time. This work is at
a relatively early stage, however, and
while it has shed considerable light on
some of the wider benefits of adult
learning (Field, 2011; Schuller et al.,
2004), it has yet to be applied systematically to adults’ experiences of learning transitions. There is considerable
potential for new studies, using advanced statistical methods, that draw
on panel data which allow for an exploration of particular types of transition and their learning aspects; as some
panel surveys take place at a European
level, this suggests opportunities for
comparative studies, allowing us to examine the effects of different institutional systems and policy frameworks.
When it comes to practice, the adult
education literature often paints transitions as difficult, troubling, even unpleasant. The dominant view is that
people must set out to remedy deficits,
such as poor literacy skills, weak employability, or a lack of cultural capital.
They are travellers in a strange land,
poorly equipped to understand or negotiate the various barriers that deny
them access to learning opportunities,
and then navigate the middle class values and procedures of the providing institution and its staff. Even once they
have joined a learning programme,
people need access to emotional support in the form of counselling and informational support in the form of
guidance, to help them make sense of
the confusing and alien world that they
have entered (Ecclestone, 2004). Yet interviews with adult learners also show
many examples of people who see tran-
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sitions as an emancipation, freeing
them from established bonds and obligations, and allowing them to imagine
and redesign their lives anew (see for
instance Merrill, 2009). Not all transitions are unwanted, and not all adult
learners are vulnerable and fragile in
their approach to transitions. For
some, the problem may not be too
much change but too little.
This brings me finally to the importance of understanding transitions at
the wider social level. Of course it is
important to understand the learner as
a person, facing all the private troubles
that come with adult life and learning.
The individual turn in adult education
has had a number of potentially positive results, both in practice through
associated developments in terms of
personalised learning, flexible learning
and self-learning, and in research,
through a renewed focus on the learner’s ability to construct meaning and
narratives. But this should not come at
the cost of building resilience and understanding in dealing with transformation as part of wider processes of
social, cultural, economic and political
change. This requires an ability to understand and influence change – and, in
European societies, of developing the
capabilities of behaving and belonging
in an open, democratic and participatory manner. As commissioner Androulla Vassiliou reminded us in her
speech on the European agenda for
adult learning, “just as a modern economy needs the participation of everyone, so does a democratic society”. Europe stands at a cross-roads, but important though the decisions of today
may be, we need to take the long view
of lifelong learning in, for and about
the transitions, many of them inconceivable today, that we will face in the
years ahead.
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Trajectories of learning lives:
Continuities and discontinuities
in lifelong learning across
contexts
This article explores how questions of lifelong learning—the ability to
continuously reinvent one’s knowledge and expertise to manage
changing problem situations—become connected to issues of identity,
or how a person develops over longer periods of time. The authors are
particularly interested in how young learners make use of knowledge,
gain access to new knowledge and skills, and re-contextualise this
knowledge to fit new problem situations. In this article, they provide
illustrative analyses of young people’s learning trajectories over time
and across settings, and study how youth make connections between
contexts of learning and how they mobilise their capabilities in new
contexts. The data is drawn from a comprehensive study involving
ethnographic fieldwork related to three different age cohorts: 5–6 year
olds, 15–16 year olds, and 18–19 year olds.
H a n s C h r i s t i a n A r n s e t h , Ø ystein Gilje and Ola Erstad
1. Introduction
Recently, there has been increasing interest in linking learning and identity
formation as interrelated practices connected to the capacity to adapt to
changing roles within different contexts
(Holland, Lachicotte Jr, Skinner, &
Cain, 1998; Moje & Luke, 2009).
Many of these studies have criticised

the institutional practices of education,
claiming that the resources, identities,
and experiences students develop in
other settings are not properly recognised or used as an anchor for developing their skills and knowledge in school
(Heath, 1983; Kumpulainen & Lipponen, 2011; Wortham, 2009). In the
same vein, scholars have started to
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question the relevance of educational
practices for the future workplace and
for civil society, that is, students are not
sufficiently able to re-contextualise the
curriculum and make it relevant to
manage problems and challenges in
practices outside of educational institutions (Guile, 2010). In policy, coordinating the skills and knowledge re-

at home or in leisure activities as resources? Against this background, lifelong learning is not conceived as a stable, gradual development, but rather as
trajectories at a crossroads at which
people become drawn into or disengaged from activities that are both selfselected and more institutionally
framed.
We will draw on data from a comprehensive study involving ethnographic fieldwork related to three different
age cohorts, namely, 5–6 year olds, 15–
16 year olds, and 18–19 year olds. We
have followed children and teenagers in
these cohorts as they have gone
through important transitions in their
formal education, and we have investigated changes and transitions in and
between their institutional and everyday lives. An important aim is to analyse how identities are shaped and developed in different settings over time.
Our discussion is informed by the following two research questions:
- How are young people enabled to
re-contextualise their skills and knowledge to fit new circumstances, and
what are the consequences, in terms of
their developing learning identities?
- How are connections between contexts of learning negotiated by the participants, and what are the implications
for lifelong learning?
In this article, we will articulate an
approach to understanding lifelong
learning, including methodological
challenges in gathering data across settings. Since our analysis is of a preliminary nature we provide three illustrative examples of participants’ learning
trajectories across cohorts, including
important characteristics of the transitions the participants experienced.

1.1 Growing up in a multiethnic area
of Norway
In our project, we have focused on one
particular area of Oslo, which has a
multiethnic population. Both historically and discursively, this area can illustrate the broader changes in Norwegian
society over the last three decades. In
the 1950s and 1960s, working-class
and lower-middle-class families moved
in and bought their own apartments in
this area, which was made possible by

cheap loans that were partly financed
by the government. During the last two
decades, a variety of different immigrant groups have either arrived in
Norway and moved directly to apartments in this area, or moved in from
other parts of Oslo, finding cheaper,
more spacious flats here. For this reason, the population is culturally and
linguistically diverse.
The Municipality of Oslo, backed
up by large investments from the state,
has made a commitment to transform
the community over the next 10 years.
We see the opportunity to use this intervention program as a unique opportunity to develop a community-based
understanding of the learning lives of
young people inside and outside of
schools and to frame the analytical perspectives within a particular social and
geographical context.

1.2 Trajectories of lifelong learning
The notion of “trajectory” provides an
analytical means for understanding
learning activities across time and
space. Participation trajectories are
closely linked to identity as a “capacity
for particular forms of action and
hence a capacity to interpret and use
environmental affordances to support
action” (Edwards & Mackenzie, 2008,
p. 165). We use the notion of trajectory
as a way of identifying the pathways
that a person, or an object, for that
matter, goes through within and across
situations over time. Edwards and
Mackenzie (2005) argued for a “detailed analysis of the formation, disruption, reformation and support of trajectories of participation in the opportunities for action provided” (p. 287). We
ought, then, to explore how participants are not merely situated in time
and space, but also how they are actively networking learning resources
across space-time (Leander, Phillips, &
Taylor, 2010, p. 8). If we merely point
out that learning is situated in context,
we miss the point, because we are ignoring how people themselves actively
establish contexts of meaningful action
(Van Oers, 1998). To analyse how people do this is particularly important in
knowledge economies in which people
are regularly faced with new challenges
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quired and the dynamic, changing relations in the economy and society is crucial. Consequently, issues of lifelong
learning and the potential relevance of
competencies that are not necessarily
recognised by current certification
practices of educational institutions
have come to the fore in the European
Union as well as the OECD.1
Against this backdrop, it is reasonable to claim that questions of lifelong
learning—the ability to continuously
reinvent your knowledge and expertise
to manage changing problem situations—become connected to issues of
identity, or how a person develops over
longer periods of time (Lemke, 2000,
2001). We are particularly interested in
how young learners make use of
knowledge, gain access to new knowledge and skills, and re-contextualise
this knowledge to fit new problem situations, as well as how these become
part of the person’s identity formation
over a lifetime. In the ongoing “Learning lives project” (2009–2013), we are
concerned with how individuals create
and transform themselves as they interact with others across a wide range of
practices. A dual focus on learning and
identity allows for the analysis of how
learners traverse and interweave different contexts, which is made visible
through their positioning practices over
time (see also McLeod & Yates, 2006;
Thomson, 2009). Moreover, we are inspired by Wortham (2006, 2009), who
empirically demonstrated how communities and institutions constitute youngsters as particular kinds of learners.
In this article, we provide illustrative
analyses of young people’s learning trajectories over time and across settings.
We are interested in grasping how people are constituted as learners, including the consequences of their learning
experiences on future participation in
other practices. More specifically, we
aim to study how youth make connections between contexts of learning and
how they mobilise their capabilities in
new contexts. For example, are young
people able to re-contextualise computer literacy skills learned at home to fit
the requirements of a school task? In
the same vein, are teachers capable of
taking what young people have learned
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that require the innovative use of
knowledge and expertise. Furthermore,
new technologies enable faster access
to and circulation of texts, pictures, or
other knowledge resources. Researching these issues, we need to make sense
of how these new phenomena may be
fitted to new contexts, such as a school
essay or a mash up video on YouTube
(Burgess, Green, Jenkins, & Hartley,
2009; Warschauer & Matuchniak,
2010).
Within socio-cultural approaches to
lifelong learning, issues of identity are
treated as closely interwoven with
learning to participate in various kinds
of practices (Linell, 2009). To become a
proficient member of a practice is also
to take on a certain identity—as a gamer, a skateboarder, or a chess player
(2007). These identities are made available through practice—as observable
action, language use, texts or other
types of cultural resources—and newcomers can take on or appropriate
these identities as they become more
central members of the practice (Gee,
2000). People perform multiple identities and participate in a range of practices. Sometimes there can be connections, other times tensions, and yet at
other times, they might not be related
at all (Silseth & Arnseth, 2011). How
these connections or tensions are established has consequences for the person’s participation trajectories, and, by
the same token, for lifelong learning.
From our perspective, lifelong learning can be reformulated as being about
the negotiation work among multiple
trajectories of participation. This negotiation work involves the person and
what he brings to a situation, the actions of the members of the practices,
and the cultural values and norms that
structure their activities. For example,
let’s say that Jonas got a skateboard for
his birthday. He has been practicing a
bit in his backyard at home, and he has
followed a couple of blogs on skateboarding during the last couple of
months. Thus, Jonas knows a little bit
about skateboarding. He then decides
to hang out in a park where he knows
there are a lot of very skilled skateboarders, and he’s amazed by the spectacular things they can do with their

boards. Moreover, they use many
words and phrases he does not understand. However, imitating what he has
observed back at home or in the periphery of the park, he gradually becomes familiar with these novelties,
while also making new friends. Over
time, he learns the words and he gets to
watch videos of some of the best skaters there. Having said that, it is difficult
to predict whether Jonas will become
an expert skateboarder. Whether he is
able to become a proficient member of
the practice depends on the continuous
negotiation work between the elements
mentioned above. From such a perspective, learning never reaches a final goal
or destination. Furthermore, learning is
not specifically tied to the person or a
particular place, but is realised and negotiated as people and resources move
in space and time. Also, from this perspective, it is difficult to predict the
paths that a person will traverse over
longer time spans.
To pursue this issue further, it is possible to address these questions with
three different focal points: one could
(1) concentrate on persons as they
move in and between practices and investigate how they are enabled to sustain their participation, (2) direct attention on the tools and signs to examine
how they are made sense of, communicated, and made available in a practice,
or one could (3) scrutinise the structuring of the practice as such, i.e., how is
it organised and how is it made learnable for newcomers. In this article, we
will focus primarily on persons (1) as
we draw on different data types from a
wide range of practices and situations
to produce condensed portraits of the
selected participants.
Since it is difficult to predict a person’s participation trajectories, we are,
in a sense, always in a position in
which trajectories can only be reconstructed after the fact. Thus, development and lifelong learning are always
unpredictable. In this light, there is always a concern when studying people’s
learning lives by mapping broad patterns of participation, which must always allow ample room for variation.
Still, as in the “Learning lives project”,
there is a need to specify generic issues
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”

Lifelong
learning
is always
unpredictable.

that might be characteristic of lifelong
learning. Even though we have not followed the same persons over a long
time, focusing on different age cohorts
who are at what we believe to be crucial stages in their development can enable us to focus on the same structural
aspects of lifelong learning, that is, specific characteristics of the negotiation
work between persons, settings, and
cultural resources.
To address these issues, we will attempt to reconstruct possible trajectories of lifelong learning, addressing
continuities and discontinuities in patterns of participation across the different age cohorts. We will also address
the importance and implications of the
environments and practices to which
people belong. As part of the reconstruction of these trajectories, we will
briefly describe the most important
places and activities that structure or
frame people’s participation over a lifetime, which are often referred to as
“socialisation agents” in more functionalist approaches. The places and a
selective description of some of the
practices occurring therein includes,
but is not limited to, family, preschool,
organised cultural activities such as
sports or the arts, and school, ranging
from primary to high school.
2. Methodology
Pursuing an ethnographic approach
supported by recorded interviews and
other data collection tools, we aim to
create detailed descriptions of the
learning lives and the learning contexts
of three cohorts of young people. The
study consists of interviews, observations and field notes, video recordings
of selected episodes and activities, participant-generated materials in the form
of diaries and photos, and maps produced together with the participants.
At the time of writing, we are starting
to sort the data and are in the process
of developing analytical categories that
will facilitate systematic comparison

2.1 Challenges in tracing learning
across sites
Over the last decade, several researchers have employed new technologies

C. Hill

Groruddalen is one of the most
ethnically diverse boroughs in Oslo and
all Norway. The area is home to nearly
36 % of non-Western immigrants.
for tracing how people move between
contexts. For example, Muukkonen et
al. (2007) developed an online questionnaire delivered through mobile
technologies. Using smart phones, engineering students answered questionnaires concerning their ongoing study
projects, their emotional engagement,
and their collaboration with peers, five
times a day for a period of two weeks.
While such methods offer interesting
ways of generating data about what
people are doing across contexts, including their experiences of engagement in various activities, they do not
enable us to gain richer descriptions,
accounts of experiences, or naturalistic
data of actual transitions between contexts of learning and participation.
However, there are other technological means available for scrutinising
movements and the flow of experience.
We could, for instance, use headmounted cameras combined with GPS
tracking technology, GPS watches designed for sport activities, or tracking
programs designed for smart phones to
track experience flows and movements
in space. Cameras would provide, in
addition to location data, naturally occurring data of what people do in and
between settings. There are also online
tools, such as everytrail.com, that utilise GPS-technology, including the capacity to annotate data regarding locations visited, as well as to add pictures
or snippets of video giving more detail
about experiences. While these technological means offer interesting opportunities, they also create critical ethical
problems in terms of data protection
and anonymity. In addition, since we

are studying students in secondary and
upper-secondary education, issues of
consent become even more critical. We
also cannot expect that all of these students will have access to smart phones.
Against this background, we asked
ourselves if there might be other means
of gaining interesting data on these
transitions, without actually having to
follow the participants’ every step. We
decided to include the students as more
active producers of data, using digital
photographs, participant-generated diaries of a typical day in their lives, and
drawing and pointing to important
sites in their local community together
with participants using printed maps as
a resource while they were interviewed.
We will describe our research strategies
in more detail below.

2.2 Researcher-generated and
participant-generated data
In the first instance, we introduced a
map of the neighbourhood to the informants, asking them to mark their
everyday movements within their community. We asked them to identify their
route from school to home and mark
where their closest friends live and
were they meet in their leisure time.
Moreover, we asked them to mark and
explain places or buildings of particular interest. In addition, every pupil
was given specific assignments involving taking different kinds of photos,
such as pictures of their school route,
places they remember from childhood,
and photos of their homes. Altogether,
we collected 30 maps of the neighbourhood and more than 200 digital photos
in the spring of 2011.
Through these relatively open-ended
assignments, the informants provided
us with a wide range of photographs.
One of the most interesting issues here
was, for example, the ways in which
immigrant children included pictures of
their relatives, as well as photos from
their journeys and visits back to their
countries of origin. As part of the research design, we used these artefacts
as a point of departure in follow-up interviews. Because more than half of the
informants in the study will move out
of their local community during sum-
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across the data set. The data set will be
analysed to produce meaningful studies
of learning habits, learning processes,
learning contexts, and their interconnections.
Our challenge was to develop and
use methods to understand how learners might learn across different sites
and locations, including: learning
across institutional frames, between informal, semi- and formal locations;
learning on- and off-line; learning
through play; and learning across a
range of cultural and interest-driven
spaces.
While there has been considerable
academic, policymaking, and innovation interest in learning across contexts
as a way to harness the energies of
learners themselves (Thomas & Brown,
2011), it is still a challenge for researchers to understand and describe
how this takes place. As pointed out by
Leander et al. (2010), “following”
learners across and between sites is
complex. These sites are varied and include physical sites, such as home,
school, or with peers, virtual spaces,
such as online environments, gaming,
social networks, and mobile technologies, and conceptual sites (tracing,
translation, and re-conﬁguration of understanding across contexts).
While we can understand a great
deal about how people make connections between spaces and experiences,
we still face the challenge of gaining access to how these resources actually
move between contexts, as well as how
people appropriate them in certain circumstances and are enabled to use
them in new contexts. Methodological
challenges are practical (how to track
and physically follow learners), ethical/
legal (how to ensure access and trust
across social domains), and conceptual
(the circumscription of what might
constitute evidence of learning) (see
Bloome, 2005; Edwards & Mackenzie,
2005; Erstad, Gilje, Sefton-Green, &
Vasbø, 2009; Sinha, 1999; Wortham,
2006).
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mer 2011, we will compare those who
leave their local community to those
who choose to stay.
Based upon preliminary analysis of
the interviews, several issues are emerging but we will mainly draw on these
data in producing more analytic narratives here, rather than go into any detailed analysis. First, an important (if,
perhaps, unsurprising) finding is that
most of the pupils in secondary school
moved across a very limited local community, close to their homes. When
talking about place and movement,
many of the participants made it clear
that they recognised some invisible border in their local neighbourhood that
they did not cross. The interview data
allow us to understand how they position themselves toward other socioeconomic groups.
Second, the markings on the map
were restricted to everyday routines, including leisure activities, such as hanging out at the nearest playground or
gas station and visiting friends in the
neighbourhood. These very local movements were problematised and discussed as one of several issues in the
follow-up interviews. Of particular interest here is the fact that many of the
informants with good marks will now
have to travel to downtown Oslo to
join upper-secondary schools, which
will entail making new friends. In the
older cohort (ages 18-19), the movement out of their local community will
be even more crucial. Here, many of
the informants will attend college or
university, both in Oslo and in other
cities. As our analysis develops, we will
gain insight into the effects of multiple
transitions between participation within and across contexts, locations, and
sites.
In order to meet our objective of
tracing movement and flow, we needed
a flexible means of data collection and
analysis. This problem can be addressed by combining detailed analysis
of interaction with the analysis of texts,
models, or artefacts of any kind, alongside observation of action in and between situations (Baker, Green, & Skukauskaite, 2008). What this offers is an
alternation between different levels of

analysis. On the one hand, interaction
analysis can demonstrate detailed instances of emergence, whereas observation and the analysis of photographs,
maps and artefacts can provide insight
into broader changes and flows. Detailed studies can enable us to problematise some of the broader claims or
provide richer and more detailed descriptions of generic patterns. Observations over time can provide us with
knowledge that might force us to reconsider the analytical claims resulting
from studies conducted over a much
shorter time span. By analysing these
different kinds of data, we aim to understand the trajectories of young
learners at their crucial educational
transitions. Since we have just started
to analyse our data, here we will limit
our analysis to providing a few telling
examples of one participant from each
cohort. We will describe and produce
stories of these participants and how
they move in space and time by drawing on selected telling examples. This
means that we will not be able to provide detailed analysis of how participation trajectories are actually negotiated,
but instead provide an overview of
how some of the youth we have studied
manage their learning and identities
across practices and over time. Before
we actually address this, we will briefly
provide an overview of the settings that
we believe are crucial in these people’s
lives, especially before they reach adulthood.
3. The contexts of learning 
and the development of 
identity and knowing
As a developing person, your first encounters with the environment occur
within the frames of family life. In a
family, you gradually learn to master
various resources through participation
with other family members. You learn
how to talk and make sense of your environment, you learn rules and the
meanings of objects by playing with
your parents or siblings, and you learn
a language or perhaps even several languages. More generally, you learn how
to approach and make meaning of the
world in certain ways. You also learn
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to become a certain kind of person. For
example, one child may learn how to
be a girl who is good at playing football, a boy who is good at tidying up
after playing, or a girl who is good at
helping his parents with preparing
meals or doing gardening.
Gradually, the boundaries of family
life expand and you are enabled to play
with your friends next door, and many
also participate in institutional life in
kindergarten. Here, you learn to play
with other children, you learn the rules
of play and what things mean within
the interpretative framework of playing, you learn ways of expressing yourself through painting or building
things, and you are enabled to participate in organised activities, such as preparing food. When approaching the
transition phase to education, you are
also introduced into more specifically
designed learning activities in kindergarten. You play with letters and practice simple arithmetic. You also learn to
focus on tasks for certain periods of
time.
At school, learning and literacy
practices become more formalised. You
are expected to be able to learn to read
and write and to do arithmetic. You also learn how to be a pupil, that is, raising your hand when you want so say
something, paying attention to the
teachers’ instructions, and so forth.
Gradually, you are introduced to the
curriculum and, over time, you are expected to make sense of and solve
problems of increasing complexity. You
also gradually learn that you are perhaps better at some activities than others, and you become prepared or might
begin to have ideas about what you
want to pursue later in life.
At the same time, your range of activities outside of school might broaden, and perhaps you might start to play
football organised by your local club or
join a music class or some other cultural activity. In terms of more self-selected activities, you might spend a lot of
time playing games with friends online
or in front of a computer or a TV, or
hanging out chatting or playing football or basketball. As you grow older,
the demands of the practices you en-

3.1 Theepan
Theepan lives with his parents, who
were born in Sri Lanka. His father fled
Sri Lanka in 1997 and his mother arrived in Norway five years later. They
got married in Norway, and Theepan
had a new brother as we conducted the
fieldwork. He is, therefore, the eldest of
two siblings. In our observations in
preschool, Theepan took the role of being a singer in front of the other children when the staff encouraged him to
do so. Theepan was also very much engaged in singing into a microphone or
playing the keyboard at home. His father works for a local radio station,
and he makes many of the programs in
a small studio that is set up in Theepan’s bedroom. Occasionally, Theepan
also participates with his voice by making small jingles for radio programs.
Beside school, Theepan attends Tamil
school every weekend, so he is trying to
learn the Tamil alphabet alongside the
Norwegian.

3.2 Sebastian
Sebastian, who is an ethnic Norwegian,
is living with his mother, her partner,
and a younger brother in a semi-detached house a few minutes’ walk from
his upper-secondary school. He is a
Christian and engages in a lot of volunteer work in his local community
church. As part of this, he has, among
other things, taken courses to improve
his leadership skills so that he can lead
activities involving younger children
within the context of the church. His
father lives close by. Sebastian is very
connected to his family. He plays with
his younger brother, takes their dog for
walks, and seems to get on well with
his parents. They are interested in his
wellbeing, his life, and his future development. Sebastian is doing well academically and is involved in sports, but
he is not particularly good at them. After finishing secondary school, he went
to a prestigious upper-secondary school
in the centre of Oslo. This means he
has to travel for about an hour to get
to school in the morning. He is a very
positive, articulate person. In addition
to school, volunteer work, and some
sport activities, Sebastian does some
work at a hospital in a position that he
got through his father. Sebastian is very
ambitious and his long-term goal is to
become a journalist.

3.3 Gloria
Gloria lives at home with her mother
and father, and she has two older sisters who do not live at home because
they both study at the university. Gloria and her parents live in a villa, which
is divided into two separate sections,
with her family in one. She has her
own room. Gloria joined the social science program in upper-secondary
school. Her parents emigrated from Eritrea more than 20 years ago. Gloria
has never been there, but she hears a
lot of stories about Eritrea from her
parents and uncles who live in Norway.
She has written extensively on these issues in one of her school assignments,
called “my family”. Gloria took gym
lessons for many years as a child, but
had to give this up when she injured
her knee in a minor accident at the age

of 13. However, she has been a trainer
for younger girls (aged 10-11) for several years. In her schoolwork, she is
talented and knows what she wants,
which is to study developmental studies.

3.4 Trajectories of Learning Lives
Theepan, Sebastian, and Gloria engage
in and have learned several literacy
practices at home. They produce things
like music, pictures, and animated
films. They learn cultural knowledge
from different parts of the world, and
they learn to talk and behave in certain
ways. They are also introduced to activities, which provide opportunities
for engaging in similar, more institutionally framed activities at later stages.
Practices that they are introduced to in
the family, in kindergarten, in sports
and cultural activities, with friends,
and at school, have a dual nature. On
the one hand, they provide opportunities for further learning and development; that is, they open up possible trajectories of participation. On the other
hand, possibilities for engaging in other
things are diminished; that is, other
participation trajectories are closed
down. Further analysis will demonstrate the connections and re-contextualisations that occur between these
practices over time, e.g., whether we
can find any interesting differences between how Theepan is constituted as a
singer or performer at home and at
kindergarten.
Neither Theepan, Sebastian, nor
Gloria are similar in terms of what they
do or how they are able to draw on resources from the home in a school setting. This is also very context-specific
and very much dependent on the practices they engage in at school. In some
subjects, cultural knowledge might, for
instance, become very relevant and useful. What we might see as an emerging
pattern at this stage of analysis is that
when the contextual framing is similar
in terms of practices, our participants
are enabled to draw on resources from
other contexts and fit them to the circumstances at hand. Theepan is able to
draw on his identity and resources as a
performer of music in kindergarten, Se-
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gage in become more advanced and
they might conflict. For instance, you
might need to decide whether you want
to pursue a career as a football player
or whether you want to focus more on
your education to get into the schools
or universities of your choice.
Our purpose is not to provide a
whole list of the practices and activities
youth engage in, which is way too
complex and demanding. The point is
rather to provide a certain background
to our analytic examples insofar as this
helps us suggest and point to connections and boundaries between practices
with consequences for youths’ participation over time.
In our analytical perspective, there
are multiple trajectories of development and participation. How people
become who they are is the result of
complex negotiations and cannot be reduced to societal and individual variables. We provide illustrative examples
of three participants across the cohorts:
Theepan, Sebastian, and Gloria. We
briefly describe the activities they are
engaged in before we suggest possible
cross-cohort patterns.
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bastian is able to draw on his experiences from volunteer work in terms of
showing initiative and being active in
class, and Gloria is able to draw on her
experiences with sports, as well as her
cultural identity and knowledge, in
school assignments and in terms of
pursuing a career in developmental
studies at the university.
4. Concluding Remarks
Through our illustrations, we have attempted to provide examples of connections and boundaries between practices at various stages of life, focusing
particularly on trajectories into higher
education and working life. From kindergarten to primary school, children
learn schooling. They learn to engage
with objects in certain ways, to behave
as students, and to negotiate their identities in regard to subjects and peers. In
school, they learn discipline and focused attention, and that it takes work
to succeed. Sometimes, they find that
the skills and identities developed or
the resources available at home are useful and can be re-contextualised and
mobilised in school to manage the
tasks and problems they encounter.
With peers, they may learn that it is
important to be skilled in football or
that it is more important to run faster
than others than to be better in maths.
In upper-secondary school, the same
focus and attention is required to succeed and get good grades. If you do not
succeed academically, there are certain
trajectories that close down in terms of
pursuing a more theoretical education.
Certain activities, like engaging in volunteer work, sport activities, or political organisations, might support this,
as these encourage the organisation of
time, hard work, and discussion.
Again, success here might enable you
to pursue a career in upper-secondary
school, where you have more freedom
in terms of choosing subjects that interest you. Nonetheless, such a choice also

”

Negotiation
between
practices
determines learning
success.

implies that certain trajectories are no
longer possible. If you pursue more
practical subjects in high school, like
media production, then skills, experiences, and identities pursued outside
formal settings, such as having made
digital videos of you skateboarding
with friends after school, might be very
important to succeed.
We have tried to show that activities
and practices provide different ways of
structuring activities, which can make
it easier or more difficult to re-contextualise skills and identities developed in
other practices. It is the complex negotiation work in and between these
practices that determines whether individuals are able to successfully engage
in lifelong learning. Sebastian and Gloria are able to succeed in upper-secondary school by focusing on certain practices that mutually support each other
and that afford them opportunities to
forge relevant links between them.
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Life cycle oriented
personnel development

Life cycle oriented personnel development supports the
promotion and maintenance of the performance,
commitment, and employability of employees by
focusing on the specific and systematic development of
all employees of a company throughout the period of
their involvement with the organisation. This entails a
consideration of the phases of the individual life cycle
that they find themselves in. Allocation to a phase of the
career and workplace life cycle can be performed
through the use of a diagnostic instrument, presented in
this article. On this basis, effective personnel
development measures which are geared to the
particular phases can be determined. In this way, new
learning can be enabled and elicited repeatedly
throughout the course of a working life.

Anita Graf
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1. The concept of life cycle 
oriented personnel 
development
The concept of the life cycle has its
roots in biology. It concerns the evolutionary process of becoming, growing,
change and decay of living systems.
The life cycle comprises the changes
over time which are typically passed
through and can therefore be predicted

quantitatively and qualitatively fairly
accurately. Several life stages can be
distinguished, which are characterised
by certain features or feature combinations (phase-typical principles).
In the concept of life cycle oriented
personnel development developed by
this author, Anita Graf (2002), five different life cycles can be distinguished.
These each relate to different areas of
life and together form the life cycle of
an individual human being.
The most important areas of life include individual development in the
fields of identity (biosocial life cycle),
the family (family life cycle) and professional career (professional, career
and workplace life cycle).
Depending on which phase of the
five different life cycles employees find
themselves in, different topics and issues are relevant. Needs, goals, demands on performance, and career potential all change in the course of life
and aging, and these need to be taken
into account in the design of personnel
development in the company.
Particularly critical situations arise
during the transition from one phase to
the next due to overlaps and interdependencies between the different life
cycles. As a result, there may be an accumulation of demanding situations.
This is the case, for example, when entry to a profession coincides with a
change in the family life cycle (e.g., due
to marriage or children). Such situations may require more time and energy than an individual has available at
that moment. Possible responses are either to reduce the exposure to one of
the two affected life cycles or to make
an attempt to bring about a radical
change. In the corporate context, it is
especially important to prevent people
slipping from the mature phase into the
saturation phase (see sections 1.4 and
1.5).
It should be noted that the individual course of life cycles is influenced by
many factors and can run very differently:

• Influences external to the company
include the educational landscape
and the access this allows to particular basic and advanced training
courses, the available range of apprenticeships and traineeships, training costs, etc.
• Company-related influences include changes in organisational
structure through reorganisation, introduction of new technologies and
resultant changes to requirements,
the range of continuing education
and career opportunities available,
corporate culture, health promotion
measures and conditions, etc.
• Individual influences include
changes in the skills, potential,
needs, and goals in the course of aging, changing family conditions (e.
g., children or partnership), financial
conditions, desire for a career
change, health restrictions, maintenance of physical and mental mobility through exercise, etc.
The five sub-cycles of the individual
life cycle are presented below. The focus of the discussion in this article lies
on the career and workplace life cycle
(for the following discussion of the life
cycles, see Graf, 2009, 2008 and 2002).

1.1 Biosocial life cycle
The biosocial life cycle includes all of
human life. It comprises the gradual
course of personality development and
is dependent on many biological and
social factors. Thus, human development is influenced by biological regularities, such as the signs of wear which
occur with increasing age. In addition,
social influences codetermine human
development (for example, upbringing,
inherited social or cultural values, and
the social norms and rituals that govern the various stages of life). Changes
that are particularly striking are those
in the biosocial extremes of life, childhood and old age, such as the rapid
physical and mental development of infants or the social exclusion of older
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Life cycle oriented personnel development supports the promotion and
maintenance of performance (i.e.,
skills, knowledge, competences, health,
and employability), commitment (i.e.,
identification, motivation, engagement,
and satisfaction), and employability of
employees by focusing on the specific
and systematic development of all employees of a company throughout the
period of their involvement with the
organisation regardless of age, length
of service, leadership, hierarchy, etc.
On the other hand, it considers the
phase of the life cycle in which employees find themselves and which personnel development measures are particularly effective at each stage.  
This involves, among other elements, consistently encouraging young
people and binding them to the company (i.e., retention), keeping people in
the middle age segment productive and
motivated, and maintaining and developing older people specifically so that
they have the necessary skills, stay
healthy, and enjoy work until retirement.
The focus of life cycle oriented personnel development in companies is
not primarily on age, but on belonging
to a phase of the career and workplace
life cycle - in addition to considering
the development of the biosocial, family and professional life cycles (Graf,
2002). Belonging to a phase of the career and workplace life cycle, for example, has a greater significance in terms
of job satisfaction than the actual age
(Rading, 2008).
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people. Biosocial processes of change
also occur in the long period of time
between (e.g. the age of majority and
the granting of related rights and obligations, menopause, mid-life crisis). Biosocial life cycle models have been developed, particularly in the 1960s and
1970s, by authors of different disciplines (see, e.g., Erikson, 1963, 1968,
1982; Hall, 1976; Levinson, 1978;
Schein, 1978). It is essential that each
of the defined phases are not considered as rigid constructs with a clearly
defined time frame. The application of
phase models requires a certain flexibility and is used primarily to provide
suggestions and guidance.
Starting points for life cycle oriented
personnel development arise, for example, from different ages of people who
have different qualities and bring various life lessons and opportunities with
them. Important themes include the acquisition of tasks appropriate to the life
phase, the change of physical and mental abilities with age, the long-term
maintenance of health, an age-appropriate personnel policy and the raising
of awareness among senior staff regarding respect for and the signficance
of comprehensive resource management.

1.2 Family life cycle
The family life cycle is primarily related
to the family that is founded by an individual and includes the fields of partnership, marriage, children and grandchildren.
Starting points for life cycle oriented
personnel development arise, for example, from the tension between work
and partnership or family. Topics include work-life balance, dual-career
couples (e.g., the compatibility of career ideas and options), and single-parent families. It is particularly important
to create an environment within a company that allows employees a balanced
lifestyle, using such measures as flexible
working hours and working conditions, part-time work for women and
men, part-time careers, job-sharing
models, working from home, and family-friendly conditions in the company.

1.3 Professional life cycle
The professional life cycle comprises
the development of an individual from
choosing a career and corresponding
training to the end of the working life.
The focus of the professional life cycle
is on the exercise of one or several professional activities simultaneously, and
includes all positions that employees
hold in the course of their career in a
company (i.e., career life cycle), in several companies or while self-employed.
The professional life cycle can be interrupted by inactive phases (e.g., due to
further education, maternity, or travel)
and also includes unpaid activity. The
professional life cycle can be divided
into three phases:
• Early career: This phase begins
with the choice of occupation, which
depends on motives, interests and
expectations about possible opportunities. Certain demographic characteristics, such as social class, religious affiliation, former school education, the costs of training, the
training courses available and advice
from parents and peers, all play a
role. The choice of individual workplace and company is often based on
the occupation trained for.
Joining the company is connected
with the introduction to work and
learning. People at the beginning of
their careers thus bring particular
motivation and values as well as expectations (e.g., a desire for challenging work). The confrontation of
these expectations with the actual
company can lead to a reality shock
which has consequences for the further career.
• Middle career: After a certain period, the accumulation of experience
in one or more positions in the company brings about a relatively stable
and enduring career orientation. The
middle career phase (from 35 to 45
years) often brings deep changes and
leads employees to an examination
of their own professional and personal situation (mid-life crisis), so
profound career changes can be triggered.
• Late career: In the late career
stage, the problem can occur that
personal skills decline or become ob-
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solete (i.e., loss of employability).
This is especially the case when older people are no longer encouraged
and have been doing the same job
for a very long time. When a decline
in performance follows, and further
career and learning opportunities
fail to appear, disengagement with
the workplace can occur. The approach of the end of employment
can also lead to a retirement crisis.
Retirement generally represents the
end of the professional life cycle.
Many trends can be identified during
the course of the professional life cycle,
such as the tendency to longer periods
of training (increase of the extent of
formal education, trend towards higher
qualifications, longer periods in the education system), the decreasing importance of initial training and a corresponding increase in the importance of
further education and retraining,
changes in job descriptions, changes in
the meaning of work and leisure as a
result of changing values, an increasing
demand for part-time work, a persisting tendency to early retirement, a
trend towards portfolio working (practising several occupations simultaneously), and the increasing importance
of a flexible design of career (for example, entry through a temporary employment contract, a change of the professional field of activity in the middle career phase).
Trends relating to demographic developments include:
• Securing the next generation of the
workforce by promoting a more
rapid entry of younger people
• Extending working life and the
correspondingly increasing importance of the end or change of employment, especially in jobs that involve physical and mental stress.
Due to economic developments, employees these days are increasingly
obliged to manage their careers themselves. This requires a willingness on
their part to flexibly adapt professional
ideas to existing possibilities and conditions, and to be open to new career
paths and career opportunities (such as
a lack of apprenticeships, dismissal,
lack of opportunities in the labour
market, increasing pressure through ex-

1.4 Career life cycle
The career life cycle begins with the entry of employees into the company and
ends with the withdrawal due to termination or retirement. Figure 1 shows
the course of the career life cycle. The
four phases of introduction, growth,
maturity and saturation can be distinguished there:

”

Personnel
development is
not just for the
“talented”.
• In the introduction phase, employees undergo a socialisation process,
which has the aim of integrating
them into the company (establishing
a psychological contract).
• The next phase works through the
individual careers of employees
(growth phase), in which movement
within the organisation is possible in
three directions: vertically, horizontally, or radially (towards greater inclusion or centrality, for example, by
acquiring a function in an important
committee). Increasingly, however,
career is no longer understood as a
sequence of positions within company structures, but as continuing
learning and the accumulation of experience.
• In the maturity phase, employees
may reach a career plateau. Further
promotion is unlikely from here,
since employees have already been
in their positions for too long, and
the work holds neither further chal-

lenges nor opportunities for learning. In the maturity phase, therefore,
attempts must be made through appropriate personnel development
measures to prevent employees’ performance dropping and their entering the saturation phase of the move
as a result of demotivation, stress,
health problems, changes in work
requirements and being underchallenged or overstrained as a result.
• In the saturation phase, the first
step is to clarify why employees no
longer deliver the required performance: Does the problem lie in the
ability to perform, in motivation, or
in the situation? Various personnel
development measures may be appropriate and necessary. If a return
to the maturity phase is not possible
within a reasonable time, a change
of position must be arranged.
Trends related to the career life cycle
include the tendency to more frequent
reorganisations and changes in organisational structures and the associated
changes of positions, hierarchy levels
and career opportunities, changes in
career orientation of employees as a result of changing values and the trend
towards more responsibility in manag-

Figure 1:The career life cycle (Graf, 2008, p. 275)
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cessive workload). Traditional career
paths and careers are increasingly difficult to realise today. This applies ever
more frequently to younger people entering the workforce. However, employees of other generations are also
increasingly called upon to adapt their
career to changing demands.
Starting points for life cycle oriented
personnel development result, for example, from changes in job descriptions and activities as a result of technological and social developments, the
desire of employees for a change in occupation (career change, additional
training required, or portfolio work),
necessary re-training resulting from
changes in or loss of physical abilities,
and inadequate content in training (e.g.
promotion of social skills, specific technical training).
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Figure 2:The workplace life cycle (Graf, 2008, p. 143)

ing career development. Trends with
respect to demographic developments
such as the decline in the labour pool
and the lack of skilled and younger
workers include:
• Increasing importance of an attractive career for younger workers
in order to win them as employees
and linking them to the company in
the long term
• The consideration of new recruitment strategies, for example, creating a recruitment pool of qualified
women and fostering the return to
work of women with family responsibilities
• Range of attractive career models
for balancing work and family, for
example, to increase the appeal of
an employer when recruiting skilled
workers and retaining talents and
experts
• Development of new career opportunities, such as the consideration of
horizontal career moves in career
models, the development of new
roles for older people, such as a
range of advisory and interim functions, and the ability to continue
work after retirement.

1.5 Workplace life cycle
The workplace life cycle begins when a
position is taken and ends when the
position is left or the duties of the position to change so much that the portfolio of duties actually corresponds to a
new position. The four phases of introduction, growth, maturity and saturation can also be distinguished in the
workplace life cycle (see figure 2):
• The introduction phase aims to introduce the new employee as quickly
and as comprehensively as possible
to the new activities and work environment, and so keep the introduction phase as short as possible.
• The next phase is that of growth.
The employees know their roles and
acquire a certain routine, but they
can still learn to professionalise further and develop (e.g. gain additional know-how, rationalise processes,
streamline access to relevant information sources and the corridors of
power, create networks of relationships, and broaden or deepen skills).
Employees should be kept as long as
possible in the growth phase with
activities that include autonomy, a
sense of puropose and fun.
• In the maturity phase, employees
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have entirely realised the potential of
the position. They know their duties
and meet the related requirements
completely. The position offers no or
only limited learning opportunities
and challenges.
• When performance decreases, employees enter the saturation phase.
Several reasons may play a role, such
as decline in performance caused by
insufficient or excessive demands,
burnout or mental resignation. As in
the career-related saturation phase,
the purpose is to determine the reasons for the decline in performance,
and with appropriate personnel development measures to enable a return to the maturity stage.
The workplace life cycle ends with
the change to a different position (internal change of job) or termination (either
by the company or by the employee).
Trends related to the workplace life cycle include the change in work requirements (e.g., due to shorter and faster
product life cycles or new technologies),
changes in the skills required (e.g., cultural competence and international experience, information management,
flexibility or mobility, willingness and
ability to learn, dealing with change,

Figure 4: Diagnostic tool for assignment to a phase of career life cycle
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Figure 3: Diagnostic tool for assignment to a phase of workplace life cycle
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and self-management, etc.). Trends
with respect to demographic development include:
• The increasing importance of systematic retention management to
keep and promote younger people
and to prevent the turnover of
skilled labour due to increased competition in the labour market, for
example through professional induction programmes, attractive tasks,
and a range of interesting and challenging opportunities for development.
• Maintenance of employability and
productivity, especially in older employees, for example through the
promotion of learning opportunities
by regular changes of position, job
rotation, or adjustment or extension
of the portfolio of duties.
2. Diagnostic tool for
assignment to a phase of 
workplace and career life 
cycle
Having presented the five sub-cycles of
the individual life cycle, we will now
focus on the last two, the workplace
and career life cycles, as these form the
basis of effective human resource development. Assignment to a phase of the
workplace (see figure 2 above) and career life cycles (see figure 1) can be performed using a simple diagnostic tool
(see figures 3 and 4). The assignment to
a phase is jointly carried out in a conversation between the supervisor and
the employee. Experience in both the
classroom and in situation assessments
shows that one’s belonging to a particular phase of the workplace life cycle
usually has a stronger influence on job
satisfaction and intentions than the belonging to a phase of the career life cycle (see also the studies by Rading,
2008). For many employee groups, it is
always useful to consider both life cycles at the same time.
The analysis can be adjusted to the
company’s needs. Here horizontal career moves are considered as growth.
However, it is also conceivable in principle that only vertical career moves are
considered as growth.

3. Life cycle oriented personnel  must be acquired. What is important
development measures
here is a close connection with other
The assignment to a phase of the work- life cycle oriented personnel developplace and career life cycles, once made, ment measures, such as mentoring and
attendance of training courses. For emcan form the basis on which effective
human resource development measures ployees in the career-related maturity
can be chosen and planned. The goal is phase, the focus is on horizontal development: what other positions at the
to promote and preserve the performsame or lower hierarchy level offer new
ance, commitment and employability
challenges and learning opportunities?
of the employee over the long term. In
The idea is to promote lifelong learning
other words, the aim is to repeatedly
programmes. Here, a close coordinaenable and elicit new learning in the
tion with the workplace life cycle is imcourse of a working life.
portant. If the company has no other
position to offer as a next career move,
3.1 Situation assessments as a core
particular care must be taken with deelement of life cycle oriented
velopment in the current function (see
personnel development
also the overview of possible developSituation assessments are an important
ment measures in section 3.2).
tool for planning the further in-house
Situation assessments to manage the
career in a goal-oriented and systematic
workplace life cycle are especially useway (i.e., individual career planning).
ful when it comes to preventing an earDuring a career situation assessment,
ly slide into the saturation phase and to
the existing potential for development
define new learning opportunities and
is determined: what competences and
challenges. Employees who have held
skills are available? Does the person
the same position for several years are
possess leadership potential, or is a speoften in the workplace-related maturity
cialist career a better aim to pursue?
phase. Whether the necessary skills will
What functions and positions in the histill be available in the medium and
erarchy or the company can be taken
long term should be ascertained, along
with the existing potential? On one
with a consideration of trends affecting
hand, the situation assessment involves
the requirements for the position. The
a comparison with the existing needs,
situation assessment can also determine
goals and personal requirements (place
whether the current position is still the
of residence, mobility, level of employright one or whether a change of posiment, family situation, financial opportion is to be preferred on the grounds
tunities, needs for work-life balance,
of development. In addition, there are
etc.). On the other hand, it also considfactors that always affect performance
ers a number of conditions on the part
to be included:
of the company, such as organisational
•  Abilities: Are the required abilistructure, corporate strategy, business
ties, skills, and competences availadevelopment (use of technology, reorble, both today and in the future?
ganisations, etc.), existing vacancies
How can these be developed? What
and those arising from turnover, availtraining and experience are necesable career paths (managerial, technisary?
cal, project career), talent management
•  Motivation: Does the necessary
programmes, and support for educamotivation exist today and in the fution and training.
ture to fully involve oneself in the
For employees in the career-related
work process? To what extent are
growth phase, a situation assessment
motivational processes hindered?
will clarify what a sensible and logical
How can motivation be enhanced?
next career step would be and what
What new learning opportunities
could be a possible target position in
can have a positive impact on motithe company. As part of an individual
vation?
career plan, it is then decided in which
•  Conditions: Which conditions
time which career move is to be pur(people, processes, structures, etc.)
sued and what skills and competences
affect performance, and in which
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Workplace life cycle
Introduction phase
• Induction programme
• Trainee programme
Growth phase
• Technical and personality-related education and
training off-the-job, for example:
– Visits to conferences
– Vocational training
– Acquisition of specialist certificates
– Expansion of intercultural competence through     
language training
• Technical and personality-related education and
training on-the-job, for example:
– Learning from models and role models
– Coaching from seniors, team members or
supervisors
– Search for testing grounds such as giving
presentations
– Targeted expansion of knowledge about the
organisation
– Improving personal efficiency by analysing the
working organisation
• Establishing a network for the improvement of
influence
Maturity phase
• Job enlargement, job enrichment
• Roles as deputy
• Work on projects, committees and quality circles
• Service as supervisor, teacher, advisor or mentor
• Taking on special duties, such as
– Organisation of special events
– Taking care of particularly important clients
– Role as representative
– Responsibility for know-how transfer within or
between teams
– Inclusion of special knowledge which is useful for
the team, etc.

Career life cycle
• Specific orientation programmes for the acquisition of necessary
skills
• Specific measures for the integration of employees into the
corporate culture, promotion of networking
• Regular career planning
• Membership in the high potential pool and thus support through
specific activities, such as action learning, think-tank discussions
with board members, and networking programmes
• Focussed preparation programme as a successor candidate
for a key position, for example by job rotation, substitution, or
assignment abroad
• Leadership training programmes at all levels
• Specialist training with a focus on the further career
development, such as postgraduate studies, MBA, or specialist
certificate
• Mentoring programmes
• Project work (as management or employees, in the same area or
cross-sectorally)
• Job rotation (once or as a series)
• Service abroad (several months or years)

• Situation assessment (at least every 3–5 years)
• Career advice
• Promotion of horizontal career steps
• Job rotation, stage programme: several weeks, several months or
several years of work in other areas within and / or outside the
company
• Promotion by expanding the current area of activity (the creation
of learning opportunities): job enrichment, job enlargement,
participation in projects, committees and quality circles, roles
as a supervisor, trainer, consultant, or mentor, representing the
company externally, etc.
• Support in retraining
• Flexible retirement
• Preparing for retirement programmes

Saturation phase
• Development with the goal of being able to remain in • Specific actions to improve performance
• Assistance in finding a new area of activity, externally
the same position:
(outplacement) or internally (also considering the possibility of a
– Change of duties or client portfolio
downward movement)
– Acquisition of missing competences through
specific retraining
– Reduction of working hours: part-time work or
flexible retirement
– Health promotion measures
– Coaching by external or internal specialists
• Development with the goal of taking on a new
function:
– Internal change of position – at the same or a
lower hierarchical level
– Outplacement: support in the search for an
external position
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Table 1: Possible personnel development measures for the various phases of the
career and workplace life cycles (Graf, 2009, p. 215 ff.)
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form? Which are beneficial, and
which are obstructive conditions? To
what extent and how can they be influenced?
Situation assessments are a powerful
tool in life cycle oriented personnel development. They can prevent a decline
in performance and commitment and
thus prevent the slide from the maturity
phase to the saturation phase. This is
particularly important in the context of
the development of older employees,
because they have often been in the
company longer and in the same position and thus are also more commonly
in the maturity stage (Rading, 2008).

3.2 An overview of possible
personnel development measures for
the various phases of the career and
workplace life cycles
Table 1 on the previous page lists possible personnel development measures
for each phase of the career and workplace life cycles. The list is not to be
understood as exhaustive but can serve
as a stimulus which can be supplemented based on the needs of the company.
In practical personnel development
work, it is often only a combination of
measures that proves to be appropriate.
In addition, there are many personnel development measures that should
be offered and implemented which are
part of a strategic approach to human
resource development. These are: comprehensive performance and competence assessments, regular structured
staff discussions, agreements on individual development objectives, coaching, raising awareness of employees to
the need for lifelong learning (e.g., motivation for training, verification of employability), targeted support for older
employees (for example, through horizontal career development, job enrichment, use of their knowledge and experience, and promotion of intergenerational cooperation), development of
self-management skills, measures of
corporate health management (e.g.,
health-promoting task design, absence
management and case management)
and the promotion of an appreciative
leadership culture.

”

Today
employees
have to
manage their careers
themselves.

4.  Tasks and challenges in
implementation
The importance of a systematic and
consistent focus of personnel development on the individual life cycle is increasingly recognised by companies, especially in the context of the importance of the specific promotion of older
employees or through encounters with
the changing needs of younger people
regarding working conditions, career
opportunities and work-life balance
(see for example, Kunze & Boehm,
2010). The implementation is fraught
with many challenges, some of which
are addressed briefly below. It is important to acknowledge and take account
of the fact that the implementation of
life cycle oriented personnel development is a shared responsibility.

4.1 Employees
More than ever, employees are now responsible for managing and maintaining their performance, commitment
and employability. This involves repeatedly redefining their own work and
life rhythm, and constantly comparing
their own skill level with requirements
and adjusting them accordingly (Rump
& Eilers, 2006). In doing so, both the
currently existing requirements and
those anticipated due to the many economic, scientific, technological and social developments must be taken into
account. Only then can the necessary
developmental and educational measures be identified and initiated at an
appropriately early stage. The increasing instability of jobs and fields of activity means that the preservation and
promotion of skills are more important
than striving for job security. The conception of lifelong learning and the
ability and readiness for self-development that form the basis for this are essential prequisites to the complete and
comprehensive maintenance of one’s
own employability as an intangible as-

28          L I F E L O N G LEARNIN G I N EU ROPE     1 | 2 012

set until exit from the labour force and
beyond (Graf, 2011).
The main challenges are:
• Recognition of the changes in
needs, skills and potentials in the
course of life
• Design of work and private life
oriented to life stages and needs
• Consistent tracking of the state of
employability: maintaining the
readiness to learn, proactive control
and flexibility shaping of careers,
attending training, courage to
change job, etc.

4.2 Supervisors / line managers
Studies have shown that superiors exercise a decisive influence over whether
employees remain motivated and capable with increasing age (Ilmarinen &
Temple, 2002). Supervisors are responsible for determining necessary and appropriate personnel development activities in discussion with employees, taking into account the respective stage of
the individual life cycle. This requires
that they are aware that the self-development of employees should be encouraged through appropriate conditions, for example by providing work
structures and a cultural environment
that promote learning and development, raising the awareness of employees of the importance of lifelong learning, through the selective recognition
and fostering of learning potential ‒ relative to current and future functions ‒
and by creating individual development
plans with a focus on the preservation
of employability. Challenges include:
• Willingness and ability of the supervisor to develop, for instance
leading in the sense of challenge and
support, targeted and conscious development of all employee groups,
regardless of age, gender, education,
and hierarchical level (especially onthe-job, but also off-the-job), and
making a coherent assignment of
employees to a phase of the career
and workplace life cycles
• Awareness of their of their own
stereotypical attitudes towards age,
reduction of prejudice
• Create an organisational culture
that fosters learning and develop-

• Life cycle oriented personnel development
– Focuses on the selective development of all employees of a company during
the period that they are with the company.
– Is oriented towards the selection of personnel development measures
appropriate to the individual life cycle of an employee.
– Is aligned with both the company strategy and the needs of the employee.
• It is basically concerned with the purposeful, systematic and long-term
preservation and promotion of
– Performance of employees: knowledge, competences (skills and abilities),
health
– Commitment of employees: identification, motivation, engagement, and
satisfaction, and
– Employability of employees.
• It requires a range of personnel development measures coordinated with the
strategy of the company for all phases of career and workplace life cycles.
• The phase of the workplace and career life cycles are crucial for determining
the necessary and appropriate personnel development measures in a
systematic approach. Relevant parameters of the biosocial, family and
professional life cycles are taken into account accordingly.
• All employee groups are considered equally in personnel development,
for example, not only developing talents (“high potentials”), but targeted
developing of all employees in the company, no age-selective personnel
development, but fostering all age groups.
• Working and learning conditions that meet the needs and potentials of the
different life phases and generations must be created, by e.g.
– Creating family-friendly structures, promoting work-life balance, making
working hours and location flexible
– Allowing horizontal career paths and part-time careers, consideration of
“bow careers”, (bow shaped career path) such as surrendering leadership
responsibility and taking a position lower in the hierarchy in the later stages
of a career
– Enable and also elicit lifelong learning, for example, by creating regular
learning opportunities, e.g. job enrichment, job enlargement, internal job
changes at the same hierarchical level or higher
– Improving work opportunities for older employees, taking into account
the requirements of age-appropriate learning, promoting intergenerational
cooperation, knowledge transfer between older and younger employees,
and making retirement flexible
• Establishment of a comprehensive workplace health promotion for the longterm maintenance of productivity, health and commitment

ment in spite of heavy workloads
and limited resources.

4.3 Personnel and personnel
development department
A personnel and personnel development department is responsible for the
development and implementation of
life cycle-based instruments and the
promotion of learning and development-conducive conditions and processes. These include the initiation of
organisational development processes
to create a corporate and management

culture that fosters learning and development, and integration of the life cycle approach to management
training. Challenges to be mastered include:
• Creating a clear map of existing
and missing life cycle oriented personnel development instruments,
consistent coordination of instruments, focusing on the essentials
• Developing simple effective personnel development tools for each
phase of the career and workplace
life cycles

• Creating systematic and traceable
personnel development processes in
coordination with the needs of line
managers and the executive board
• Often scarce financial and human
resources, highlighting the impact of
the measures (personnel development controlling).
5. Conclusion
Due to economic, social, and in particular demographic developments, companies are required to align their personnel development consistently with
their strategy and adapt it to changing
conditions. This requires concepts
which enable lifelong learning, support
flexible career paths and foster the performance, commitment and employability of employees in a long term and
sustainable manner. What is increasingly important is comprehensive health
management and pragmatic personnel
development controlling.
In recent years, the concept of life
cycle oriented personnel development
developed by Graf has been increasingly adopted and implemented by companies. Due to the high profile of the concept in the German-speaking world,
these up to now have been largely companies in Switzerland and Germany.
The implementation of life cycle oriented personnel development is a systematic process in which the existing
areas of action are examined for their
relevance and utility in the life cycle.  
Development of employees is done in
consultation with the company and the
personnel and according to the personnel development strategy. On this basis,
existing instruments can be adapted as
needed and targeted new instruments
developed and implemented. It is important to focus on a few effective personnel development measures that are
implemented consistently and regularly
reviewed for their effect.
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A significant share of our European population can be considered
at risk of poverty and social exclusion. Adult education can be a
lever for increase of social inclusion among vulnerable adults. To
date hardly any evidence is available concerning the outcome of
adult education in terms of increase of social inclusion. In this
article the authors present the most striking results of a series of
studies concerning the outcome of lifelong learning programs
among vulnerable adults in terms of increase of social inclusion.
It is obvious that some learners undergo a “transition” to better
social inclusion after joining these programs. Furthermore, the
research results underline the importance of the variable transfer
possibilities influencing the learning success among these learners.
However, not only elements of the learning environment influence
the rate of increase of social inclusion. For example, foreign
learners and people who live together without being married
experience a higher rate of increase on several variables of social
inclusion.

M a u r i c e d e G r e e f , Mien Segers and Dominique Verté
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The impact of lifelong
learning on social
inclusion
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A significant share of our European population can be considered at risk of poverty and social exclusion. For example
according to Eurostat (2010) 17% of
European citizens are considered at risk
of poverty. According to Bijl et al. (2011)
social inequality is still a difficult problem
in society. Especially the quality of life
between low- and high-skilled people
differs a lot (Bijl et al., 2011). Consequently the European Commission (2010)
included lifting 20 million people out of
social exclusion and poverty in the Europe
2020 Strategy. More concretely, social
inclusion is a multidimensional process
of, among other things, behavioural
change depending on a person’s interaction with different situations and with
different environmental conditions (Endler & Magnusson, 1976; Krueger et al.,
2008; Nye & Hargreaves, 2009).
Concerning people at risk of social exclusion we can discern different target groups
(De la Fuente Anuncibay, 2007). As a
result of different socio-demographic
factors or life-circumstances, such as
unemployment, lone parenthood, low
educational qualifications, bad health in
combination with ageing and non EUcitizenship, different sub-groups of people at risk of poverty can be discerned
(Tsakloglou & Papadopoulos, 2002).
First of all still 22 % of the population
of the industrialised countries is illiterate
(UNICEF, 2008), and based on recent
research-findings of PIAAC (Programme
for the International Assessment of Adult
Competencies) we can conclude that 25%
of today’s fifteen-year-olds will be inadequately skilled when they are 25 years
old (EARLALL, 2011). Additionally
EARLALL (2011) concludes that the
number of low-skilled workers and people excluded from lifelong learning is still
increasing and that around 50 million
workers do not have a certificate of upper
secondary education. Secondly Dahlstedt
and Bevelander (2010) note that migrants
experience differences in life based on
their cultural backgrounds, linguistic
aspects and the distance between their
country of origin and the new country.
This sub-group can be considered as
people, who risk social exclusion. Furthermore, for a part of the elderly population, who risk health problems, a rate

of poverty or socioeconomic inequality
can be considered a risk for social exclusion (Dannefer, 2003). On the other hand
support for single and young parents is
needed to prevent social exclusion and
exclusion from the labour-market (Bynner
& Londra, 2004). Finally exclusion from
the labour-market is still increasing according to the figures of Eurostat (2012),
which presents a current unemploymentrate of 10.9% (Eurostat, 2012).
The aforementioned characteristics of
people at risk of social exclusion, or
better said “vulnerable adults”, indicate
the urgency of investment in efforts to
increase social inclusion Therefore “transition” is needed and particularly a “transition” from “vulnerable adults” into
adults who are able to cope with modern
society and its labour-market. Kumpulainen (2010a) states in a previous issue
of LLinE that education systems can play
an important role in supporting individual growth in citizenship among
others increase of social cohesion. Besides
this LLinE refers to the importance of
the pivotal role of education in increasing quality of life (Kumpulainen, 2010b).
Accordingly the OECD (Christian, 1974)
and Nilsson (2010) both indicate that
lifelong learning programs or programs
of adult education can be a lever in order
to increase social inclusion.
More concretely, a transition in life to
reach social inclusion or qualifications
for the labour-market among vulnerable
adults can be reached by using adult
education or programs of lifelong learning. Basic adult education can enhance
transition to a better working life or better life in society especially for the aforementioned sub-group of vulnerable adults.
According to the UNESCO Institute for
Lifelong Learning (2009) the CONFINTEA
VI Conference points out the importance
of the quality of adult education in order
to obtain these aforementioned goals. To
ensure quality and constructive outcome
of adult education insights in its most
important elements is necessary. To date
hardly any evidence is available concerning outcome of adult education in terms
of increase of social inclusion. In this
article we present the most striking results
of a series of studies concerning the outcome of lifelong learning programs among
vulnerable adults in terms of increase of
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social inclusion and the significant contribution of the key-elements of the learning environment. It aims to present a
comprehensive overview of the results on
increase of social inclusion besides the
influence of the learning environment and
the trainee-characteristics. The results of
each study in the series have been already
discussed in former articles1.
Transition-effects in terms of 
social inclusion
Social inclusion should be defined as a
multidimensional process. More concretely it can be described as a process,
in which citizens try to cope with and
control resources and services, have and
connect to social relationships, feel included in the (local) area and take part
in its activities (Van Houten, 2008; Ogg,
2005; Levitas, 2007; The World Bank,
2007). More concretely social inclusion
can be described in terms of two dimensions. On one hand activation and internalisation, participation and connection
on the other hand (Fortuin & Keune,
1997; Guildford, 2000; Mastergeorge,
2001; Verté et al., 2007). Firstly activation
implies the ability of functioning in daily
society as an independent individual to
attain the basic needs of daily life (Movisie, 2010). In practice it means that one
for example can organise his or her own
finances and can use media like TV, radio
and internet (Fortuin & Keune, 1997).
Besides managing basic needs in daily life
one likes to be accepted in society in
order to obtain an appropriate place in
daily life (Guildford, 2000). According
to Mastergeorge (2001) this is a process
of internalisation, in which one can direct
his or her own life in a happy and responsible way and be satisfied with oneself.
Except for being assertive or feeling safe
in and around the house, internalisation
can refer to having courage in making
own choices. As a result these two processes imply a large variety of variables.
These include, to mention a few: national language skills, digital language
skills, international language skills, assertiveness, labour- and upbringing skills,
voluntary-work- and neighbourhood
skills, contact skills and financial skills.
Besides these two processes, which
refer to the increase of social inclusion as
an individual process, social inclusion

The role of adult education
for increasing participants’
social inclusion
Programs of adult education or lifelong
learning are effective if participants experience a change in their daily life by
using the insights, new skills and new
attitudes they have learned in the program.
This is often referred to as the transfer of
training effect. This concept has been
widely studied in the field of Human
Resource Development (HRD) in order
to get insight into the outcome of adult
education (e.g. Holton, Chen & Naquin,
2003; Cheng & Hampson, 2008). Mostly these studies refer to the positive relationship between outcome of adult education and the possibility of transfer
(Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Nijhuis, Segers
& Gijselaers, 2005; Cheng & Hampson,
2008; Holton, Chen and Naquin, 2003;
Thijssen, 2001; Nijman, 2004). According to adult education (or programs of
lifelong learning) transfer refers to the
implementation of learned attitude, skills
and knowledge in daily life. In terms of
training effects, HRD-studies mainly
describe the outcome after joining training in terms of organisational payoffs,
professional development of the participants and increase of job performance

(for recent review studies, see e.g. Cheng
& Hampson, 2008; Holton, Chen &
Naquin, 2003). In our study, in terms of
increase in social inclusion contributing
to transfer of training effects, three groups
of variables are discerned: (1) trainee
characteristics, (2) transfer design features
and (3) the participants’ environment.

1.Trainee characteristics
Social inclusion can be influenced by many
variables related to the background of
people at risk. The pivotal study on social
inclusion of Verté et al. (2007), which
focusses on elderly, indicates that several
background characteristics can enhance
or block the increase of social inclusion.
According to Verté et al. (2007) these
background-characteristics are level of
schooling, age, number of children, gender, racial background, marital status,
motivation, (un)employment and prior
diplomas and courses. His research gives
the insight that needs of the elderly are
influenced by these socio-demographic
characteristics.
Secondly self-directedness in learning
can be seen as an important factor relating trainee characteristics during learning
(McGivney, 1992; Raemdonck, 2006).
Besides Knowles (1975) Mezirow (1997)
underlines the importance of self-directed learning among learners in order
to influence the outcome of a learning
process. More specifically, Raemdonck
(2006) defines self-directed learning as a
process in which a learner can influence
his or her own learning in order to handle his or her own life situation. Moreover her study shows that the learning
process of low-skilled employees will be
influenced by the rate of self-directness
among low-qualified learners. More concretely she developed two scales concerning the level of self-directness in learning
and career processes on the one hand and
the influence of contextual and individual conditions on self-directness on the
other. According to Raemdonck, then,
both individual and contextual factors
influence the self-directness during learning especially among low-qualified learners. Thus the rate of self-directedness of
a learner can be defined as an important
background-variable influencing the outcome of learning.

2. The transfer design: Transferclimate, learning contents and
activities and supervisory support
Programs of lifelong learning, in which
adults participate, influence their learning
processes and their effects in different
ways. According to Nijman (2004) the
basic elements of the transfer design,
comparable with the learning-environment
of programs of lifelong learning, are the
transfer climate (including transfer possibilities and direct surroundings) next
to supervisory support. Recall that by
transfer we mean the application of learned
skills in daily life.
Firstly transfer climate can be explained
as the different factors in the environment
of the learner, which facilitate or inhibit
the use of trained skills (Burke & Baldwin
1999). This transfer climate has been
evidenced as influencing the transfer of
training effects. In our study the transfer
climate consists of two variables, namely “direct surroundings” and “transfer
possibilities”. Although the research of
Nijman (2004) is conducted during a
working-environment our study addresses the daily life-circumstances as direct
surroundings. The direct surroundings
of a learner can block or stimulate transfer, but besides that the learner also needs
to have the possibilities in realising transfer.  
Secondly instructional approaches used
by the teacher have an impact on what
students learn. Many authors have argued
upon the relevance of instructional approaches grounded with constructivist
learning theories. More precisely Tenenbaum et al. (2001) refer to the following
instructional activities: (1) arguments,
discussions, debates among learners, (2)
conceptual conflicts and dilemmas, (3)
sharing ideas with others, (4) the use of
materials and measures targeted toward
solutions, (5) enhancing learners’ reflections and concept investigation, (6) meeting the learners’ learning needs and (7)
making meaning by addressing real-life
examples during the instructional unit.
Thirdly in adult education the teacher
plays an important role (Pratt, 1999).
According to Pratt (1999) adults need to
have a supportive coach, who supports
them, stimulates them in using the learned
competencies and help them in coping
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can also be explained as a relational
process in terms of the relation between
the individual and his or her surroundings.
To illustrate, we firstly can describe social
inclusion as taking part in activities of
the society or, better said, participation
(Guildford, 2000), referring to doing
things which one did not undertake before.
Specifically it refers to visiting activities
in the community, going out in the evening
or taking part in official organisations
(Verté et al., 2007). Secondly increasing
interaction with one’s surroundings develops new social interactions or meeting
other people (Verté et al. 2007). In other
words social inclusion can be a process
of connection (Huisman et al., 2003;
Colley, 1975). More concretely participation and connection also imply a large
variety of variables, namely: being active
in associations and neighbourhood, being
active in nature and sports, involving in
arts and culture, developing intimate
contacts and preventing loneliness.

r ese a r c h

with possible resistance in daily life. During learning on the job a supervisor plays
an important role. In programs of adult
education different key-figures play a role,
including the teacher.  The role of the
teacher is diverse and can include being
a trainer (Simons & Bolhuis, 2004), a
consultant (Van Lakerveld, et al., 2000),
a supervisor (Holton, Chen & Naquin,
2003), or a guide (Van der Vlerk, 2005)
in order to increase social inclusion.

3. The participants’ environment
Many studies on transfer of training talk
about the work environment of the trainees having a significant contribution in
improving the transfer effects of training.
On the contrary, in our study we address
adult education or lifelong learning programs aiming to increase social inclusion.
Therefore instead of the work environment, the life circumstances can be seen
as the environment of the learners. Accordingly Liu (1974) and Andrews and
Withey (1974) underline the importance
of the life environment based on the life
circumstances of the learners. More concretely, these life circumstances refer to
the learners’ circumstances in which they
experience life, for example their familylife (Andrews and Withey, 1974). Furthermore the life-environment of the
learners also includes how they deal with
work, raise children and care. This can
be explained as how learners cope with
challenges as functioning in a paid job,
taking care for a relative or a friend and
raising children (Andrews and Withey,
1974). According to Andrews and Withey (1974) these kinds of life circumstances can enhance or block the increase
of social inclusion among vulnerable
adults. Additionally McGivney (1992)
describes barriers in daily life circumstances such as feeling too old or having
mobility-problems, which possibly block
transfer.
Research-questions on the 
outcome of lifelong learning 
programs aiming at social 
inclusion
Due to the fact that hardly any evidence
concerning outcomes and inclusion impact
of adult education programs is available,
three research questions should be answered. These research questions aim to

”

There is little
research on
the impact of
adult education on
inclusion.

gain insight in the outcome of adult education programs enhancing increase of
social inclusion among vulnerable
adults:
1:“What are the qualitative different
ways in which participants of adult education programs for social inclusion experience social inclusion?”
2:“What is the specific outcome in
terms of social inclusion among vulnerable adults after joining an adult education program and are there differences
between subgroups of participants?”
3:“What is the relationship with and
possible influence of the learning-environment on increase of social inclusion among
vulnerable adults?”
Setting 
The sample of learners is mostly lowqualified adult learners joining lifelong
learning programs in centres of adult
education. More concretely the learners
are stratified at random by several adult
education centres in the Netherlands. In
order to answer research question 1 and
to find out in which way vulnerable adults
experience social inclusion after joining
adult education, 32 learners were interviewed by using a semi-structured questionnaire. These interviewees were taking
courses concerning basic skills and literacy at two regional education centres
in the Netherlands.
Secondly 787 learners joining language
courses, basic skills courses and courses
concerning digital competencies at 31
regional education centres (in 39 locations) filled in a questionnaire at the
beginning and 515 learners at the end of
the course in order to answer researchquestion 2 and 3.
Instruments
During our research two instruments
have been used. For the phenomenographic study concerning research question 1 a semi-structured questionnaire
has been developed. The questionnaire
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consists of six prepared questions in
order to explore the different conceptions
of (change in) social inclusion. Next to
the prepared questions a few probing
questions have been made for a more
in-depth interrogation of the experience
of the adult learner.
Secondly, the SIT-instrument (Social
Inclusion after Transfer) has been used
(De Greef, Segers & Verté, 2010) in order
to answer research questions 2 and 3 and
to gain insights in the specific meaning
and relevance of the perceived increase
of social inclusion (divided in activation
and internalisation on one hand and
participation and connection on the
other hand). In order to determine the
specific scales of the SIT-instrument, a
Principal Component Analysis with a
Direct Oblimin Rotation by using SPSS
15.0 was conducted besides a Confirmatory Analysis by using EQS 6.1. Eventually the instrument consists of the scales:
self-directed learning, training-design,
life-circumstances, activation and internalisation and participation and connection (see table 1).
Furthermore all the items of the factors
(confirming the hypothetical factors)
provide a good fit to the data with χ2 of
408.40 or more by N = 787, CFI between
0.884–0.937, RMSEA varying 0.065–
0.079 and St RMR between 0.039 – 0.069
(see table 2).
Data analysis and statistical 
analysis
Firstly a phenomenographic approach is
used in order to gain insights in the phenomenon concerning increase of social
inclusion after adult education and to
answer research question 1. Regarding
Marton and Booth (1997) a phenomenographic approach can be useful in revealing different ways of experiencing a
phenomenon among participants. More
concrete the phenomenographic approach
is based on a clinical interview in order
to explore participants’ perceptions of a
phenomenon (Marton et al., 1997). Regarding research question 1, the researchers wish to explore the experiences among
adult learners with programs of lifelong
learning in adult education centres. As a
result the experienced outcome on one
hand, and the possible influence of education and its environment on the other will

Questionnaires

Scales

N of
items

Example of items per
scale

Cronbach’s
Alpha

1. Self-directed
learning

Self-directed learning

14

Taking initiative to learn

0.899

2.Transfer-design

Teacher support

8

Appreciation of learner

0.911

Learning contents and –activities

4

Practical demonstrations
of problem solving

0.809

Direct surroundings

9

Support of surroundings

0.636

Transfer possibilities

3

Increase of confidence

0.772

Personal life circumstances

12

Happiness

0.928

Barriers

4

Feeling too old to learn

0.754

Upbringing and work

3

Raising own children

0.553

Care

3

Taking care of disabled
persons

0.592

National language skills

9

Being able to read

0.921

Digital skills

3

Being able to use the
computer

0.936

International language skills

3

Speaking different
languages

0.889

Assertiveness

5

Being able to solve
problems

0.894

Labour- and upbringing skills

4

Being able to solve
problems

0.815

Voluntary-work and neighbourhood skills

3

Working as a volunteer

0.673

Contact skills

7

Respecting others

0.881

Meeting and attempting

4

Meeting people

0.819

Meeting intimate contacts

4

Visiting family

0.873

Attempting associations in neighbourhood

7

Organising activities in
neighbourhood

0.847

Being active in nature and sports

4

Enjoying sport activities

0.613

Involvement in arts and culture

2

Enjoying the arts

0.696

Getting a membership

4

Member of a sports club

0.572*

Preventing loneliness

11

Example feeling empty

0.800*

3. Life
circumstances

4. Activation &
Internalisation

5. Participation &
Connection

Note: * Means that the items have different scale, namely nominal and ordinal.
So this number reflects a Spearman Correlation.
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Table 1: Questionnaires used in this study, scales, example
items per scale and reliability coefficients (N=308)
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Table 2: Fit indices and correlations factors SIT-model
Factors ↓

χ2/df

ST.
RMR

CFI

RMSEA

α
(PCA)

Self-directed
learning

408.40

0.039

0.937

0.074

0.899

Transfer Design

700.34

0.069

0.900

0.079

0.906

Life circumstances

578.82

0.056

0.900

0.065

0.783

Activation &
Internalisation

1820.70

0.052

0.912

0.079

0.954

Participation &
Connection

1956.50

0.063

0.884

0.069

0.901

Dependent factors

Independent factors

be analysed. Thus an analysis is made of
the phenomenon concerning the impact
of joining adult education on the participants’ rate of social inclusion.
In order to explore the different ways
of experiencing social inclusion after
joining adult education programs firstly
the 32 interviews were taped and transcribed. Furthermore an investigator
triangulation is realised by an analysis of
each member of the research team (n=6)
of a selection of the transcripts in order
to pool the perceptions of the interviewees into categories of descriptions (“pool
of meaning”). After the investigator triangulation an expert in social inclusion
also read all transcripts and pooled the
perceptions of the interviewees into categories with the same meaning, which
resulted in the “outcome space” of the
phenomenon.
Secondly by using the SIT-instrument,
descriptives of change-variables (scores
on post-test minus scores on pre-test) of
each variable of social inclusion have
been conducted in order to gain insights
in the rate of learners experiencing increase
of social inclusion after joining adult
education and to answer the first part of
research question 2. A next step (in order
to find more answers on research-question
2) is to describe the differences between
the groups experiencing an increase of
social inclusion after joining lifelong
learning programs. Therefore a nonparametric analysis is conducted. Firstly,
patterns of multiple role occupancy among

trainee-characteristics and the increase
on social inclusion were analysed using
bivariate analysis. The bivariate analysis
of data, depending on the variables, was
performed by means of Mann-Whitney
and Kruskal-Wallis tests.
Finally in order to answer research
question 3 and to determine the predictors
of the learning-environment, a non-parametric correlation analysis (more precisely a crosstab analysis) and a logistical
regression have been conducted.
Results

Research question 1
Our findings of the phenomenographic
study indicate that learners experience an
increase on four conceptions of social inclusion mentioned in the beginning of the
article: activation, internalisation, participation and connection (see table 3).
Concretely, the results indicate that
the increase of mastery (referring to activation) is a reachable goal for most
interviewees in our study next to the
increase of the feeling of having a stronger identity (referring to internalisation).
For example like this learner, who explained that she bought something by
herself:
I did this by myself. I surfed to www.
marktplaats.nl and sought for a dishwasher. I saw an advertisement, made a
phone call (by myself) and bought a
dishwasher for 75 Euro.
Or another learner, who felt more
secure after learning:  
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Before I came here, I felt uncertain
about myself. I didn’t dare to talk and
therefore I felt uncertain. (...) Now I’m
going to school and I learn with other
people, as I don’t want to be the same
pathetic person. But it helped very well,
very well”.
On the contrary, less learners experience an increase of social mobility (referring to participation) and an increase of
or improvement in relationships (referring to connection), illustrated by this
learner:
Yes, you meet more and more people.
I came here at the same time with J. and
that was the beginning of a friendship.
From the very first day. If he’s not here I
call him asking what’s the matter. It’s just
a kind of a friendship.
In other words the results indicate
that the learners more often perceive an
increase of social inclusion on the individual level than on the collective components of social inclusion.
Furthermore the results indicate that
especially teacher support is an important
influence on the increase of social inclusion. More concretely the teacher encourages the learners to join learning or apply
the learned competencies by stimulating
transfer (see table 3). Likewise a learner
says:
She just explained it to me and she
appreciated me. I would have sometimes
said: “Fool, I already explained that.”
She didn’t and that’s why I appreciate
that woman so much.
Less learners indicate the influence of
learning contents and activities (based on
a constructive perspective) in order to
increase social inclusion as important as
well as the influence of the life circumstances (which supports them in managing daily life, raising awareness of the
progression and need of learning and
doing things on their own initiative), illustrated by the learner who says:
My parents and girlfriend noticed a
lot of progress. (...) They told me that
they used to help me, but that it is not
necessary anymore.
Finally the self-directedness of the
learner herself is only important to attain
social inclusion for a few of the learners.
A learner underlines this by saying:
But look, if you want, you will succeed.
That is really true. If you intend to go for

Themes

Conceptions
1

2

3

4

Mastery
(Activation)

Identity
(Internalisation)

Social Mobility
(Participation)

Relationships
(Connection)

Life
circumstances

Managing daily life
25 Adult Learners

Awareness
24 Adult Learners

One’s own initiative
11 Adult Learners

One’s own initiative
16 Adult Learners

Teacher support

Encourage to learn
30 Adult Learners

Encourage to learn
29 Adult Learners

Increase transfer
12 Adult Learners

Increase transfer
18 Adult Learners

Learning
contents and
activities

Constructivist
perspective
23 Adult Learners

Constructivist
perspective
23 Adult Learners

Constructivist
perspective
8 Adult Learners

Constructivist
perspective
13 Adult Learners

Self-directedness

Intrinsic motivation
11 Adult Learners

Intrinsic motivation
11 Adult Learners

Extrinsic motivation
4 Adult Learners

Extrinsic motivation
4 Adult Learners

it and you go for it one hundred percent
then it will succeed. (...) you have to give
yourself completely.
According to table 3 this self-directedness of learning is based on the one hand
on an intrinsic motivation and willingness
to direct one’s own learning process and
on the other hand on an extrinsic motivation and willingness to direct one’s own
learning process.   

Research question 2
Next step of this study is to determine
the rate of increase of social inclusion
among learners, who joined adult education programs or programs of lifelong
learning. According to table 4 on the next
page a significant share of the learners
experience an increase of social inclusion
on the defined variables, varying from
21.8 % (“getting a membership”) till 54.7
% (“digital language skills”). More concretely the 5 variables “digital language
skills”, “international language skills”,
“preventing loneliness”, “being active in
associations and neighbourhood” and
“assertiveness” signal an increase of social
inclusion among 40 % or more of the
learners. Besides this, the increase of
social inclusion on “activation and internalisation” seems to be true for 46.3 %
of the learners, being higher than the 41
% of the learners, who experience an
increase on “participation and connection” (see table 4).

Furthermore it became clear that groups
with different ethnic backgrounds exhibited different patterns towards increase
of social inclusion. Foreign learners show
more increase on the variables “national
language skills” (U (417) = 9422.5; p =
0.028), “meeting and attempting” (U
(407) = 8695; p = 0.021) and “meeting
intimate contacts” (U (415) = 9222.5; p
= 0.018) than autochthone learners.
Besides this the Dutch learners show more
increase on “involving into arts and
culture” (U (370) = 8065; p = 0.039) than
foreign learners.
Finally our study shows that learners
with a different marital status also show
different patterns towards increase of
social inclusion. People who are living
together (and are not married) experience
more increase on “national language
skills” (H (3,416) = 19.568, p = 0.000),
“digital language skills” (H (3,405) =
10.754, p = 0.013), “assertiveness” (H
(3,404) = 18.266, p = 0.000), “labourand upbringing skills” (H (3,321) = 7.925,
p = 0.048), “contact skills” (H (3,393) =
18.328, p = 0.000), “meeting and attempting” (H (3,406) = 9.451, p = 0.024),
“meeting intimate contacts” (H (3,414)
= 9.978, p = 0.019) and on the scale
“activation and internalisation” (H (3,430)
= 12.665, p = 0.005) than people who
are married, unmarried or widowed.

Research question 3
Finally the results of the logistical regression give insights into the influence of the
elements of the learning environment on
the increase of the different variables of
social inclusion. According to table 5A
it becomes clear that on the scale of
“activation and internalisation” “transfer
possibilities” seems to be a significant
predictor for most variables, namely:
“digital skills”, “assertiveness”, “labourand upbringing skills”, “voluntary-work
and neighbourhood-skills”. In other
words, if one has enough possibilities to
apply the learned knowledge, skills or
attitudes, one’s digital skills, assertiveness,
labour- and upbringing skills, voluntary
work and neighbourhood skills will be
positively influenced. These 4 elements
seem to be a significant predictor for just
one or two variables of the scale of “activation and internalisation”, namely:
“barriers” on “international language
skills”, “care” on “attempting in associations and neighbourhood”, “upbringing and work” on “labour- and upbringing skills” and “voluntary-work and
neighbourhood-skills” and “learning
contents and –activities” on “contact
skills” (see table 5A). That is, if one experiences barriers, the increase of one’s
international language skills can be blocked.
Furthermore, if one has to take care for
a relative or a friend, one’s involvement
in associations and the social circles of
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Table 3: Conceptions of social inclusion, described in terms of
themes of the learning environment
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the neighbourhood can be influenced.
Furthermore if one has a job or has to
raise children his or her labour- and
upbringing skills will be influenced next
to one’s voluntary-work- and neighbourhood skills. Finally one’s contact skills
will be influenced if the learning contents
and activities are based on a constructive
perspective during the learning process.
Furthermore the variable “transfer
possibilities” seems to be the only variable influencing the scale “participation
and connection” and more concretely the
variables “attempting in associations and
neighbourhood”, “involving into arts and
culture” and “getting a membership” (see
table 5B). This means that the possibilities
to apply learned knowledge, skills or
attitudes influence one’s involvement in

”

Learners
experience
individual
social inclusion rather
than collective.

associations and the neighbourhood,
besides one’s participation in activities of
arts and culture and if one becomes a
member of an association.  
Implications for practice:
“Transition to social 
inclusion by lifelong 
learning”
Regarding our study it is obvious that
some learners undergo a transition to

better social inclusion after joining programs of lifelong learning. This is true
especially for four dimensions of social
inclusion, namely activation, internalisation, participation and connection. On
some variables of social inclusion (belonging to these four processes of social inclusion) our results show an increase for 40
% of the learners or more. Besides an
increase of social inclusion among 46.3
% of the learners on the scale “activation
and internalisation” we can report an
increase for 41 % of the learners on the
scale “participation and connection”.
But maybe even more important are
the insights regarding ensuring the quality of adult education, which seems one
of the most important conclusions at the
CONFINTEA VI Conference according

Table 4: Means and standard deviation of change in social inclusion variables
for increase of social inclusion
Dependent variables of social
Inclusion

Mean
T0

SD T0

Mean
T1

SD T1

Mean of
change

SD of
change

% of
population
experiencing
increase

Activation and internalisation

6.83

1.37

7.60

1.24

0.77

0.88

46.3

National language skills

7.15

1.42

8.22

1.23

1.08

1.02

34.5

Digital skills

5.03

2.23

7.55

1.98

2.52

2.01

54.7

International language skills

4.70

2.58

6.73

2.35

2.03

1.53

45.2

Assertiveness

6.70

1.67

7.99

1.38

1.29

1.29

40.9

Labour- and upbringing skills

5.99

2.14

7.78

1.86

1.78

1.35

29.7

Voluntary-work- and
neighbourhood skills

3.81

2.22

6.32

2.05

2.50

1.65

35.4

Contact skills

7.12

1.73

8.30

1.34

1.18

1.18

35.3

Financial skills

6.00

2.36

7.98

2.01

1.98

1.35

23.9

Participation and Connection

4.03

1.00

4.30

1.14

0.64

0.61

41.0

Activity in associations and
neighbourhood

3.06

2.06

4.77

2.34

1.71

1.25

41.4

Being active in nature and
sports

5.41

1.79

6.94

1.58

1.53

1.32

30.9

Involving into arts and culture

3.98

2.06

6.60

1.82

2.63

1.68

29.3

Getting a membership

1.23

0.26

1.60

0.30

0.36

0.22

21.8

Meeting and attempting

5.91

1.90

7.66

1.60

1.75

1.58

32.4

Meeting intimate contacts

7.24

1.36

8.27

1.16

1.02

1.06

36.4

Preventing loneliness

2.25

0.52

2.62

0.39

0.37

0.36

44.3

↓
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**

0.027

0.064

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

58.4

66.1
0.075

60.8

0.005 21.159
(4)

0.000

0.098

61.8

0.000

0.137

69.7

30.197
(5)

0.000

0.143

66.3

33.231
(5)

29.081
(3)

0.003 7.842
(1)

0.000

0.063 0.004**

-0.058 0.089 0.511

0.063 0.097

0.050 0.012**

0.124
0.104

0.122 0.022

0.279

BS.E. p
coefficient
-4.250 0.962 0.000

18.261
(5)

0.051 0.098 0.601

0.059 0.066 0.376

0.161 0.058 0.006

0.021 0.133 0.872

BS.E. p
coefficient
-3.798 1.047 0.000

BS.E. p
coefficient
-2.573 0.589 0.000

0.068

66.6

19.527
(3)

0.361 0.112 0.001**

0.033

74.9

8.313
(2)

0.016

0.084 0.057 0.142

-0.128 0.098 0.191 0.130 0.084 0.120

0.104 0.092 0.260

BS.E. p
coefficient
-3.299 0.835 0.000

VoluntaryContact skills Financial
work- and
skills
neighbourhood
skills

0.158 0.050 0.002** 0.161 0.064 0.011** 0.183

0.125 0.106 0.237

0.075 0.103 0.466

BS.E. p
coefficient
-2.801 0.587 0.000

Labour- and
upbringing
skills

0.015 0.052 0.780 0.116 0.042 0.006** 0.042 0.050 0.410

-0.225 0.088 0.011**

-0.077 0.087 0.375

Learning
contents- and
activities
Direct
surroundings
Transfer
possibilities
Self-directed
learning
Chi-square
(df)
% correct
predicted
Nagelkerke
pseudo R2

0.010 0.099 0.923

BS.E. p
coefficient
-0.224 0.863 0.795

0.173 0.110 0.116

BS.E. p
coefficient
-0.498 0.272 0.067

International Assertiveness
language skills

0.153 0.102 0.133

0.034 0.052 0.515

BS.E.
p
coefficient
-2.44 0.936 0.009

National
Digital skills
language skills

Teacher support 0.095 0.107 0.376

Upbringing and
work
Care

Constant
Personal lifecircumstances
Barriers

Independent
variables of
training-design ↓

Dependent
scales of social
Inclusion →

Table 5A: Logistic regression results with social inclusion variables of Activation & Internalisation as dependent variables
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0.114

0.102

0.60

0.027

0.048

-0.031

0.155

Teacher support

Learning contentsand activities
Direct
surroundings
Transfer
possibilities
Self-directed
learning
Chi-square
(df)
0.041

0.082

-2.359

Bcoefficient

0.000

0.027

6.726
(1)

0.127

-1.626

Bcoefficient

0.041

0.011

0.051

0.710

0.451

0.000

p

69.9

0.054

0.110

0.109

0.610

S.E.

0.050

0.338

S.E.

0.010

0.011*

0.000

p

Involvement in
arts and culture

68.7

11.074
(3)

0.010** 0.105

0.764

0.670

0.816

0.024

0.192

7.404

p

Being active
in nature and
sports

*: Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

63.1
% correct
predicted
Nagelkerke pseudo 0.134
R2

32.246 (6)

0.059

0.134

0.118

0.047

1.033

S.E.

0.061

-2.812

Bcoef-ficient

Attempting in
associations and
neighbourhood

Upbringing and
work
Care

Personal lifecircumstances
Barriers

Constant

Independent
variables of
training-design ↓

Dependent
scales of social
Inclusion→

0.031

78.4

4.666
(1)

0.118

-2.011

Bcoefficient

0.056

0.377

S.E.

Getting a
membership

0.035

0.000

p

0.042

67.8

11.665
(4)

0.253

0.033

0.120

0.055

-3.256

Bcoefficient

0.170

0.100

0.099

0.052

0.842

S.E.

Meeting and
attempting

0.020

0.136

0.742

0.225

0.285

0.000

p

0.033

62.7

9.735
(3)

0.067

0.099

0.050

-2.022

Bcoefficient

0.048

0.101

0.100

0.556

S.E.

0.021

0.163

0.329

0.618

0.000

p

Meeting
intimate contacts

0.031

60.1

9.559
(2)

0.150

0.050

-1.745

Bcoefficient

0.090

0.087

0.518

S.E.

Preventing
loneliness

Table 5B: Logistic regression results with social inclusion variables of Participation & Connection as dependent variables

0.008

0.095

0.564

0.001

p
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to the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong
Learning (2009). The variable “transfer
possibilities” seems to influence most
variables of social inclusion. In other
words the possibilities for transfer of
learned knowledge, skills and attitudes
(facilitated by the learning-environment)
seems to influence the rate of increase of
social inclusion. Thus if managers and
teachers in adult education desire to
optimise their learning programs in order
to increase the learning success, a focus
on transfer possibilities during learning
is needed. This means that lifelong learning programs of adult education centres
should include time and support in order
to gain possibilities to apply used knowledge, skills and a new attitude in daily
life. For some lifelong learning programs
this means a restructuring of goals, instructional approaches and design of
learning contents and activities. Regarding the results of our study, professionals
in adult education can rearrange their
lifelong learning programs in order to
optimise the learning-success.
Firstly one has to develop learning
programs which combine non-formal and
formal learning. Besides formal learning
in for example a class-room the adult
learner needs to undergo non-formal
learning in daily life. For example he or
she needs to have the opportunity to join
a conversation at work or in a private
life to practice his or her language skills
or needs to join activities in the neighbourhood to apply a new attitude for
co-operating with others.
Secondly programs of lifelong learning
should use examples from daily life in
order to optimise the learning-process.
Especially for our target group of vulnerable adults, who possibly can experience
barriers during learning, it seems to be
necessary to provide insights into the
possibilities of using their learned knowledge and skills in daily life. With providing daily life examples during the learning-process, vulnerable adults can understand the possible surplus value of learning new knowledge or skills.

Thirdly the teacher has to support the
learners in encouraging them to learn and
apply their learned knowledge, skills and
attitude. More concretely the teacher
becomes a facilitator in order to develop
a safe learning-environment for vulnerable adults, in which they would like to
reflect on their current knowledge and
skills in order to improve their situation
in daily life. Besides this the teacher gives
examples and explains possibilities for
transfer. More concretely he or she stimulates the learner (for example with exercises) in using the new competencies in
daily life.
Finally this implies a new structure of
lifelong learning programs of adult education centres. Concerning these programs
more focus on orientation of the needs
of the learner and coaching in daily life
afterwards is needed. Teaching in the class
room will not be sufficient for reaching
learning success.
According to our results an increase
of social inclusion after joining lifelong
learning programs differs per group of
learners. For example foreign learners
and learners who are not married, but
live together will be successful in other
elements of social inclusion than autochthone learners or learners who are married.
Therefore lifelong learning programs need
to be tailor-made and need to discern
several designs for several groups. Consequently the learning success and rate
of social inclusion will increase.
Besides this study more research is
needed in order to cross-validate our
predictive model and to optimise its
predictive value in order to explore the
rate of and possible influences on learning
success after lifelong learning for vulnerable adults. According to Cascallar and
Musso (2008), for example neural networks can be considered to be a good
statistical model in prediction of complex
phenomena. This research method can
be used to define elements of the learning
environment, which can ensure a positive
outcome in terms of social inclusion. Our
current study is still a first step in describing the outcome and effects of adult education programs (or better said lifelong
learning programs) aiming at an increase
of social inclusion among vulnerable
adults. Future research and the use of
insights of the results of our study can

stimulate professionals and researchers
of lifelong learning into improving the
learning environment of lifelong learning
in adult education centres in order to
ensure a transition to social inclusion for
those who are at risk of social exclusion.
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What does it take to
reflect?
Mezirow’s theory of
transformative learning
revisited
Reflection is promoted in different adult education
settings, while the results remain superficial.
Furthermore, the previous theories describe the ideals,
but do not offer understanding of the challenges of
reflection encountered in practice. As a response, the
article presents a theorization considering the
prerequisites and challenges to reflection. Along with
new concepts of comfort zone and edge-emotions, the
theory suggests that the nature of reflection is a matter
of how emotions, which biologically function in favour
of survival, also affect our cognitive functions. The
interplay between challenging one’s comfort zone and
the ensuing edge-emotions also bears direct relevance to
the theme of life transition. The theory builds on
Mezirow’s transformative learning theory and is based
on both empirical and theoretical analyses.
Kaisu Mälkki
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Within the past decades, reflection has
become a buzzword in adult and higher
education (see e.g. Brookfield, 2000;
Gur-Ze’ev, Masschelein & Blake, 2001;
Hammersley-Fletcher & Orsmond,
2005; Kreber, 2006; Procee, 2006;
Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991). The
reasons for its popularity may be the
promises attached to the concept: it has
been seen to play a part in the development of expertise, pedagogical skills,
higher order thinking skills, adult
learning, development, empowerment,
and so on (Beard & Wilson, 2006;
Brookfield, 2006; Collin & Tynjälä,
2003; Fisher, 2003; Mezirow 1991;
2009; Ottesen, 2007; Schön, 1983).
Different scholars emphasize different dimensions and objects for reflection, and thus define it in different
ways (see e.g. Beard & Wilson, 2006;
Dewey, 1989; Kitchener & King, 1990;
Kolb, 1984; Kreber, & Castleden,
2009; McAlpine & Weston, 2000;
McAlpine et al, 1999; Mezirow, 1981;
1991; 1998; 2000; 2009; Schön, 1983).
Here reflection is understood from the
perspective of Jack Mezirow’s (1978;
1981; 1991; 2000; 2009) theory of
transformative learning. Thus it is defined as becoming aware and questioning the assumptions that orient one’s
thinking, feelings and actions. Mezirow
considers that our ways of thinking,
feeling and acting are based on previous life experience. They are often taken for granted, although they may not
be functional in the present life, but
rather limit and interfere with further
learning and development (Mezirow,
1991; 2000). On the one hand, reflection may thus be seen to be about
breaking down barriers to learning. On
the other hand, the notion of reflection
carries with it the idea that while previous life experiences have brought an
adult various kinds of understanding
and knowledge, it may be packed in a
way that is not optimally available for
the present life, but rather requires acknowledging, sorting and unleashing.
These are big words, and there is no
doubt that reflection would be beneficial, if it carries such profound results
in its wake. However, although reflection is being promoted in many adult

Dr Jack Mezirow is recognized widely
as the founder of the concept of
transformative learning
education practices and much research
is being done on the topic, the notion
of reflection is far from being well understood or well managed in practice
(see Mälkki, 2011b). In fact, many
practices of facilitating reflection have
been criticized for bringing about only
superficial outcomes in comparison to
their profound goals (see Bleakley,
1999; Boud & Walker, 1998; Brookfield, 1994; Ecclestone, 1996; Järvinen,
1990; Kreber, 2004; McAlpine et al.,
1999; Procee, 2006; Taylor, 2007).
This resonates with the stance of theory
building in the field: the theories of reflection (e.g. Boud, Keogh & Walker,
1985; Kolb, 1984; Mezirow, 1981;
1991; 2000; 2009; Moon, 2004;
Schön, 1983; see also Miettinen, 2000)
speak about the process in its ideal
form, and offer justifications for why
reflection is needed and beneficial, but
they often fail to consider the actualities of reflection (see Mälkki, 2011b;
see also Illeris, 2007; Mezirow, 2007;
Peltonen, 2009).
In other words, there is no adequate
knowledge considering why it is so difficult to carry out reflection, or to bring
it about in educational practices. The
theories may be seen to offer the educators ideals and goals what to aim for.
They do not, however, offer an understanding of the learning processes that
these aims would require and what
kind of challenges and barriers may
stand in the way of achieving them (see
also Illeris, 2007).
This article proposes a theorization
concerning the nature of reflection.
Through the new concepts of edgeemotions and comfort zone, the devel-

Theoretical basis: Mezirow’s
theory of transformative 
learning 
One of the most sophisticated conceptualizations of reflection is offered by
Jack Mezirow’s (e.g. 1981; 1991; 2000;
2009) theory of transformative learning. Mezirow’s theory is also one of the
most cited theories of adult learning
(see e.g Illeris 2009; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999). The theory has been
widely applied in diverse educational
practices and in empirical studies (See
e.g. Baumgarner, 2002; Berger, 2004;
Brookfield, 1994; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004; Jokikokko, 2010; Kovan &
Dirkx, 2003; Kreber, 2006; Malinen,
2000; Manninen, 1998; McWhinney &
Markos, 2003; Merriam, 2004; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Snyder, 2008;
Taylor, 1998; 2007; Sands & Tennant,
2010; Öystilä, 2003). While it continues to stimulate scholarly debate, different aspects of it have also received
criticism (see e.g. Clark & Wilson,
1991; Jokikokko, 2009; Mezirow,
2009; Taylor, 2007). The origins of the
theory are based on an empirical study
on women returning to education at a
later age, from which Mezirow and his
colleagues depicted the process of revising the meaning perspectives, i.e. the
frames of reference that oriented their
thinking, feelings and actions – through
reflection (Mezirow 1978; 1991). This
process was termed transformative
learning. Mezirow has during the past
decades offered an ever forming theorization of the process, refining his views
according to scholarly debate and further research (see e.g. Dirkx, Mezirow
& Cranton 2006; Merriam, 2004;
2008; Mezirow 1981; 1991; 1992;
1994a; 1994b; 1997; 1998; 2000;
2004; 2009; Mezirow et al., 2000; Taylor 1997; 1998; 2007).
The basic idea of Mezirow’s (e.g.
1981; 1991; 2000; 2009) theory is that
we acquire our values, attitudes and
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oped theory offers conceptual tools to
understand the prerequisites and challenges of reflection. First, however, I
will briefly discuss Mezirow’s theory of
transformative learning, which is used
as the theoretical basis for the present
research.

Introduction
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modes of thinking and feeling through
socialization and interaction with significant others. In adulthood it becomes
– in a more wide-ranging sense – possible for us to realize that most of the
meanings we live by are unquestioningly induced and not necessarily something we would consciously choose.
Furthermore, as Mezirow (1991; 2000;
2009) points out, reassessing these taken-for-granted meanings would also be
important for acquiring valid and contextual knowledge while the circumstances change. The ultimate goal of
transformative learning is to become
aware of one’s subjectivity, which is related to emancipation, empowerment,
self-directedness, autonomous thinking
and taking control of one’s own life.
(Mezirow, 1981; 1991; 2000; 2006; see
also Ahteenmäki-Pelkonen, 1997; Malinen, 2000; Merriam & Caffarella,
1999; Taylor 2007.)
Thus the concept of reflection may
be seen to be at the heart of the theory
of transformative learning. Mezirow
has in his various writings discerned
between different levels and modes of
reflection (see e.g. Mezirow, 1981;
1990; 1991; 1998; 2000). For the purposes of the present study I have aimed
to capture the essence of his view on
reflection by defining it as becoming
aware of and assessing the taken-forgranted assumptions that govern our
thinking, feelings and actions. Other
central concepts of the theory are disorienting dilemma and reflective discourse (see Mezirow, 1991; 2000; Taylor, 1997; 2007). Mezirow uses the
term disorienting dilemma to refer to
the conditions that often trigger reflection, that bring our taken-for-granted
assumptions under question. Disorienting dilemma may be brought about for
example by a real-life crisis or more
moderate, growing sense of dissatisfaction with one’s old meaning structures.
Furthermore, the context that Mezirow
considers to best support or facilitate
reflection and validating meaning is reflective discourse. It refers to the special
kind of dialogue that, in a secure and
empathetic atmosphere, aims at considering the justifications of beliefs or interpretation and searching for common
understanding through a wide variety

of perspectives. (See Mezirow, 1991;
2000; 2009.) While this kind of dialogue represents an ideal that may never fully be reached, it brings into view
the framework of Mezirow’s theory, its
aims and values.  

Scholarly perspectives into Mezirow’s
theory
The criticism often presented at
Mezirow’s theory considers Mezirow’s
focus on the cognitive and rational dimensions of learning and reflection at
the expense of emotional and social aspects (see Clark & Wilson, 1991;
Jokikokko, 2009; Illeris, 2004; Merriam & Caffarella, 1999; Mezirow,
2009; Taylor, 2000; 2007). This may
be seen to resonate with the previously
mentioned status of the research on reflection in that it focuses on ideals but
lacks understanding of the actualities
(see also Illeris, 2007; Peltonen, 2009).
While there is empirical research that
has brought into view the significance
of emotional and social aspects (See
Brookfield, 1994; Jokikokko, 2009;
2010; Taylor, 2000; 2007), these have
not been taken into discussion with the
theory so as to develop the theory with
these regards. Thus, the theory and
practice keep speaking ”past” each
other, instead of with each other.
In terms of theoretical discussion,
several scholars have offered alternative or ancillary views so as to complement the limited aspects of Mezirow’s
theory (see e.g. Cranton, 2006; Dirkx,
2000; 2001; 2008; Gunnlaugson,
2007; Illeris, 2004; Kegan, 2000;
O’Sullivan, 2003; see also Boyd & Myers, 1988). They have not, however,
elaborated on Mezirow’s theory or considered the conceptual connections between the old and the new interpretations of transformation (see Mälkki,
2010; 2011b). Thus they may emphasize aspects that Mezirow considers only briefly, but remain limited in terms
of other aspects. However, in my view
the most important problem to follow
from these emphases, is not whether
they do – or do not – consider certain
dimensions, but that they fail to explicate the interconnectedness between
these. Considering how these different
dimensions interact would enable a
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deeper and more complete understanding of the dynamics of reflection, and
of its nature. In the following, I will
discuss the methodology through which
I aimed to consider these missing aspects of previous research: Namely, my
intention was to construct theory,
which is based on empirical evidence
while building on Mezirow’s theory of
transformative learning, and which explicitly considers the interconnections
between cognitive, emotional and social dimensions of reflection.
Method

Adaptive theory approach in theory
building
Based on the above considerations on
the previous research and theorizing on
reflection, the question of the nature of
reflection appears linked to several different kinds of problems and challenges
within both previous research and
practices. Therefore I considered it necessary to build a multi-faceted approach into my research, so as to gain
further understanding of reflection in a
manner that is deeply connected to
both theory and empirical data. Thus
the methodology for the research involves both theoretical and empirical
analyses in theory-building.
By theory-building I refer to the intent to construct conceptualization regarding a phenomenon that has been
insufficiently conceptualized within
previous theories. In order to depict the
nature and dynamics of the phenomenon, it is important to aim for explicitly considered conceptual connections.
This kind of conceptual net is understood here as a theory (see Bacharach,
1989; Brookfield, 1992; Whetten,
1989).
The methodological basis for my approach is grounded on the adaptive
theory approach (Layder, 1993; 1994;
1998). This is a methodology aimed at
theory-building based on both analyzing empirical data and previous theories or theoretical material. The term
“adaptive” denotes the way the theory
“...both adapts to, or is shaped by, incoming evidence while the data itself is
simultaneously filtered through, and
thus shaped by, the prior theoretical

Five studies offering perspectives into
reflection
In more concrete terms, the research
consists of five studies (here termed
Studies I-V), each of which approaches
reflection from different viewpoints
(see Mälkki, 2011b). Two of the studies involve empirical analyses whereas
three studies are based on theoretical
analyses. These studies are reported
more in detail in the referred journal
articles while being briefly described in
the following:

Studies I and II are based on empirical analyses. Study I examines reflection through interviews with university
teachers (see Mälkki & LindblomYlänne, 2012). Study II, instead, is
based on analyzing interviews with involuntarily childless women (see Mälkki, 2011a). The choice of these groups
is based on Mezirow’s notion of disorienting dilemma as a trigger for reflection. According to Mezirow (1991;
2000), reflection is most often being
triggered by disorienting dilemmas,
life-event crises or more cumulative sets
of instances that question our assumptions and attitudes. In contrast, reflection is most often being promoted in
educational contexts that – fortunately
– do not involve such critical starting
points. That is why I examined reflection through two different sets of empirical data, both within a crisis context and within an educational context.
Study III is based on theoretical
analysis of Jack Mezirow’s theory of
transformative learning while involving
Damasio’s (1999; 2003) neurobiological theory on emotions and consciousness as a complementary theory (see
Mälkki, 2010). Based on the building
material offered by the fruitful and the
limited aspects of both of these theories, Study III explicates the analyses
for forming the core of the developed
theory.
Studies IV and V consider reflection
from the viewpoint of military pedagogy (see Luoma & Mälkki, 2009; Mälkki & Mälkki, 2011). This context offers yet another important viewpoint
into reflection, as the soldiers – within
an educational context – aim to prepare to act in a crisis context and to recover from this.
Since my research involved such varied viewpoints and methods, in my
view it was important to pay careful attention to methodological considerations as well (see Trigg, 2001). Focusing on methodological questions was
especially necessary as the previous research on reflection has received much
criticism on methodological questions
(see Bleakley, 1999; Fisher, 2003; Hatton & Smith, 1995; Kreber, 2004;
McAlpine et al., 1999; Procee, 2006).

These issues are considered in the summary part of my doctoral thesis, which
also offers an overall picture of the developed theory (see Mälkki, 2011b).
In my previous research I have discussed reflection in more depth and in
various contexts (see Luoma & Mälkki, 2009; Mälkki, 2010; Mälkki,
2011a; 2011b; Mälkki & LindblomYlänne, 2012; Mälkki & Mälkki,
2011) while this article focuses on outlining the developed theory.
The first steps of theory 
building
Before considering the new conceptualization that explicates the nature of reflection, i.e. the prerequisites and challenges of reflection, I will briefly discuss
the first steps of theory building involving analysis of Mezirow’s theory, since
the developed theory builds on
Mezirow’s theory of transformative
learning. The analysis provided the
conceptual basis for the new theorization. More detailed explication of the
analysis will be found in Mälkki (2010;
2011b).
The starting point for the research
was an analysis of Jack Mezirow’s
(1981; 1991; 2000; 2009) theory of
transformative learning (see Mälkki,
2010). In the analysis of Mezirow’s
theory, I brought out the fruitful as
well as the limited aspects of the theory
(see Hannus & Simola, 2010) as regards offering an understanding of the
prerequisites and challenges of reflection. These were used in the theory
construction.
In the analyses, while considering
the conceptual connections and coherence of Mezirow’s theory, I first detected a conceptual discrepancy or tension
within the theory. This is a tension between two central concepts of the theory, namely, reflection and meaning perspective. This issue has not been noted
or considered by Mezirow or the previous scholarly discussion on his theory. I
interpreted this tension to indicate that
the processes of reflection and meaning
perspective may not be realized simultaneously, or that it is somehow problematic. Consequently, I took this as a
fruitful conceptual basis for further
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materials (frameworks, concepts, ideas)
that are relevant to their analysis”
(Layder, 1998, 5).
Utilizing both theoretical and empirical analyses offers important advantages: the understanding offered by the
previous theories may be harnessed and
refined while being stimulated by the
empirical material which enables
grounding the new theorization into
empirical evidence (see Mälkki,
2011b). Furthermore, adaptive theory
emphasizes discovery and openness in
relation to theorizing similarly to purely data-oriented research. However,
purely data-oriented research neglects
the role and achievements of previous
theory in focusing merely on empirical
findings that emerge from the data
(Layder, 1998). In contrast, adaptive
theory approach aims to harness the
previous understanding offered by the
extant theories and to develop this further in the light of both empirical data
and theoretical analyses. This differs also from theory-oriented research,
which lacks in the openness of dialogue
between the previous theory and empirical data. Often in research previous
theories are treated in a way that implies considering them as fixed entities,
ready-made cornerstones of the field,
and the empirical research merely ends
up confirming that knowledge (Holma
& Mälkki, 2011; Layder, 1998; Mälkki, 2011b). As a critique to this, adaptive theory approach embodies a concrete attempt to elaborating on and developing further the extant theory
while being stimulated by, and grounded in, empirical evidence (Layder, 1998;
Mälkki, 2011b).
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considerations on the prerequisites and
challenges of reflection. Based on this
perception and its further analyses, I
started to construct theory concerning
the nature and dynamics of reflection.
Furthermore, as mentioned above,
Mezirow’s theory has often been criticized for emphasizing cognitive and rational aspects at the expense of for example emotional aspects. In my analyses it appeared, however, that in many
instances, Mezirow referred to emotional issues in connection to reflection.
Similarly to the conceptual tension
above, also these notions concerning
the emotional dimension appear to
have been often neglected by the previous scholarly discussion on Mezirow’s
theory. However, the criticism of the
cognitive and rational emphasis appears justified in the sense that
Mezirow does not consider the starting
points or nature of emotions as such,
nor how emotions and cognition in fact
interact in terms of reflection (see
Mälkki, 2010). This is the reason why I
turned to Damasio’s (1999; 2003) neurobiological theory on emotions and
consciousness, so as to reach further
understanding of these dimensions that
were insufficiently conceptualized within Mezirow’s theory.
Based on brain research, Damasio’s
(1994; 1999; 2003; 2010) theory offers
an understanding concerning the way
in which, within the human organism,
cognition and emotion are inseparably
intertwined, and how both emotion
and cognition function in favour of
survival. Damasio does not, however,
consider reflection or the prerequisites
and challenges of it. Therefore it was
up to my research to construct theory
concerning these issues that remain unconsidered in both of these theories.
Nevertheless the theoretical material
offered by Mezirow’s and Damasio’s
theories were used as the starting
points for the new conceptualization.
As mentioned above, my intention
was to construct theory in a manner
that it is both based on empirical evidence and which develops Mezirow’s
theory of learning further. With developing Mezirow’s theory further, I mean
a way of working in which my analyses

of Mezirow’s theory form the conceptual basis for my theory, and therefore
the connections between my conceptualizations and this previous theory are
readily visible and open for assessment
within my work. These more detailed
analyses may be found in Mälkki
(2010). In the following, I will explicate the core concepts of the developed
theorization.
The challenging nature of 
reflection
Based on the research, I formed the
concepts of comfort zone and edgeemotions. With these new concepts, it
is possible to explain the dynamics of
the process of reflection. Comfort zone,
as I define it based on my research, refers to our experience of comfort and
pleasure when the world appears understandable and nothing questions our
assumptions. Edge-emotions, instead,
refer to the unpleasant feelings that appear when our earlier beliefs, attitudes,
or values become questioned, or when
we are not able to understand situations based on our previous experiences, or, when our relationships or acceptance from significant others become
questioned. That is to say, edge-emotions appear when we are drifted out of
our comfort zones or are at the edges
of it. (Mälkki, 2010; 2011b.)
With regard to Mezirow’s concept of
meaning perspective, we experience
edge-emotions when our meaning perspectives become questioned (Mälkki,
2010). Consequently, we experience
ourselves to be on the comfort zone
when nothing, or nobody, questions
our meaning perspectives but we are
able to live our lives normally, and we
are sufficiently able to understand what
happens around us and within ourselves. Thus the concepts of comfort
zone and edge-emotions represent the
experiential or emotional dimensions
of meaning perspective (Mälkki, 2010;
2011b).
While Mezirow’s concept of meaning perspective describes the way our
cognitive functions are oriented based
on our previous experiences (see e.g.
Mezirow, 1991), the concepts of comfort zone and edge-emotions describe
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the way we experience this, and how
our experience varies depending on
whether our meaning perspectives become questioned or not (Mälkki, 2010;
2011b). The importance of paying attention to these different experiences
arises when Mezirow’s view on reflection is considered more closely. Namely,
according to Mezirow (1991; 2000), reflection is often triggered when our
meaning perspectives become questioned, and reflection in itself is understood as becoming aware of and questioning the assumptions that we have
taken for granted. Thus, the very act of
reflection indicates a challenge to the
meaning perspective, and thus the edgeemotions become aroused. Furthermore,
this indicates that disorienting dilemma,
Mezirow’s notion for the trigger for reflection, is covered with edge-emotions
(Mälkki 2010; 2011b).
In order to understand the consequences of this to reflection, we need to
explore more deeply into the nature and
functions of both edge-emotions and
comfort zone. For these purposes, Damasio’s (1999; 2003) neurobiological theory is used as a complementary theory,
as he offers in-depth understanding
emotions. As Damasio (1999; 2003;
2010) explains, through our biology, we
take unpleasant emotions as denoting
danger. Based on these emotions, we
orient automatically to concrete action,
such as fight or escape, and seeking
safety (Damasio, 1999; 2003; 2010).
Consequently, I suggest that when our
comfort zones are being threatened, the
edge-emotions orient our cognitive
functions. This enables our return to the
comfort zone, whereby we avoid dealing with the mental threat, instead feeling ourselves comfortable and safe
again (see Mälkki, 2010; 2011b). When
we experience such threat, our automatic reaction is to return to the comfort
zone by avoiding dealing with unpleasant questions, or by interpreting them
in a way that makes them no longer appear threatening. This indicates that the
same emotions that ensure survival on a
biological and physical level, also serve
to support the intactness of the structures of consciousness (Mälkki, 2010;
2011b).

Actualizing reflection
Within the above theoretical frame, reflection appears – figuratively speaking
– as a piece of wet soap that slips out
of our hands just when we are about to
catch it. Nevertheless, the mechanisms
of comfort zone and edge-emotions involve also new kinds of possibilities for
carrying out reflection (see Mälkki,
2011b; also Mälkki, 2010).
As emotions orient our attention automatically towards the comfort zone,
it is often difficult to get started with
reflection, to even sketch what to reflect on. However, edge-emotions may
also be used as seeds for reflection.
Edge-emotions are aroused at the edges
of comfort zone, when our assumptions become questioned. Thus the
edge-emotions may be seen to form a

”

Reflection
challenges our
comfort zone
and triggers edgeemotions.

protective cover for these challenged
assumptions. Consequently, it is
through the edge-emotions that the
taken-for-granted assumptions may be
identified and reached.
The essential question is our openness, and attitude, towards the edgeemotions, the unpleasant feelings that
we may experience: are we automatically oriented towards avoiding both
them and the assumptions that they
embrace? Or are we capable of becoming aware of these feelings – acknowledging them as part of our wish to remain in the comfort zone, and to see
the edge-emotions as an experience in
itself that may be reflected upon and
better understood (see Mälkki, 2010;
2011b)?
Recognizing, in our thinking, this
pattern of being oriented towards the
comfort zone may make it easier for us
to utilize the edge-emotions, so as to be
able to reflect. In other words, overcoming the barriers to reflection may
be possible, if we first know what the
barriers are. As a consequence of identifying these barriers, we may experience less need to avoid, neglect, or feel
shame, instead seeing these barriers as
a natural part of our human condition,
which also contains an enormous potential for learning, and for breaking
away from the taken-for-granted habits
of the mind (see Mälkki, 2011b).
Conclusions
The theorization presented in the article suggests, that the nature and dynamics of reflection is a matter of how
the emotions that biologically function
in favour of survival, also affect our
cognitive functions. The proposed concepts of comfort zone and edge-emotions that represent the experiential dimensions of meaning perspective, offer
conceptual tools for considering the
prerequisites and challenges to reflection.

The presented theory builds on
Mezirow’s (1991; 2000) theory of
transformative learning while utilizing
Damasio’s (1999; 2003) neurobiological theory on emotions and consciousness as a complementary theory. While
both of these theories were used in the
theory-building, significant gaps in between them remained (see Mälkki,
2010). Thus constructing a new conceptualization was necessary so as to
build the kind of bridge in between
those theories that enable reaching understanding and explicating the nature
and challenges of reflection.
More specifically, with regard to
Mezirow’s theory, the developed conceptualization represents refining and
redefining the concepts of reflection,
meaning perspective and disorienting
dilemma as well as their interconnections. The developed conceptualization
brings into view significant aspects of
Mezirow’s theory that have been largely neglected by the scholarly discussion,
while developing his notions further.
The central aspect of the developed
theory is that it explicitly considers the
interconnections between cognitive,
emotional and social dimensions and
brings into view how the biologically
based emotions affect also our sophisticated cognitive functions.
With regard to being applied in educational practices, the proposed theory
offers new possibilities for facilitating
reflection. Instead of aiming to cause
disorienting dilemmas in learners –
which raises a number of ethical questions (see Mezirow, 2009; Taylor, 2007;
2008) – learners should be given the
tools towards reflection, to utilize
themselves with the edge-emotions
common to all humans but stemming
from different causes, dependant on the
individual’s personal meaning perspective. Thus the first step would be to explain the theory to the learners, so that
they may learn to recognize edge-emotions and their orienting effect from
personal experience. Namely, the route
to reflection – to reassessing one’s taken-for-granted assumptions – appears
to proceed through attending to one’s
own edge-emotions that appear in
passing moments of everyday life.
These emotions involve the automatic
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Comfort zone and edge-emotions do
not only represent a protection mechanism to the structures of consciousness.
They also create a counterforce for reflection, as they aim to keep us within
the comfort zone (Mälkki, 2010;
2011b). Namely, while reflection refers
to becoming aware and questioning the
assumptions that orient our thinking,
feelings and actions (see Mezirow,
1991; 2000), this very questioning of
our assumptions often takes us to the
edges of our comfort zones (Mälkki,
2010; 2011b). This, in turn, arouses
edge-emotions that automatically orient us to return to the comfort zone, in
order to avoid dealing with the issues
that have become questioned.
Therefore, the challenges of reflection are captured in the way the emotions – in favour of survival – affect
our cognitive functions, in order to
maintain the intactness of the structures of consciousness (Mälkki, 2010;
2011b). At the other extreme, we may
imagine how it would be, to be able to
reflect on our assumptions unrestrictedly, to deconstruct and reconstruct our
values and attitudes with no inhibitions. This would result in an inability
to maintain our identities or to use our
previous experiences to understand
present situations. Thus the mechanism
that inhibits reflection, actually supports maintaining the intactness of the
structures of consciousness.
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orientation towards the comfort zone,
thus resisting reflection. Focusing on
the assumptions themselves may drive
us further away from being able to reassess them. Instead, focusing first on
identifying the edge-emotions, and then
on why one feels uncomfortable (i.e.
experiences edge-emotions) may help in
pin-pointing rigid ways of thinking.  In
this way the edge-emotions may be utilized as seeds to reflection.
Within recent years, there has been
much new research –  into positive psychology, emphasizing the importance of
positive emotions in learning (see Clayton et al, 2009; Johnson, Waugh &
Fredrickson, 2010; Kok, Catalino &
Fredrickson, 2008; Moore & Kuol,
2007). Furthermore, apart from the
study of actual learning difficulties, the
discussions on learning often only allow “nice” and pleasant issues to be
considered, as it is a developing human
being and its sophisticated cognitive
mechanisms that are at stake. From
this point of view, my consideration on
unpleasant emotions may, in itself, feel
unpleasant.
However, if one is to view learning
as it appears in everyday life, negative
occurrences should not be left unconsidered, as they cannot be excluded
from life either. Rather, we may learn
to acknowledge them as natural parts
of our lives, and respect the potential
for learning that they contain. The significance of positive emotions is naturally not something one should ignore
either. Furthermore, the relevance of a
positive atmosphere, safe relationships,
and the supportive role of the educator
in facilitating reflection are crucial in
aiming to a pedagogical context in
which the learners are comfortable
enough so as to be themselves, if conducting the learning activities presupposes this from them (see Mälkki,
2011b). That is to say, the learners cannot be required to actualize certain
kind of learning activities if they are
not provided adequate support for it.
With regards to facilitating reflection
this is very important, as it is much easier to tell somebody to recognize and
reassess taken-for-granted assumptions
than to actually do it (see also Brookfield, 2006). As I have argued in this

article, reflection, by its nature, is
something that most likely does not
happen on demand. Rather it is important to raise discussion to consider
more closely the prerequisites with regard to the learning environment, culture and the role of educator and peers,
so as to better facilitate reflection in
those educational settings in which
evoking reflection is considered necessary.

”

Edge-emotions
may be used
as seeds for
reflection.

While the proposed theory offers
conceptual tools to understand the
complexities of carrying out reflection,
it brings into view its nature as something that cannot be dictated outside as
it is very personal and deeply connected to emotions. From this viewpoint
the warnings considering the therapeutic education appears highly relevant
(see Ecclestone, 2009). That is to say,
while the general aims concerning reflection in education may largely be
cognitive in nature, the process towards
actually reaching these goals may be
much more intimate and demanding
than what is generally understood. This
calls for careful ethical considerations
and sensitivity if one regards it appropriate to facilitate reflection in educational practice.
Furthermore, another rather limitedly utilized, but very potential, area of
research in adult learning may be
opened up by a methodological viewpoint. Often the theories of learning
become idealized, or taken for granted,
as established cornerstones of the field,
without being submitted to research
and analysis (see also Holma & Mälkki, 2011). That is to say, they are more
often applied in empirical research than
being researched themselves. This, obviously, does not represent the self-critical attitude expected of scientific research.
However, criticism on theories
should not mean that the theories
should be abandoned, if it turns out
they contain gaps or discrepancies of
some kind. Rather, the unutilized potential in the research on adult learning
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- may be found in developing these theories further: the gaps may be researched, interpretations that are too
narrow may be deepened, and any internal discrepancies may carry in them
a key to opening up new relevant viewpoints into the phenomenon in question.
Similarly important would be to
strengthen the connections between
theoretical and empirical research.
There is often insightful empirical research, which is, however, not used in
theory development. As mentioned earlier, theoretical and empirical research
too often end up speaking “past” each
other, instead of speaking with each
other. As Illeris (2007) has pointed out,
a theory of learning should not only inform of ideals but also of why the intended learning does not occur. Developing theories based on empirical research supports developing theories
that not only inform practices of what
they at their best could achieve, but
that would also offer understanding of
the various processes of learning, including the challenges that the learner
may encounter. Such developments on
theory would naturally offer more
fruitful basis for further empirical research and the deepened dialogue between theoretical and empirical approaches.
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The voice of users in adult
career guidance

Most policy statements within lifelong learning link
firmly to career guidance as facilitating services, where
the centrality of the user is highlighted. Likewise, many
career guidance theories, such as client-centred
approaches, would put the individual at the centre. But
is guidance conducted with or on behalf of clients? How
much are clients in fact involved in the guidance process,
and what are the outcomes?

Peter Plant
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land, Norway and Sweden) and then
compared. We believe that the results
bear relevance also for the wider European context.  How was the study conducted and what were the findings?
Methodology and Findings
“Voice of Users” consists of two research phases. First, a focus group
study was conducted in all five countries among clients, counsellors and
managers of adult guidance services at
e.g. adult education such as VUC (DK)
or Komvux (S), and the equivalent in
the other Nordic countries. These services are used by a wide range of adult
students, including e.g. unemployed
people, and people in need of certain
competences.
The second phase was carried as a
web survey conducted among users of
guidance in both vocational and nonformal adult educational institutions in
all five countries. One important limitation here in terms of the sampling
method was the low number of responses in most of the countries, which
has implications both for the interpretation of results nationally and in comparisons across countries.
Nonetheless, figures showed that
82% of the respondents in Denmark
had participated in a face-to-face guidance and 36% had been guided by
their teacher. The emphasis was on educational outcomes in guidance, which
may be due to the fact that the sample
was drawn from Day Folk High
schools and Adult Education Centres.
However, this sample bias also applies
to the other Nordic countries.
A majority of the respondents (67%)
said that the counsellor was supportive
and understanding and a majority is
satisfied with the counselling they received. A majority as well (73%) stated
that they themselves were active in the
actual counselling process, such as
gathering information and setting
goals. Around half of the respondents
(49%) had not had a chance to evaluate the guidance service. Most respondents had not been involved in developing the guidance service, but saw it as
an important factor in the improvement of guidance (the average rating
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To address these issues of guidance, a
current Nordic research project (Vilhjálmsdóttir et al, 2011), known as the
“Voice of Users” , commissioned by
The Nordic Council of Ministers and
the Nordic Network for Adult Learning (NVL), created the following research questions:
Do we listen to the voices of adult
users of guidance?
Are they involved in policy development and design of the guidance
services?
What are the guidance delivery
modes in adult education?
How satisfied are adults with the
guidance services?
What are the outcomes of guidance
for its adult users?
To support the search for answers to
these questions, and as part of the
preparation for this research, a literature mapping showed that users are not
involved in policy development or organisation of guidance services (Plant,
2007; Vuorinen & Leino, 2009). Research on user involvement in guidance
is very scarce, if existing at all. The involvement of users in organising and
developing guidance services, however,
is both an important way of empowering citizens (a democratic argument), as
well as giving valuable information on
the guidance experience and thus contributing to the improvement of the
guidance services (an efficiency argument).
The broad range of guidance methods and activities include information
and advice giving, counselling, competence assessment, mentoring, advocacy,
teaching decision-making and career
management skills. A variety of terms
are used in various languages to describe services engaged in these activities, including educational, vocational
or career guidance, guidance and counselling, occupational guidance/counselling services, etc., but the term “guidance” is used throughout this text to
identify any of these forms of provision. “Adult guidance”, likewise, is an
ambiguous term, mostly used to describe guidance for people over 25
years of age. But, again, this is not a
clear line.

Adult guidance services have been
established by lifelong learning providers in all the Nordic countries. This development aligns with the development
of lifelong guidance in other European
countries. The European Lifelong
Guidance Policy Network (ELGPN; see
http://ktl.jyu.fi/ktl/elgpn) has put forward a framework of quality assurance
that emphasises citizen and user involvement. This trend of user involvement comes from ideas of active citizenship and democratisation where user involvement means “devolving to individuals and communities the right to
play an active role in shaping the services that affect their lives” (Plant, 2006,
p. 2).
In this study, the evaluative criteria
for the outcomes of guidance were derived from career development theory
and the levels of user involvement as
depicted in a five-step taxonomy, reaching from little involvement, over active
participation in the guidance process,
to high involvement at a planning level
(Plant, 2006). Career development theories explain career behaviour across
the life span, as well as guiding career
counsellors in using interventions that
will facilitate certain career behaviours.
The learning outcomes of adult
guidance used in this research are
threefold: (1) personal learning outcomes, e.g. enhancing self-concepts or
learning about own interests; (2) educational learning outcomes, e.g. learning about educational options or requirements; and (3) vocational learning
outcomes, e.g. becoming better informed about the content of occupations and where to look for occupational information.
Thus, the first goal of the “Voice of
Users” was to describe if and how
adult users of guidance have an impact
on the services provided, as well as to
compare user involvement in adult
guidance in the Nordic countries. A
second goal was to evaluate possible
learning outcomes of guidance for
adults in the Nordic countries that seek
guidance in adult learning centres. After presenting the practical and theoretical context of the study, results were
first reported for each of the five Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Ice-
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was 5.4 on a scale from (1) not important to (7) very important).
The results regarding Finland were
that a majority (62%) of the respondents had participated in a face-to-face
guidance and as many as 48% had participated in guidance through websites,
e-mail or chat-rooms. The emphasis
was on educational and personal outcomes in guidance. A majority of the
respondents (67%) said that the counsellor was supportive and understanding, and a majority were satisfied with
the counselling they received. 77%
stated that they themselves were active
in the actual counselling process, such
as gathering information and setting
goals. Around a third of the respondents (35%) had not had a chance to
evaluate the counselling service and
half of them had evaluated the services
verbally or via e-mail to the counsellor.
Most of the respondents had not been
involved in developing the guidance
service, but saw it as an important factor in the improvement of guidance
(the average rating was 5.7 on a scale
from (1) not important to (7) very important).
In Iceland a great majority (76%) of
the respondents had participated in a
face-to-face guidance and a quarter
said that guidance was integrated in
lessons and teaching activities. Again
the emphasis in guidance was on educational and personal outcomes in
guidance. A great majority of the respondents (82%) said that the counsellor encouraged them, and a majority is
very satisfied with the counselling they
received. 81% stated that they themselves were active in the actual counselling process, such as gathering information and setting goals. Half of the respondents (50%) had not had a chance
to evaluate the counselling service.
Most of the respondents had not been
involved in developing the guidance
service, but saw it as an important factor in the improvement of guidance
(the average rating was 5.8 on a scale
from (1) not important to (7) very important).
The results from Norway showed
that a great majority (88%) of the respondents had participated in a face-toface guidance. Once again the emphasis

was on educational and personal outcomes in guidance. A majority of the
respondents (77%) said that the counsellor was supportive and understanding, and a majority were very satisfied
with the counselling they received. A
great majority (88%) stated that they
themselves were active in the actual
counselling process, such as gathering
information and setting goals. In Norway, 72% had been given a chance to
evaluate the counselling service, especially through online surveys (32%).
Most of the respondents had not been
involved in developing the guidance
service, but saw it as an important factor in the improvement of guidance
(the average rating was 5.1 on a scale
from (1) not important to (7) very important).
Finally, the results from Sweden
showed that a majority (70%) of the
respondents had participated in a faceto-face guidance, again with an emphasis on educational outcomes in guidance. Many respondents (60%) said
that the counsellor was supportive and
understanding and a majority were satisfied with the counselling they received. A majority (79%) stated that
they themselves were active gathering
information about work and educational opportunities. In Sweden, more
than half of the respondents (55%) had
not had a chance to evaluate the counselling service. Most of the respondents
had not been involved in developing
the guidance service, but saw it as a
very important factor in the improvement of guidance (the average rating
was 5.6 on a scale from (1) not important to (7) very important).
Threefold benefits
So, by comparison, the findings of the
“Voice of Users” in the five Nordic
countries showed that face-to-face interviews are, by far, the most common
mode of delivery of guidance: 62-88%
of the respondents, depending on the
countries, had experienced face-to-face
interviews with a guidance counsellor
in the previous two years. Other modes
of delivery were less common (3-25%),
such as telephone interviews or group
sessions with counsellors, web-based
guidance or guidance from teachers.
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However, web-based guidance and
guidance as integrated in lessons and
teaching activities was more common
in Finland (42–48%) than in the other
countries, as well as guidance provided
by a teacher in Finland and Denmark
(36–39%). The findings indicate that
the benefits or the outcomes of guidance are mainly threefold, i.e. educational, vocational and personal. An example of an educational outcome is to
be encouraged to continue one’s studies. An example of a personal outcome
is to learn something about one’s own
interests. An example of a vocational
outcome is to get help in making choices concerning jobs. Overall, respondents rated educational outcomes of
guidance higher in benefits than they
did vocational or personal outcomes.
Similarly, personal outcomes were rated higher than vocational outcomes.
These results can be seen as indicating
the focus of guidance provisions in
adult education in the Nordic countries, where the main focus is on providing guidance on educational and
personal issues, but to a lesser extent
on vocational issues. Respondents were
asked if they were satisfied with the
guidance they received, and overall
they are rather satisfied with the service, since on average their level of satisfaction was well over 5 on a scale of 1
to 7, where higher value indicates more
satisfaction.
The active involvement of users of
guidance was described according to
the above-mentioned 5-step taxonomy,
ranging from involvement at an individual level, over feedback, to a more
intense participation in shaping services
and policymaking (Plant, 2006). The
results indicate that users of guidance
are not systematically involved in terms
of providing feedback on services nor
do they participate in shaping services
and policies in career guidance for
adults in the Nordic countries.

A chance to evaluate 

Conclusion
In terms of ownership and active citizenship, the results of this research are
rather discouraging. There is definitely
room for improvement. Listening to users of guidance is not a priority in the
lifelong learning sector. Adult guidance
is often not evaluated, even though users think it would improve guidance
practice. On the whole, users are neither involved in the organisation of
guidance services nor in policy making.
The main channels of user involvement
that are mentioned by respondents are
discussions with counsellor, teacher,
mentor or discussion groups and they
stress that their opinions need to be
taken seriously. Formal channels of user involvement need to be created, that
secure that users’ voices are heard.
These could be user forums or even
representatives of users in policy committees. On the other hand, users of
guidance do see themselves as active
participants in the guidance process,
and, on the whole, clients are satisfied
with the adult guidance services, and

What kind of educational and vocational guidance did you
participate in?
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Around half of the respondents (49–
55%) in Denmark, Iceland and Sweden
reported that they had not been given a
chance to evaluate the guidance service
and up to one third (28-–35%) in Norway and Finland. Some reported giving
informal feedback about services to
their counsellor, either verbally or by email (20–49%), whereas others had
been given a chance to take part in surveys, either on paper (12–15%), the
web (7–32%) or through telephone interviews (1–11%). When asked about
involvement in shaping services and
policymaking between 75% and 92%
of the respondents, depending on country, said that they had not participated
in any decision making and designing
of strategies about guidance services.
However, results from both focus
groups, interviews and the web survey
showed that users of guidance felt that
it is important that users of guidance
are consulted, and they were interested
in having their voice heard regarding
different aspects of guidance services.

Face-to-face individual interview
with a guidance counsellor
Telephone interview with a
guidance cousellor
Group-session with a guidance
counsellor
Web-based guidance (e.g.
through websites, e-mail, chatrooms)
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Norway
Iceland

Guidance from a teacher

Finland
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Guidance integrated in lessons
and teaching activities
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many are content with the counsellor’s
part in supporting them.
What is perhaps most alarming in
this context, is the gap between policy
rhetoric and realities on the ground.
The EU 2004 Resolution on Lifelong
Guidance, for instance, makes a specific
point concerning the basic principle of
“The centrality of the beneficiaries of
guidance in both the design and evaluation of guidance provision for both
young people and adults.” (see http://
ec.europa.eu/education/policies/2010/
doc/resolution2004_en.pdf). There is
quite some way to go in this respect, as
shown above in relation to adult guidance. The principle of the centrality of
the user, so far it seems, is not extended
to playing an active role in shaping the
guidance services they are offered.
Their role is confined to being clients.
This is not enough. It neglects the power and resources of people. They are
not just clients. They are a guidance resource.
E n d note
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Guðbjör Vilhjálmsdóttir, Andrea G.
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Transitions have become a constant feature of work and
life for which learning throughout life is a prerequisite.
However, there is a growing European policy consensus
that adult learning is a weak link in developing lifelong
learning systems which needs reinforcing and better
targeting. This is a challenge in the current economic
climate. While initial vocational education and training,
VET, is relatively successfully at supporting young
people with early stage transitions, a shift in attitudes
towards ageing workers is required to turn demographic
trends into economic opportunities. European and
national active ageing policies which go beyond training
provision are needed to encompass customisation,
adapted workplace conditions, additional opportunities
for mentoring and also flexibility.

A l e x S t i m p s o n a n d Jasper van Loo  
Introduction
Europe is facing difficult times. With
the crisis, unemployment rates across
the continent have risen, and increasing
pressure on public finances has led to
acute austerity measures in several
countries. Although a lot of attention
has focused on dealing with the immediate impact of the crisis, four structur-

al trends require continued attention as
well: the greening of the economy, increasing skill requirements in many
jobs due to technological change, the
ageing of the population, and globalisation (off-shoring).
Current trends are also re-shaping
the world of work and careers. Increasingly, people change their careers dur-

ing the course of their life. Many, more
than once. This implies a need to learn
new skills or re-learn others throughout life. Adult and work based learning
is crucial and vocational education and
training (VET) is an important part of
that. VET not only develops relevant
skills and competences for enterprises
and sectors facing change and intensi-
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fied competition, but also enables individuals to deal better with career transitions - such as entry into the labour
market, re-entry after periods of absence, unemployment, or episodes of
up- or re-skilling. It is therefore not only a tool for skill development, but also
fosters employability, helps people
shape their careers and promotes economic and social inclusion of young
people and adults. In this contribution,
we outline some of the recent EU policy
initiatives on learning, discuss the relationships between lifelong learning,
transitions and active ageing and draw
some tentative conclusions.
Policy context
Lifelong learning is about learning all
throughout life. It covers learning from
pre-school age to post-retirement
(Council of the European Union, 2002,
1–3). But, while it is extensive in scope,
existing adult and work-based learning
in Europe is unevenly distributed
across age groups, sectors and countries, and often fragmented in its delivery. Identifying and accessing relevant
learning opportunities are common
challenges, particularly in the older age
groups.
In fact, there is a growing consensus
that adult learning is currently the
weakest link in developing national
lifelong learning systems. Participation
in adult learning has continued to fall,
from 9.6 % of the 25–64 year-old population in 2005 to only 9.1 % in 2010,
thus making the increased ET2020 target that 15 % of adults participate in
lifelong learning by 2020 an even
greater challenge (Council of the European Union, 2011, 6).
Population ageing is a major trend
impacting on Europe’s economy and
society and the European year for active ageing and solidarity between generations in 2012 is timely to prepare
the Union for the challenges that lay
ahead. Among its key objectives are
giving older people the chance to participate fully in society and promoting
job opportunities for older people.
With legislation postponing the retirement age in many countries, lifelong
learning is crucial to support this. Currently, however, incidence of lifelong

learning decreases with both age and
level of education. Although they need
it most, older low-qualified workers are
especially difficult to engage in lifelong
learning. Almost 60 % of Europe’s 74
million low-qualified in the EU are over
45 years old. As the Agenda for new
skills and jobs emphasises, up-skilling
and re-skilling of these vulnerable
groups should therefore also be one of
Member States’ priorities (European
Commission, 2010). To do so, the lifelong learning component of the Agenda
needs reinforcing and better targeting.
This is further underscored in the
Bruges Communiqué, the EU policy
document that sets the priorities for
VET until 2020. It sees a need to encourage more adults to take up continuing training, which it emphasizes
should become more career oriented, as
well as to step up efforts to recognise
the skills and competences people acquire at work or in their lives.
Career transitions and 
lifelong learning
The global economic crisis has challenged many workers as they have experienced job losses (e.g. through restructuring of businesses) and are now
forced to cope with unemployment and
involuntary transitions between jobs,
careers, sectors and industries as well
as, eventually, with the return to education and training for additional learning and skills upgrading (Cedefop,
2010a).
But even beyond the crisis, change
has become a constant feature of work
and life. This does not mean that people are completely at the mercy of these
developments: individuals also shape
change by reacting to the trends they
face. Lifelong learning plays a crucial
role in a constantly changing environment – not only to meet challenges, but
also to take advantage of the opportunities that new developments bring.
Careers and career development must
adapt to the new realities as well. “Traditional” careers, in which workers exchanged loyalty for job security, are no
longer consistent with the reality of
learning needs arising at various stages
in working life, and mobility within or
between organisations is becoming

60          L I F E L O N G LEARNIN G I N EU ROPE     1 | 2 012

”

Workers
exchange
performance
and flexibility for
continuous learning.

more common. A new model of nonlinear, boundaryless careers is emerging, where workers exchange performance and flexibility for continuous
learning opportunities and marketability (Van Loo, 2011).
Lifelong learning is a prerequisite for
such career transitions. But with the
highly educated more likely to access
learning opportunities, specific groups
require particular attention: the young
in the early stages – in view of alarmingly high youth-unemployment rates;
ageing workers – who will see entry into retirement delayed but must be offered opportunities to continue a productive working life; and the low qualified – as educational disadvantage continues in the workplace, who are less
likely to engage in training, and are at
a heightened risk of lengthy periods
without a job.
The early stages: learning and 
transition into the labour
market
A significant amount of empirical research and evidence underlines the positive returns to initial education on careers in terms of wages, labour market
outcomes and ease of transition. Nevertheless, around half of today’s European workforce has a medium level edu
cation and this is forecast to remain at
a similar level in 2020 (Cedefop,
2010b). Around 70 % of 25–34 year
olds with education at the medium level have vocational education and training type qualifications (upper-secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary education). New research shows that initial
vocational education and training is
relatively successful at getting individuals into work in the short or mediumterm (Cedefop, forthcoming). On average, medium-level VET graduates from
the youngest age groups are more likely
to be employed or to be actively seeking work than general education graduates at the same level of education.

Active ageing, skills
obsolescence and assisting 
transitions
A good career start is important, but
developments on the labour market
and new career modes also require attention to career transitions later in
life. With the retirement age rising and
opportunities for early labour market
exit increasingly restricted in many
countries, longer working lives are
gradually becoming the norm. Recently
the question of how to support ageing
workers in managing longer careers
and transitions later in life has become
more central to discussions about an
ageing workforce (Bohlinger & van
Loo, 2010). It is apparent that a shift
in attitudes and behaviour towards
ageing workers will be required in order to turn the demographic trends into
economic opportunities as well as to
ensure sustainable social development
across countries. This has reinforced

lifelong learning as a core concept of
modern careers and supported the notions of “active ageing” and “active
age management” (Cedefop, 2011).
Active ageing means creating more opportunities for older people to continue
working and contributing to society
and the economy.
Skills obsolescence, the process of
skills depreciating and becoming outdated, is a core driver of learning, especially in ageing societies. Cedefop has
recently conducted a pilot survey
among employed people in four EU
Member States (Finland, Germany, the
Netherlands and Hungary) to obtain a
clearer image of skills obsolescence and
its impacts. Several important findings
emerge: 1) One out of four workers experienced skill decline over their career;
2) Skills obsolescence is particularly a
problem for ageing workers and the
low-skilled; 3) Not only vocational
training but also regularly using one’s
skills are effective weapons against obsolescence. The survey also uncovered
that skills obsolescence hampers career
transitions later in life: a stagnating
skill development later in life usually
implies less career progression.
Lifelong learning is crucial for active
ageing. Continuing vocational training
and learning is an important part of
lifelong learning and should be encouraged. But the mere provision of training and learning opportunities is not
the only dimension that is instrumental
in active ageing policies. Making learning and training tailored to the needs of
older individuals is at least of equal importance. In addition, active ageing also requires that, where needed, workplace conditions are adapted, that older
workers are given more opportunities
for mentoring and coaching, and that
there is sufficient flexibility for workers
to both manage their job in a sustainable way and allow a good balance between work and non-work activities.
Training and learning is most successful when it is part of guidance and
counselling that truly helps people navigate their career. Currently, guidance
and counselling services are the responsibility of many different stakeholders
in the labour market — with little coordination — which contributes to the

scattered nature of these services. This
makes it difficult to provide counselling
services in line with more dynamic careers characterised by regular changes
and spells of upskilling and reskilling.
Cedefop (2011c) shows that successful
modern guidance services comprise
much more than directing people to a
particular training course; they involve
an assessment of skills and learning
needs, including, where required, a recognition of prior learning or experience, a process of selecting and tailoring different training options according
to clients’ needs, a strong focus on
long-time career concerns, and support
to assist people to become more selfmanaging, if needed.
Conclusion
A range of European policy documents
until 2020 strongly emphasize the importance of lifelong learning for successfully managing careers and transitions throughout the life course. Yet at
the same time there is growing recognition that more needs to be done.
Education and training need to open
up to adult learners, easing their access
and responding to their needs. Firms
need to create working conditions conducive to and supportive of learning.
People should be encouraged to learn
and should always have the opportunity and the means to plan their (working and learning) careers. Enabling
people to explore and engage in learning and transition requires good guidance and counselling.
To increase participation in learning,
a combination of different incentives,
learning approaches, career guidance
and other services are important. Validation is important too. Much of adult
learning is of a non-formal or informal
nature, even if some European countries have a greater tradition of adults
participating in formal education programmes. This underlines the importance of effective and accessible validation procedures to formally recognise
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There is also a positive effect on the
transition process from education to
the labour market. Young medium-level VET graduates are able to find an
occupation more quickly than general
education graduates, resulting in more
stable employment relationships over
time. In particular the cumulative spells
of employment (non-employment) are
higher (lower), the job match appears
more immediate as indicated by the duration of the first job and vocational
education and training is linked with
higher rates of permanent full time jobs
than general education, in particular
for those in the early stages of their careers.
Of course, VET graduates (who start
work earlier) potentially forego the
longer term gains associated with higher education. Moreover, the premium
over medium level general education
appears to decline over time. Third,
VET graduates tend to be concentrated
in medium-skill occupations, which are
at risk of job polarization as a result of
the technological change on tasks. This
poses a further challenge, but one
which underlines the importance of the
role of lifelong and work-based learning to provide the tools needed to upor re-skill the labour force.
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learning of this nature or of acquired
skills and competences. Even if this is
an increasing phenomenon across Europe, take-up of validation opportunities is often still too low.
The commitment of a broad range
of players including Governments and
social partners is also important, along
with a set of incentives targeted at both
employers and individuals. Particularly
when the economy is troubled, continued education and training can become
a market failure.
In the current economic crisis, short
term thinking may endanger future
economic development. High youth unemployment may lead to a “lost generation” of people that will not be successful on the labour market. Allowing
ageing workers to exit the labour market early may create skill shortages in
the near future. And insufficient investment in skills through training and other work-related types of learning can
lead to large numbers of workers not
able to cope with the developments in
their jobs. In times of increasing pressures on public budgets, creativity and
a long term vision on skills are key to
dealing with these challenges in the
coming years.
Re f e r ences
Bohlinger, S. & Van Loo, J. (2010).
Lifelong learning for ageing workers
to sustain employability and develop
personality. In Cedefop (2010).
Working and ageing: Emerging
theories and empirical perspectives.
Luxembourg: Publications office.
Cedefop (2010a). A bridge to the future:
European policy for vocational
education and training 2002-10.
Luxembourg: Publications office.
Cedefop. (2010b). Skills Supply and
Demand in Europe, Medium-Term
Forecasts up to 2020. Luxembourg.
Cedefop (2011). Working and ageing:
guidance and counselling for mature
learners. Luxembourg: Publications
office of the European Union.
Cedefop. (forthcoming). From Education
to Working Life: The Labour Market
Outcomes of Vocational Education
and Training. Luxembourg:
Publications office.
Council of the European Union. (2002).
Council Resolution of 27 June 2002
on lifelong learning. Official Journal of
the European Communities, C 163/01.

Council of the European Union. (2011).
Draft Council Resolution on a
renewed European agenda for adult
learning. Brussels.
European Commission. (2010). An
Agenda for new skills and jobs: A
European contribution towards full
employment. Communication from
the Commission to the European
Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and
the Committee of the Regions.
COM(2010) 682 final.
Van Loo, J. (2011). Making the most of
mature minds: issues, trends and
challenges in making active ageing a
reality. In: Griffin, T. and Beddie, F.
Older workers: research readings.
Adelaide: National centre for
vocational education research.

Alex Stimpson

Jasper van Loo

Alex Stimpson has worked extensively on
improving European education and labour
market statistics to meet policy needs, and
in education policy more generally both
inside and outside Europe. Alex holds a
degree in economics and a master’s degree
in European studies from the University
of East Anglia as well as an MBA from
Warwick Business School. Alex is an expert
at Cedefop with current research interests
in vocational education and training, labour
market outcomes and transition.

Jasper van Loo is a senior expert at
Cedefop. He works extensively on ageing,
particularly on what it means in terms
of working and learning. Jasper holds
a master’s degree in economics from
Maastricht University and a PhD in social
sciences from Utrecht University and has
a wide experience in research on skills,
skills obsolescence, competence analysis
and employability. He has a number of
articles and book chapters to his name,
acts regularly as a reviewer for scholarly
journals and has organised several
international events.

62          L I F E L O N G LEARNIN G I N EU ROPE     1 | 2 012

Contact
Cedefop
Europe 123, Thessaloniki (Pylea) Greece
Tel: (30) 2310 490 177  / (30) 2310 490 052
Email: alex.stimpson@cedefop.europa.eu /
jasper.van-loo@cedefop.europa.eu

Interview with Kathryn Ecclestone

The editor-in-chief of LLinE, Kristiina Kumpulainen sat down with
Kathryn Ecclestone to talk transitions and policy, especially in the
context of education. How come
transition is such a buzzword? Are
transition skills something that can
be taught?
Kristiina Kumpulainen: Kathryn,
what does the concept of transition
in lifelong learning mean to you?
Kathryn Ecclestone: The most usual
way to use this concept is to describe
how people progress through different stages in education and life. We
can look at this progress through educational stages and institutions,
meaning, for example, the transition
from primary school to secondary
school, from upper secondary to
university and on to working life.

Kathryn
Ecclestone (l.) and
Kristiina
Kumpulainen (r.)
both share a past
as a teacher:
Ecclestone in
youth
employment
schemes and
further and adult
education,
Kumpulainen in
primary school.

Markus Palmén

Navigating life’s different turning
points is an integral part of the human condition. Transitions are nothing new. Yet it can be argued that
they have indeed become a new
problem. Policy makers regard successful transitions as key in social inclusion and challenge educators to
manage the transitions of their students.
Professor Kathryn Ecclestone is one
of the editors of Transitions and
Learning through the Lifecourse,
(2010) a volume that aims to collect
and analyse research on educational,
life and work transitions. Professor
Ecclestone is Director of Doctoral
Research in the School of Education
at the University of Birmingham in
the UK. Apart from a research interest in transitions she is an expert on
themes of education policy, assessment and attitudes to learning in
post-compulsory education.

We can also make sense of the concept by thinking of life stages: a
graduate is leaving study and heading for the world of work or someone at the end of his or her working
life is entering retirement.
A transition might also mean moving between different learning environments and contexts. For instance
a university student who has to take
up a job to make ends meet is constantly moving between the worlds
of work and study.
Right now, in the UK at least, the
trend is to look at transitions as an
issue of identity. Research and policy
communities are very much focusing
on the psychological aspects of transitions, looking at moving between
social roles.
KK: Why this particular focus? And
where does the current increased interest in transitions stem from?
KE: I think both the focus on identity and the general “rise” of transitions have to do with current social
phenomena in Western countries.
We see the traditional life stages of,

say, getting an education, entering a
steady job and starting a family, becoming less standardized and less
linear. Also, as a result of globalization we have less job security and
more pressure and stress to keep in
pace with rapid technological and
social change.
Our popular culture is characterised
by individualization, and education
is never immune to what is happening in broader culture.
KK: And then there are the rising
levels of social and education disengagement and problems of inclusion...
KE: Exactly. In sum then, transitions
emerge as a new problem because of
wider societal trends of less traditional life-stages, uncertainties of the
job market and a fragmented, individualistic culture. Policy makers
and educators are responding to this
by seeing a need to support the transitions of people...
KK: ...to make people more resilient
and adaptable to the stresses of
modern life.
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“Too much talk on transitions?”

i nte r v i e w

KE: Yes. In the UK, there are various
ongoing research projects into transitions, along with government reports on the topic. For instance in
education a lot of attention is paid
to advice and support systems and
teaching teachers to manage transitions.
Also, transition success stories are
very interesting for researchers. By
this I mean studies into people’s biographies and learning stories where
we can discern some good practices
in managing transition.  
KK: Also in Finland, research on
transitions is growing and becoming
richer. Lately, many researchers have
started to approach this thematic
from multiple angles with a special
interest on learners’ identity development and the construction of means
and tools for boundary crossing.
KE: The consensus of our times in
Europe is that education is the key
to all social and economic mobility.
Education is almost regarded a panache for all kinds of social ills. This
is obviously something we can question. But the importance awarded to
education is the factor behind the
rise of transition management in education. This, and for example the
very real fact that in British schools
we often see pupils performing well
in basic education, but upon moving
to secondary education there is a
permanent dip in the achievement of
many. Managing the transition between these educational stages could
help.
KK: How can transitions then be
supported in the educational context?
KE: Some of the main challenges of
educational transitions are the different levels of demands between education stages and the emotional
stress due to new social roles and
expectations.
One way to address different demands on different levels is to make
the formal demands transparent. So,
the expected learning outcomes and
assessment criteria are communicat-

ed to the students. By the way, I believe that what I am saying here is as
applicable to the adult student as to
a pupil in primary school.
Another way is to for example look
at how people use technology in
their everyday lives and then bring
these familiar ways into the teaching
situation.
KK: I agree. Linking learners’
worlds, their tools, practices and
knowledges across boundaries is vital for securing meaningful and productive transitions.
KE: Two things that are hugely popular in the UK are “learning to
learn” modules and mentoring. The
first refers to courses offered from
very early on where pupils are
taught learning skills. I think sometimes we overdo this. I know students who have had several of these
courses by the time they reach secondary education, and they are already bored with them.
Mentoring is when we assign an older peer to be the mentor and guide
of a younger student.
Yet another way to alleviate the psychological stress of moving through
milestones is to give very direct attention to the dilemma of transition.
For example we can arrange psychodrama workshops for students
where they can explore and act out
their feelings related to a change.
These workshops are followed by
debriefings where the group discusses how they could manage the
changes better. In these kinds of
workshops it is sometimes easier to
focus on the negative sides of transitions and ignore the fun and excitement of new experiences!
KK. You draw these examples from
the world of school but I don’t see
why these techniques could not be
applied to adult students as well.
What does all this mean for teachers’ work and professional development?
KE: Well, as we discussed earlier,
there is an emphasis on teaching generic life and learning skills. It seems
teachers must understand transitions
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and to be able to address them directly. For this purpose they require
more personal, in-depth knowledge
about the students and their lives
and feelings.
KK: Of course there is then the
problem of how to define and assess
these generic skills. And should every teacher be trained in transition
management or just some? This is a
big issue for teacher training for example in vocational education where
teachers are often former professionals who have made their own transition into teaching and thus sometimes lacking a thorough pedagogical training.
KE: These are important questions.
However, I have to ask whether
transition skills are something we
can teach in the first place. I am a
minority view in my own country
but I think we may even focus too
much on transitions. In my work at
university, in the past few years I
have seen an increase in what could
be called “needy” students, young,
usually high-achieving people with
anxiety problems. I can’t help wondering if this is not partly because
we overfeed our youth with this notion of difficult transitions.
KK: A self-fulfilling prophecy?
KE: Exactly. Do we make students
too dependent of support by focusing on the psychological side of
transitions so strongly? We should
pay much attention to the structural
and institutional side of transitions
but we can question the notion that
transitions are now more stressful
than ever before. It seems every generation lives in “an era of unprecedented change”.
Furthermore, we do not have any
good evidence on the positive impact
of trying to manage the psychological side of transition.  It could well
be that individuals’ smooth navigation through life’s milestones is a byproduct and consequence of more
general societal conditions, such as
strong social networks and good
jobs.

Petri Salo (LLinE 4/2011):
“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.”

Practicing learning
instead of mobilizing
a movement:
neo-liberation of
adult education?
Anja Heikkinen
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Anja Heikkinen’s article is a reply to Petri Salo’s discussion starter “The world has changed
– what about adult education research?”
published in the previous issue.
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I deeply sympathize with Petri Salo´s
attempt to revitalize the “good old”
adult education by introducing learning
as a collective and collaborative practice and by reinventing action research.
Since a commentary should provoke
further discussion, I put aside many
similarities in our thinking. Furthermore, I do not claim that I myself
would have solutions to the controversies, which I am pointing out in his
text. In fact, I am using this opportunity to write out some of the concerns,
which I harbour despite reading his article.
In his description of the current disciplinary and professional crisis of
adult education, Petri Salo resolves it
“in an overoptimistic, individualistic
and de-contextualized comprehension
of transformative learning”, which has
replaced the traditional ideals of adult
education about humans as enlightened
citizens, involved in improving their societies. Maybe his statement is correct,
but does it rather characterize the hegemonic discourses of the “old school” as
much as those of the “new schools”,
than the realities of adult education research and professional practice? I will
revisit this question in the end, and first
discuss the key elements of Salo´s argumentation in more detail: learning,
practice and (neo)-liberation.
1.Learning or studying?
Although Salo sharply identifies the
empty rhetoric of lifelong learning and
the individualized discourse of transformative learning, his argumentation
seems to remain in the same discursive
universe. One might even assume that
he attempts to save the discourse by
finding an alternative, progressive definition of learning. We both agree that
learning has become a most inflated
concept, but just because of this, is it
not even more important to be careful
in using it? As we know, learning is
practically never really defined in adult
education discourse. In fact, what we
discuss are conditions for and outcomes of learning, appropriate or valuable learning, without specifying what
makes something/some process distinctively learning.

Following many celebrated authorities of adult education, Petri Salo argues that learning is a public and social
“set of communal cognitive activities
(emphasis AH) directed towards acquiring, reshaping, and producing the
meanings that regulate individuals and
groups functioning within various
practices”. Actually learning becomes
defined as equal to (collective) construction or generation of knowledge.
But what remains from learning as a
partly intentional and partly non-intentional process, which characterizes certain transformations of human bodies
(with minds) as labeled “learning”?
One reason, why Salo and many others
use the word “learning” in the meaning
of activity, could be the double reference of the word, for example in Swedish language, where “lära” refers both
to teaching and to learning. It may
seem natural to think about a person
teaching her/himself with the intention
of learning, like in the expression “lära
sig”. Although it is not relevant for argumentation in this context, cross-cultural comparison between European
languages and etymologies would be
important for increasing our understanding about meanings of adult education. For example, the counterpart
for the Anglophonic, Latin origin word
“apprentice” is in German and Scandinavian languages “Lehrling”, “Lärling”, translated also into Finnish as
“oppilainen/oppilas” (one who is in
Lehre/Lära/Oppi).  
It seems that most adult education
researchers are reluctant and even allergic to learn (sic!) about the findings of
evolutionary psychological or neuro-biological research. However, this research shows rather convincingly how
complex and multi-layered intentional
and non-intentional, mostly in-conscious transformations human bodies
with their brains undergo during their
lifetime and in interaction with their
environment. What happens in the
body can be called learning, but what
makes these events distinctive? I believe
that education researchers in general,
and adult education researchers especially, should be more interested in empirical research on human – ontogenet-
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ic and phylogenetic – development.
This may provide understanding about
evaluating certain transformations and
events as positive in their natural and
cultural environment. Since very few
scholars are searching understanding
from this direction, and continuing this
discussion is too difficult in this context, I will try to move forward by suggesting alternatives for discourse on
learning.
The following question may appear
“stone-aged”, but still I wonder, why
intentional activities, which aim at distinctive transformations in human bodies (with minds), with certain expected
consequences in their natural and cultural environment, cannot be called for
example studying? What would happen
to the variety of discourse of learning,
if they were translated into discourses
of studying? Definitions and discussions of studying are certainly not easy
either. Perhaps, however, it would be
easier to speak about studying than
learning, when the activity is associated
with education, which is also primarily
conceived as an intentional activity.
Another issue is that both studying and
education are probably always accompanied by activities and behavior,
which deviate from the student´s or
educator´s known intentions.
Moving from the vague vocabulary
of learning towards education might
enable us to revitalize debates about
the relations between education and
edification (cf. enlightenment, cultivation, Bildung). Furthermore, learning
(!) from findings from evolutionary cultural theory and psychology might be
necessary to advance discussions on
these concepts.
2. Practice: process or
outcome?
The other crucial phenomenon in Salo´s
argumentation is practice. He refers to
Mathias Finger´s interpretation of adult
education, growing out of practice, as
a practice related to and addressing
problems and challenges occurring in
everyday life”. (I have always wondered what is distinctive for “everyday
life”, how else can people live but every
day?) Accordingly, there is no need to

tive?) socialization in a group or group
activity. I still remember some research
projects from the turn of 2000, where
especially partners from Mediterranean
countries had difficulties adopting the
Anglophonic interpretation of communities of practice or communities of
learning. They kept on translating
Wenger´s concepts into their tradition
of communal activities, although this
did not fit the conceptual framework of
the projects. (Perhaps Wenger has also
moved towards such interpretation of
community in his own thinking).

”

From what
should adult
education
liberate people?

From this perspective, the notion
about learning as practicing a practice
(in communities of learning practice)
seems paradoxical, or circular.  Do
thinkers like Wittgenstein, Schatzki and
perhaps even Wenger really say that
practice is something that is being practiced? Or do they rather say that practice is something which is exercised,
maintained and enabled. Taking such
notions seriously, would utterances like
“learning means (emphasis AH) practicing a practice” make sense? Perhaps
active exercise of some practices requires learning to happen, and some
learning to happen is not possible without participation in execution of certain practice. Maybe the distinction between Praxis and practice could clarify
the discussion: exercising and maintaining a certain Praxis with its distinctive telos, or goal, consists of numerous
practices, which include complex, habituated acts and activities, accomplished by the practitioners – practitioner collective - of the Praxis. Furthermore, perhaps all “engagements in everyday life” should not be considered
as either practice or learning. In this
context, I would prefer a definition of
learning as a process or an outcome of
transformation of the human body
with its brain, related to its interaction
with the environment and to its internal events.  While such interaction is to  
a large extent, even unconsciously, te-

leological, and partly intentional, perhaps we should, instead of paying so
much attention to learning, study the
aims and goals of different interactions.
3. (Neo-)Liberation from and 
for what?
The rationale in Salo´s discussion on
concepts of learning and practice is to
revitalize or restore adult education
(discipline, field of study) as “a critical
social science”. The whole talk about
learning as practicing a practice seems
to make sense only, if the practice (or
Praxis) is understood as a liberating
practice. In other words, in order to
count as “learning”, the “practice”
should have the quality of liberation. I
would say, this means that Salo is moving from the discourse of (adult) learning to a discourse about (adult) education as a practice (or Praxis). He believes, with Mathias Finger, that adult
education has grown out of practice,
which in the good old days was related
to social movements. He believes that it
was pragmatist and addressing “concrete problems occurring in the everyday life”.  Through introduction of action research, whose subject and object
is a strategic action susceptible of improvement, adult education would regain its emancipatory potential.
If I understand Salo´s concept of
neo-liberating adult education correctly, he suggests that under the hegemony of neo-liberalism of our times,
action research could address the concrete problems, which neo-liberalism
causes in our everyday lives. It would
revive the original, genuine liberating
adult education through its participatory, collaborative, systematic and
structured methodology. From this perspective, there would be no grounds for
criticizing adult education research
“for being too practical and pragmatic,
short-sighted, small-scale, profit-oriented, fragmentary, depoliticized and normative”.
I deeply sympathize with the
author´s worries about the triumph of
academic capitalism, especially when
considering the transformations of my
own university, where adult education
as a discipline started already during
the 1920s. Its history in the School of
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expect more than involvement in contemporary, organization-bound and situated practices from adult education as
an academic or professional activity. I
am afraid language about practice is at
least as slippery as language about
learning, though perhaps for different
reasons. The word learning seems – at
least on the surface – almost cultureneutral. This is not the case with practice: commitment to Anglophonic vocabulary makes a difference, in this
context compared with languages in
continental Europe, and especially with
German. This is not a place to list even
superficially the endless debates and
theorizations about practice as “Praxis” in Europe. In this tradition, practice
as Praxis is discussed for example as an
act, process or activity, as a source to
application of Theory, leading to rational, virtuous or revolutionary Action
with distinctive outcomes. However, in
the hegemonic Anglophonic discourse
adopted by most adult education researchers and professionals, the concept of practice connects to Etienne
Wenger´s model of “communities of
practice”. Although Salo mentions
Theodore Schatzki, who has developed
his ideas for example on Wittgenstein´s
conceptions such as life-form, language
game (cf. discourse) and rule-following,
he does not go deeper in this direction
(Schatzki is not even listed in the references). This would have taken him
closer to German research discourses,
where reflections on practice have traditionally been closer to education than
learning.
Salo does not mention Jean Lave or
Etienne Wenger, but in addition to previous definitions, he writes of “engagement and involvement in a practice”,
“part of or a certain stage in being able
to practice a particular practice”. The
interest of Lave and Wenger in practice
and communities of practice were connected to their “theories of situated
learning”. Therefore, educational reflections on practice have tended to
shrink into discussions about situated
(“informal”, “everyday life”) learning.
They have expanded also into theories
of knowledge management and construction, where learning is considered
as (successful! – from whose perspec-
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Social Sciences was full of engagement
and genuine research, closely connected
to practice and policy making in adult
education. Until the 1960s, it was literally called free folk edification work.
Alongside the social-democratization of
Finland, rapid implementation of a delayed welfare-state, decline of rural industries, migration to the south of the
country, cities and Sweden, it was renamed adult education. The close connection, even a personal union, between academic researchers, policymakers and representatives of adult education institutions continued until the
1980s. Ever since adult education has
become both marginalized in expanding faculties of education, dominated
by (class) teacher training, and challenged by alternative definitions as
HRD, learning at work, vocational education. It is a question of empirical research, how adult education as a field
of practice and study in fact established
itself and has developed in Finland and
elsewhere. However, what we know is
that it definitely did not grow from
“adult education practice”, but was
clearly advocating certain ideological,
political and economic agendas.
Most pioneers of institutionalized
adult education were social-reformists
or progressive liberals, despite their
commitment to conservative, rural/central or leftist parties and movements.
Should we consider them as liberals or
liberators in their time and place? Is the
so-called neo-liberalism in fact a uniform ideology and policy, implemented
at different times and places everywhere on the globe? What do freedom
and autonomy mean today in different
places? From what and for what should
adult education liberate humans in
their everyday lives? It may be that the
challenge of “neo-liberalism” is not so
easy to confront in its cultural variations. Traditionally, the idea of liberation (or autonomy) includes components of economical, political and intellectual freedom, and aspects of negative
and positive freedom. Taking into account the third concept of liberty - the
capacity and ability of humans to make
their own, grounded and ethical judgements about which practices could and

should be exercised – might trigger new
insights into relations between growth,
education and practice.
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Civil society is based on the assumption of active citizenship,
understood as individuals having skills to contribute to well-being and
democratic development. Active citizenship requires social capital,
networks, and lifelong learning skills. There seems to be wide
agreement that adult education is the key to develop work related
skills and competencies. However, there is less confidence at the
decision makers’ level that liberal adult education could have similar
significance in the development of active citizenship skills.
Participation in liberal education activities is often seen as a hobby,
which is valuable for individuals themselves, but has no wider benefits
for society. This paper will provide strong empirical evidence that
participation in liberal adult education indeed helps adults to become
more active citizens, as well as to develop social networks, selfconfidence and other skills. However, a deeper analysis of the
empirical data indicates that liberal adult education has lost its radical
and transformative nature, and provides mainly skills and benefits
relating to individual survival and social control and fabric.   

Jyri Manninen
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Liberal adult education
as civic capacity builder?

Introduction
a r t i cle se r i es : I m p a ct o f l i f elon g le a r n i n g

Aim of the study
This paper is based on a recent research
(Manninen & Luukannel, 2008; Manninen, 2010), where the aim was to analyze the wider benefits of participation
in liberal adult education. Liberal (or
Popular) adult education is a non-formal and voluntary educational system
offering non-vocational study opportunities. It is more common in Nordic
countries and comprising folk high
schools, adult education centres and
study associations.
The general idea was to analyze
what kinds of wider benefits of learning people experience (1) as an individual, (2) as a citizen and (3) as an employee. These three levels were selected
because the purpose of the study was
to analyze outcomes and benefits not
only from the individual perspective,
but also from the point of view of the
community (family, workplace, and
neighbourhood) and society as well.
The results will help to define the role
and meaning liberal adult education
has in individual life situations, as well
as in the society in general.
The paper includes an empirical part
with a presentation of main results.
The results will show that adult learning has many wider benefits beyond the
immediate learning results, and these
benefits are useful for the individuals,
but also for communities and the society in general. Adult learning, in this
case liberal adult education, has therefore an important role in the society,
since it develops many skills which are
considered relevant in current educational policy, such as skills related to
active citizenship, lifelong learning and
social networks.
At the end of the paper there is a
more theoretically oriented discussion
part where the wider benefits of learning are analyzed further using a framework especially created for this purpose. The analysis will show that liberal adult education nowadays has a sustaining role in the society, aiming at
peaceful development and maintaining
the status quo in personal lives and in
society. It is therefore obvious that liberal adult education has lost its “call-

The study behind this paper is based on
the so-called wider benefits –approach
(see Schuller et al., 2002), where the
key question is how people, groups, organizations and society benefit from
education. Especially active in this field
of research have been the University of
London (Centre for Research on the
Wider Benefits of Learning, www.learningbenefits.net), where different kinds
of data and research designs have been
employed to analyze the impacts of educational level and educational participation.
Earlier studies (Feinstein & al.,
2003; Schuller & al., 2002; Hammond,
2002) have demonstrated that adult education has an impact on changes in
behaviour and attitudes, on several
health related issues such as social wellbeing and health behaviour (smoking,
alcohol use) and on mental wellbeing.
Adult learning also helps adults to develop communication and social skills,
general skills, attitudes related to citizenship, creating a sense of belonging
to a group, and develops learning skills
and learner self-image.
Education develops also social capital and social cohesion, because participation leads into the development of
certain meta-competencies, such as becoming aware of importance of active
citizenship and gaining of actual skills
needed in it (Schuller & al., 2002). Participation in education also helps to develop and maintain social networks,
which are the building blocks of social
capital (see Putnam, 1995).

during the year 2007. Even though the
organizational structures are different
in other European countries, the results
should be transferable to all non-vocational, voluntary adult learning courses. These are for example courses related to arts, handicrafts, civic education,
or basic skills, and usually offered by
non-profit or third sector organizations.
In Finland a total of 1.066.932
adults participated in liberal adult education studies during the year 2005.
The contents and aims of the liberal
studies is not dictated by the state, even
though the system is state financed
with a budget of 192 million € in 2008.
The data was collected using theme
interviews (n = 19 adult learners), focus
group (Morgan, 1998) interviews (12
study groups, 77 adult learners) and a
survey (n = 1744 adult learners). The
data is therefore both qualitative and
quantitative. Interview data and open
questions in the survey were analysed
using qualitative content analysis.
Structured questions on the survey
were analysed using statistical analysis
(factor analysis).
Majority (66 %) of the adult learners
in this study had participated in courses
offered by Adult Education Centres. The
second biggest group (14 %) had been
studying at Study Centres and 12 % at
Summer University. Respondents were
mostly women (76 %), which reflects
the universal fact that men are usually
less active participants in adult education, especially in voluntary courses.
Half of the respondents were working full time. The second biggest group
were retired people (29 %). Over one
out of three participants (37 %) was in
the age group of 50–63 years old.
These numbers reflect the actual participation structures (see Kumpulainen,
2007) quite well.

Data

Qualitative data and analysis

The data is based on the experiences of
adult learners who had participated in
study groups offered by liberal adult
education organizations (Adult education centres, Folk High Schools, Summer Universities, Study Centres and
Physical Education Centres) in Finland

Qualitative data includes theme interviews, focus group interviews, and
open answers in the survey. The key
questions in the interviews and in open
questions were
(1) what direct benefits has learning
provided,

ing” as a critical, transformative and
even developmental force it had when
it was born in 19th century as a social
movement fighting against ignorance,
alcohol abuse and social injustice.

Wider benefits approach in
educational research
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Table 1. Example of analysis (individual interview)
What wider benefits learning
has brought?

Work
related
benefits

Not directly, but
Spanish is the only
romance language I
have studied. Now
I can understand
some French and
Italian. Sometimes
there are documents,
and then language
skills are useful in
my work.

A wider benefit is that you
have knowledge about
romance languages. In
my former job there were,
for example, some papers in
French, which I was able to
read somehow.

As an
individual?

It has been useful,
I can discuss in
Spanish. I have
been in Spain and
in Venezuela, and
language skills
were useful.
Developing one’s
language skills is
important and fun.

The wider benefit is that you
have knowledge about
romance languages, it’s
useful.You understand
better Spanish and even
Portuguese texts. I had a few
years break in studies, and it’s
good to see that you are
still able to learn languages.
And also a feeling that you
develop oneself also in that
area.  

As a
citizen?

Earlier I used to
work in a voluntary
organization, where
language skills
were useful and
related to my tasks
and role as active
citizen. At the
moment there is no
direct use for Spanish
as an active citizen.

None.

(2) what wider benefits have there
been, and
(3) what other outcomes have there
been in your life?
Analysis of data was open-ended
qualitative content analysis, where different themes were identified from the
data. An example form of individual
interviews is featured in Table 1 above.
Several themes emerge from this data example, such as language skills, joy
of learning, self-confidence and learner
self image, and learning motivation.
Different sources of data (individual
and group interviews and open answers) provided identical results. The
main analysis is therefore based on a
more detailed content analysis of the

Table 2. Example of analysis (open answers, n = 1744)
Example of
individual answer

Statements (f = 2521)

Main themes (35)

Everything has
been educative, fun,
uplifting and given
me new inspiration.
New language
skills have made it
possible to travel and
communicate with
local people.

Everything has been
educative

General knowledge

fun

Joy of learning

uplifting and given me
new inspiration

New inspiration

New language skills
have made it possible to
travel and communicate
with local people.

Internationalisation
skills
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What direct
benefits have there
been…?

open answers (n = 1744 adult learners),
which enables at the same time empirically sound qualitative analysis, as well
as representative and transferable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) results which are
based on a higher number of respondents. Qualitative, open content analysis
is here combined with a more structured quantification procedure (Silverman, 1993), where the number of times
of how often a theme is mentioned in
the data is calculated.
Qualitative analysis of open answers
was based on the answers of 1744
adult learners who answered three
questions (what direct benefits learning
has provided, what wider benefits there
have been, and what other outcomes
there have been in your life). A total of
2521 individual statements (such as
”new language skills have made it possible to travel and communicate with
local people”) were identified from the
data. These were placed under 35 main
themes (such as ”internationalisation
skills”). Main themes were subsequently positioned in 5 categories (such as
”Skills & competences”). An example
is given in Figure 1 on the next page.
Because the number of respondents
and answers was high (1744 respondents and 3 main open questions, which
equals 5232 individual answers), a socalled saturation principle was used in
the analysis. This means that answers
to each question were analysed as long
as the analysis provided (a) new main
themes and (b) additional 100 answers
changed the percentage of individual

Figure 1. Conceptual model of wider benefits of learning
a r t i cle se r i es : I m p a ct o f l i f elon g le a r n i n g

Participation
in liberal adult education
courses

Benefits related to learning processes
Sense of community, social interaction, self-fulfilment & joy of doing

Direct benefits
Concrete benefits
Joy of learning
Travel & foreign cultures
Further education
Staying updated
Instrumental benefits
New inspiration
Change of attitudes
New networks
Job hunting

Skills & competences
Practical skills
Internationalisation skills
ICT skills
New attitudes
General knowledge
Self-expression and creativity
Information seeking skills

Additional benefits
Self-confidence
Wider life circles
New friends
Motivation to learn
Confidence in own skills
Good spirit
Learning skills
Shared expertise
Motivating others to learn

Further benefits
Mental wellbeing, physical wellbeing,
quality of life, wellbeing at work,
wellbeing in daily life, participation in
society

main themes more than 1%. For example the analysis of the first question
(what direct benefits learning has provided) had a saturation point at 1000
answers, which included 1310 statements. The saturation point for other
questions was 703 answers (762 statements) and 606 answers (449 statements). The ratio between number of
answers (respondents) and statements
vary because (1) there are some empty
answers, and (2) some answers included several statements, some only one.
Quantification of main themes made
it possible to identify the themes (outcomes, benefits of learning) which were
more often mentioned in the data. For
example the main theme “internationalisation skills” (language skills, cultural awareness) was mentioned 192
times, which means that 19,2 % of respondents had mentioned it as an outcome. Of the statements (f= 2521) 14,7
% belong to this main theme. “Joy of
learning”, on the other hand, was men-

tioned 56 times, which means that 5,6
% of respondents have mentioned outcomes which belong to this main
theme.
The whole results table is presented
in Appendix at the end of the article
and the results in model form later in
this paper.
Wider benefits of learning 
The main results of the study are presented in this chapter. The results presented here are based on the qualitative
data (interviews, open answers), statistical analysis of data and results are
presented in earlier reports (Manninen
& Luukannel, 2008; Manninen, 2010).
The wider benefits of learning are analysed using a framework especially created for this purpose.

Conceptual model on wider benefits
of learning
Figure 1 summarises the qualitative results, which are described in detail in
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the Appendix. The five boxes indicate
the five categories, where the 35 main
themes are listed in order of frequency.
For example, in the category “Further
benefits” , the main theme “mental
wellbeing” was mentioned by 28 % of
the respondents, but “participation in
society” only by 2,6 %.
These percentages should not be
misinterpreted to tell “how many have
experienced” these kinds of benefits,
because they tell only “how many have
spontaneously mentioned” this particular benefit in their open answers. It is
likely that many more adult learners
than 28 % have experienced outcomes
and benefits which help to maintain
good mental health, but for some reason or another do not mention it spontaneously. The statistical data, on the
contrary, helps to analyse how many of
the respondents have had at least some
kind of benefits from each main theme.
The model described by Figure 1 is
based on the assumption that the learn-

”

Liberal adult
education is a
policy tool.

nized role in national health systems. In
this study in qualitative data 28 % of
the respondents brought spontaneously
up mental wellbeing as an outcome
from learning, and respectively 13,2 %
mentioned physical health improvement. In statistical analysis 62 % indicated, that participation has helped to
maintain physical health at least to some
degree. The same figure for mental wellbeing was 95 %.
Discussion
Results of this study are similar as in
earlier studies (Hammond, 2002;
Schuller & al., 2002; Dehrman & Stacey, 1997; Feinstein & al., 2003; Riihimäki & Saarenpää-Numminen, 2005;
Kansalaisopistotoiminnan vaikuttavuus,
2001), and it is therefore fair to assume
that liberal adult education has many
positive outcomes and benefits in peoples’ lives. There are also some outcomes which benefit – at least in the
long run – wider communities and society in general. Some of these benefits
are discussed in more detail below.

Liberal education as a policy tool
The Lisbon strategy set a humble target
that by 2010 the EU will be the leading
learning society in the world. Well,
there are still some months to reach
this target. European neoliberal training policy is clearly based on lifelong
learning as The Tool for economic development and global competitiveness.
In the year 2000 the Commission published the memorandum on Lifelong
Learning stating that
”access to up-to-date information
and knowledge [..] are becoming the
key to strengthening Europe’s competitiveness and improving the employability and adaptability of the workforce.”
(Anon., 2000)
In a similar way the OECD points
out that ”the renewal of knowledge
and skills is increasingly a prerequisite
for meeting basic needs, for participation in economic activities, and more
broadly for full and active citizenship”

(OECD, 2005). Therefore it is not a
surprise that Longworth & Davies
(1996, 64) suggest that “Lifelong
Learning has become a synonym for
‘Lifelong Earning’ and ‘Lifelong Employability’”.
The adult learners in this study were
participants in liberal adult education,
which has mainly non-vocational objectives by nature. Reasons to participate in these studies were mainly learning-oriented and social (Houle, 1961),
and only 21 % had strong work-related motives for studying. It seems that
these adult learners still live according
to the “old Lifelong Learning” model
and values, which were based on personal growth and humanistic ideals
(see Faure, 1972), instead of current
economy-driven competitiveness and
employability objectives.
However, policy makers should not
fall in despair. Empirical evidence in
this paper shows that many of the policy objectives are actualized when adults
participate in liberal adult education.
Many current policy related “buzz
words” become relevant when we have
a deeper look at the outcomes of learning. Some of these buzz words are
based on megatrends (such as globalisation and ageing workforce), some are
based on EU policy (Lifelong learning,
Active citizenship), and some have a
more theoretical origin for example in
sociology (Social capital).
A theoretically interesting point of
view is the concept of social capital,
which originates from Bourdieu (1986).
He saw economic, cultural and social
capital as building blocks for social
class. Later Putnam (1995) has defined
social capital to consist of moral obligations and norms, social values (especially trust) and existing social networks. Putnam places emphasis especially on participation in voluntary associations.
Participation in liberal adult education seems to support directly these
policy objectives and provide tools to
face the other challenges, such as globalisation (see Table 3). For example,
the development of a “Sense of community” and skills related to “Societal
involvement” are likely to support so
called active citizenship. Also Social
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ing outcomes and wider benefits have
some kind of causal path, which are indicated using arrows between the boxes. There are some benefits which are
already directly related to learning
processes, such as having a sense of
community, “feelings of belonging to
some group”. The usual outcome of
learning is development of skills and
competencies, for example language
skills. There are usually also direct benefits from learning these skills, for example new language skills can make it
easier to travel and to get to know foreign cultures, which in the long run
may lead into additional benefits,
which can be wider life circles, better
self-confidence and new friends. All
these may eventually raise the level of
quality of life, wellbeing at work and
daily life etc., which are here named as
further benefits of learning.
The following examples from the
data help to assess the credibility of the
model. The first example shows how
participation and its wider benefits
form a “causal” path:
“When I started in poem circle, I
had just moved in the village as new inhabitant. The group welcomed me very
well, which made it easier to create
other social contacts in the village.
Learning new presentation skills and
new contacts have helped and motivated me to join other local societies as
well.” (#439, woman born 1967, culture producer, Adult Education Centre)
The data provides strong empirical
evidence that adult learning has some
kind of influence on mental and also on
physical wellbeing, as the following example shows:
“Joint actions of people who have
similar values and common objectives
help me feel better both mentally and
physically. At home I am able to make
use of the skills I have learned at the
course.” (#471, woman born 1943, retired, Adult Education Centre)
Schuller & al. (2002, 6) report that in
their literature survey they found little
evidence of education directly improving physical health, the only exception
being some older people. On the other
hand, mental health effects were clear,
and it is fair to assume that adult education plays an important, but unrecog-
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Table 3. Wider benefits of learning and societal
challenges
Challenges

What do people get from liberal AE?

Globalization
Active
citizenship
Social capital
Lifelong
learning
Employability
Health
Mental
health

Language skills, Cultural competencies
Sense of community, Societal involvement
Networks, Self-confidence
Learning motivation, Confidence in own
skills, Joy of learning, Learning skills
Practical skills, ICT skills, General
knowledge, Wellbeing at work
Physical wellbeing
Mental wellbeing, Wellbeing at work &
daily life, Life quality

capital (Putnam, 1995) is stronger if
people have “Networks” and “Selfconfidence”. In a similar way “Learning motivation”, “Confidence in own
skills”, “Joy of learning” and development of “Learning skills” are all important parts of Lifelong learning.
Social capital has been quite widely
used in literature when outcomes and
wider benefits of learning have been
discussed. For example Schuller & al.
(2002) analyse their results using the
concepts of social and human capital
and social cohesion. In Finnish literature social capital has been discussed
for example from the viewpoint of
health (Hyyppä, 2004) and work organisations (Koivumäki, 2008). Related
concepts are human capital, cultural
capital and intellectual capital. Human
capital, for example, is defined as
knowledge, skills and qualifications
that individuals acquire during learning
processes, and is therefore more often
related to outcomes of education.
Social capital is based (according to
Putnam, 1995) on social networks,
trust, norms and cooperation, and
therefore it is not an individual characteristic but a social one, belonging to
groups of people. In this study one of
the learning benefits was the creation
and development of social networks.

Also Schuller & others (2002) reported
that a further benefit from learning was
a strengthening of social networks (individuals’ entry into new networks, extension of existing networks, and the
restoration of old networks).
Social capital and social cohesion
are also related to Active Citizenship,
which requires some networking possibilities as well as skills. In this study
these kinds of skills were for example
self-confidence and new networks,
which make societal involvement and
participation in society easier. Schuller
& others (2002) reported similar results and defined these as “metacompetences”, “generic skills” and as “basic
competences” which they saw as “necessary for anyone to fulfil minimum citizenship requirements” (Schuller & al.
2002, 7).

Transformative or sustaining liberal
adult education?
However, deeper analysis of the results
indicates that current liberal adult education mainly provides skills and benefits, which are related to individual
survival and maintenance, and on
maintaining social control and social
fabric in the society. This conclusion
can be drawn when the outcomes and
wider benefits of learning defined in
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this paper are analysed using the framework originally created by Burrell &
Morgan (1979). They suggested two
dimensions (radical change vs. peaceful
development and individual vs. society)
which can be used to differentiate sociological and organisational theories.
This framework was later developed
further and used by Manninen (1998)
to analyse labour market training policies and to “map” different adult learning theories and approaches. For example critical humanism and transformative learning (Mezirow, 1981; 1990)
can be clearly placed in the radical humanist territory, aiming at individual
change. In a similar way Malcolm
Knowles’ andragogy (Knowles, 1984;
1985) is a clearly humanist model supporting only individual survival and
adaptation, since it lacks the critical
mechanisms which could challenge the
existing practices (see Manninen, Kontiainen & Kauppi, 1989 for a more detailed analysis).
Almost identical framework was
used by Schuller et al. (2002, 12) to
map wider benefits of learning. The following framework is a combination of
dimensions suggested by Burrell and
Morgan (1979; see also Paulston,
1996), Manninen (1998) and Schuller
et al. (2002).
Thinkers like Eduard Lindeman
(1926), Paolo Freire (1972), and Yrjö
Engeström (1994) are closer to the radical functionalist field, since they aim at
change in society (Lindeman, Freire) or
in work organizations (Engeström).
Traditional models of training which
are more or less based on Taylorism
(Taylor, 1911; Tyler, 1949; Gagne,
1987) are clearly based on a functionalist rationale, having a sustaining role
and maintaining social control, or social fabric, as Schuller et al. (2002, 12)
propose.
Figure 2 can now be used to analyze
the wider benefits of learning within
Finnish liberal adult education system.
Figure 3 describes the results of this

”

Is social
capital a tool
for change or
adaptation?

(Learning for change)
Transformative

INDIVIDUAL

Radical functionalist
Innovations, entrepreneurship,
change agents
* Development of current
practices, expansive learning

Individual / personal change

Change in society / community
activism

Humanist
Survival and adaptation skills,
self development
* Andragogy; self development
through self directed learning

Functionalist
Needs-based education and
training
* Teacher-centered course format
to transmit the necessary skills

Individual survival / self
maintenance

Social control / social fabric

SOCIETY
Collective / community

Radical humanist
Critical awareness and change
of own life situation, values
and attitudes
* Critical humanism and
transformative learning

Sustaining
(Training for jobs)

analysis. As can be seen, a clear majority of learning outcomes and benefits
emerging from the study fall in the category of individual survival & selfmaintenance. Some outcomes are related to generation of social fabric
(Schuller) or – if a critical point of view
is adopted – on social control. These
outcomes are the very same as the ones
linked to social capital and active citizenship. One might therefore raise the
question whether active citizenship and
social capital are a means of change or
adaptation in society? At least this
leads to further questions asking what
kind of active citizenship is allowed
and expected in the society.
Only a few outcomes and benefits
can be placed in the transformative end
of the continuum, and some of these
with caution. For example “shared expertise” can be also seen as a sustaining
element, if it is based on no reflected
shared experiences. At this preliminary
point of analysis these outcomes are
placed as they are.

Figure 3. Wider benefits of learning in the framework
RADICAL CHANGE AS AN OBJECTIVE

New inspiration, Change of attitudes,
New attitudes

Motivating others to learn, Shared
expertise

Individual / personal change

Change in society / community
activism

Self-fulfilment & joy of doing, Concrete benefits,
Joy of learning, Further education, Staying
updated, Instrumental benefits, Job hunting,
Practical skills, Internationalisation skills, ICT 
skills, General knowledge, Self expression
and creativity, Information seeking skills, Selfconfidence, Motivation to learn, Confidence on
own skills, Good spirit, Learning skills, Mental
wellbeing, physical wellbeing, quality of life,
wellbeing at work, wellbeing at daily life.

Sense of community, social
interaction, Travel & foreign
cultures, New networks, Wider life
circles, New friends, participation
in society

SOCIETY
Collective / community

INDIVIDUAL

(Learning for change)
Transformative

Social control / social fabric

Individual survival / self maintenance
Sustaining
(Training for jobs)
PEACEFUL DEVELOPMENT AND ADAPTATION
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Figure 2. Framework for analyzing adult learning theories and
models (based on Burrell and Morgan, 1979, Manninen, 1998 and Schuller
et al., 2002).
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If the analysis is correct, it is obvious
that adult education has lost its critical
and transformative role, which has
been clearly the guiding principle in
major writings. For example Eduard
Lindeman (1926; see also Brookfield,
1983, 1984; Steward, 1987) in his The
Meaning of Adult Education had a
strong emphasis on the radical role
adult education should have in the development of the society and democra-

cy. In a similar way Freire (1972) used
learning as a tool to raise critical
awareness and subsequently promoted
societal change. More recently bell
hooks (2007) has raised the same questions concerning cultural and gender issues in adult education.
Even though this Finnish data included also study groups which are traditionally considered as “radical” or
critical for existing practices (such as

environmental awareness groups, labour union training), the results clearly
indicate that outcomes of learning are
mostly “sustaining” and help adults to
adapt in the current society. Liberal
adult education in Finland therefore is
a “civic society builder”, but only if the
society is the current one and civic activities take place within the current
political and structural reality.

Appendix:
Main results from qualitative content analysis (open answers, n of respondents 1744,
n of answers 606 - 1000)
% of respondents % of
statements

n of
statements

MAIN THEMES AND SUB-CATEGORIES
SKILLS & COMPETENCES

33,7
19,2
14,2
11,7
7,8
1,1
1

25,7
14,7
10,8
12,4
6,0
0,8
0,8

337
192
142
79
78
11
10

20,4
5,6
7,7
3,5
4,5
3,5
2,1
1,6
1,4
0,7

21,8
4,3
8,2
2,7
4,8
3,7
1,6
1,2
1,1
0,5

137
56
52
35
30
23
21
16
14
7

21,6
2,4
12,5

23,7
1,8
4,2

143
24
24

15,1
18,0
15,4
11,6
3,4
2
2,4
2,3
1,2

14,7
21,6
18,7
12,7
3,7
1,5
2,3
2,4
1,4

119
115
98
77
23
20
17
16
8
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Practical skills
Internationalisation skills
ICT skills
New attitudes
General knowledge
Self-expression and creativity
Information seeking skills
DIRECT BENEFITS
Concrete benefits
Joy of learning
Travel & foreign cultures
Further education
Staying updated
Instrumental benefits
New inspiration
Change of attitudes
New networks
Job hunting
BENEFITS RELATED TO LEARNING PROCESSES
Sense of community
Social interaction
Self-fulfilment & joy of doing
ADDITIONAL BENEFITS
Self-confidence
Wider life circles
New friends
Motivation to learn
Confidence on own skills
Good spirit
Learning skills
Shared expertise
Motivating others to learn

28,0
13,2
14,7
8,6
5,3
2,6

27,0
11,5
14,3
8,2
5,5
2,0
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When I was a young man I was intensely interested in social ritual which
is, in one sense, the flip side of transition. I wanted to study it! I actually did
my sociology undergraduate degree dissertation on birth rituals and fully intended to do my Masters degree research on ritual and transition.  But circumstances prevailed otherwise and I
actually did that dissertation on Piaget
and school teachers’ awareness of children’s conceptual development. My
doctorate, however, actually came
about as a result of a major transition
in my life - I was a minister of religion
occupying a pastoral role in the church,
but I decided to leave the pastoral role
(although not the ministry per se) and
enter academia. However, like many
people making changes I was a little
anxious and I wanted to know if I was
alone in making this type of transition
and so I studied role strain and job satisfaction amongst ministers of religion
for my doctoral research. I found that I
was certainly not alone, nor were my
reasons for wanting to make the
change any different from some of
those people whom I studied.
However, when major transitions
occur in life - like career change, many
other things are affected, such as moving home, leaving circles of friends and
acquaintances and having to make new
friends and generate new patterns of
social living. No longer could many of
the normal everyday things be taken
for granted - new ways had to be
learned. This certainly happened to me.
I had to learn many new things - and
so it could be said that making a major

career change stimulated me to learn.
Indeed, when I came into adult education many of us were seeking to understand why adults returned to learning it was a major area of research interest.  
Aslanian and Brickell (1980), for instance, discovered in the USA that over
80% of their respondents (744 telephone interviews) attributed their returning to education to life transitions.
At that same time, however, there were
other social changes occurring that
were to bring adults into education globalisation and the birth of the
knowledge society, and so the focus on
transitions changed considerably for a
while.
Adult education had actually constituted part of a secular ritual - re-incorporation into a new form of social living for some people undergoing life
changes: rituals in general have three
parts according to van Gennap - being
ritualised out of one status/role, period
of liminality and a ritual of re-incorporation. Being ritualised out of one role
often ends with a farewell celebration I still have a clock on my wall at home
which was given me some thirty-six
years ago when I left my first academic
post and moved to the University of
Surrey where I was to remain for long
after my university career was over.
The period of liminality is betwixt and
between and the re-incorporation ritual
into society is following socially prescribed routes into a new role/status,
and so on. Almost all rites de passage
assumed this form - but there was one
notable exception.  Retirement! Many
years ago I wrote a piece (Jarvis, 2001)

in which I argued that retirement was
an incomplete ritual because the retirees were ritualised out of work and
left in liminality - there was no ritual of
re-incorporation. Retirees were left to
fend for themselves, even though many
employers actually provided pre-retirement courses. At that point, then, retirement was two-faced - it offered
freedom from the constraints of work
but no help with getting into socially
recognised ways into retirement living.
But as the years have gone by the retirement ritual has lost almost all of its
shape - it certainly has for me!  For instance, when I reached the end of my
full-time employment my Head of Department would not organise a farewell
celebration - because I was going to
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continue on a part-time basis. There
was no acknowledgement of a changing status. There was no betwixt and
between and I hardly noticed the difference. Over the next eight years the
amount of time I was in paid employment of the university gradually diminished and when it came to an end there was no ceremony of departure
and indeed, my retirement was well under way. But in another sense it was
not - because I stayed on at the University as an Emeritus Professor with a
contract as an honorary professor of
the University for the remainder of my
life. The University of Surrey had
grasped the idea of older professors
continuing to work but in my case
there is a problem with this generous
situation - since the University of Surrey has closed its Educational Studies
Department I have almost no colleagues at the university interested in
the same areas as me and the library no
longer subscribes to many of the publications that I would like to have access
to, and so it is difficult to keep abreast
in some areas. In addition, I cannot
join in the inter-university research
projects because I am not in a department that is working in my areas of interest. However, e-mail enables co-operation to continue with colleagues in
other universities - for which I am very
grateful.
I am still writing and lecturing but I
am not teaching or researching within
the traditional format.  I am still in a
liminal position - the transition is still
incomplete.  I have learned a lot from
this uncomfortable position - yet I have
no wish to stop writing and lecturing
provided that my work can be useful.
After all, that’s what life is really about
- being useful to others. And while my
retirement has not followed a normal
pattern, we might well ask whether it is
the norm to follow a traditional route
into retirement these days or whether
my type of retirement is becoming the
norm.
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