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Similar numbers are reported in the United States of 
America and Canada. Statistics from 2016, coming from 
the United States Census Bureau1 and Statistics Canada,2  

put the proportion of young people in the USA at 22.8 
per cent, and in Canada at 16.6 per cent. The share of 
persons aged 65 or older stands at 15.2 per cent in the 
USA and at 16.9 per cent in Canada.

In Europe, as Figure 1 shows, unemployment rates re-
main high, with young people hit particularly hard. 
According to Eurostat, unemployment rates are the high-
est in Greece and Spain, at 23 per cent and 19 per cent 
respectively. The figures are more optimistic for North 
America, where the current unemployment rate stands at 
6.6 per cent in Canada (Statistics Canada, 2016) and 4.4 
per cent in the USA (US Bureau of Labor Statistics, as of 
June 20173).

In addition to persistent issues such as unemployment, 
slow economic growth and pressure on public finances, 
the region faces new challenges, such as the influx of 
refugees from Asia and Africa to Europe, further increas-
ing the cultural and linguistic diversity of the continent. 
High immigration rates are also traditionally recorded in 
the USA and Canada. According to the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 13.1 
per cent of the population of the USA and as many as 20 
per cent of the population in Canada were born abroad.4  
Unsurprisingly, GRALE III defines ‘growing migration 
flows’ as one of the six major global trends in ALE (UIL, 
2016, p. 125).

In 2015, 118.7 million people, or 23.7 per cent of the 
population of the EU, were at risk of poverty or social ex-
clusion (Eurostat, 20165). According to the United States 
Census Bureau, 13.5 per cent of the country’s popula-
tion live in poverty. Again, ‘growing inequalities’ are also 
noted as one of the major global trends in ALE in GRALE 
III (UIL, 2016, p. 127).

bACKGROuNd OF ThIs REPORT

The Belém Framework for Action (BFA) – the outcome 
of CONFINTEA VI (the sixth International Conference on 
Adult Education) in 2009 – provided a set of recommen-
dations for further developing adult learning and edu-
cation (ALE) in UNESCO Member States from a global 
perspective (UIL, 2010). A subsequent CONFINTEA VI 
follow-up conference took place in Vilnius, Lithuania, in 
2013, to discuss priority actions to implement the BFA in 
Europe against the background of regional specificities. 

This report looks at the outcomes of the regional recom-
mendations for Europe resulting from the Vilnius confer-
ence as well as outcomes from efforts to implement the 
BFA in North America. It will provide information for the 
2017 CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review, which will take 
stock of developments since 2009 and adopt a strategy 
for further implementation of the BFA up to CONFINTEA 
VII (2021), and complement the findings of the third 
Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE 
III) (UIL, 2016).

sETTING ThE CONTExT:  
EuROPE ANd NORTh AMERICA

Europe and North America are richly diverse – geograph-
ically, economically, politically, socially, ethnically, linguis-
tically and culturally. European demography is influenced 
by a declining birth rate and an ageing population, eth-
nic relations and (im)migration. The ageing of Europe, 
also known as the greying of Europe, is a demograph-
ic phenomenon characterized by a decrease in fertility 
and mortality rates, and a higher life expectancy among 
European populations. Young people (0 to 14 years old) 
make up 15.6 per cent of the population, while persons 
between 15 and 64 years old account for 65.6 per cent of 
the population. Older persons (aged 65 or over) comprise 
18.9 per cent of the population. 

1 https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/ [Accessed 6 July 2017]   

2 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/ [Accessed 6 July 2017]

3 https://www.bls.gov/cps/ [Accessed 6 July 2017]

4 https://data.oecd.org/migration/foreign-born-population.htm [Accessed 6 July 2017]

5 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/People_at_risk_of_poverty_or_social_exclusion 

 [Accessed 10 August 2017]
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Figure 1: Unemployment rates in Europe (percentages)

Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/

index.php/File:Unemployment_rates,_seasonally_ad-

justed,_October_2016.png [Accessed 3 December 2016]

0

5

10

15

20

25

1* 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32

*August 2016   **September 2016

*N0 / CoUNtRy % *N0 / CoUNtRy %

1 Czech Republic 3.8 17 Slovenia 7.6

2 Germany 4.1 18 Belgium 7.9

3 UK* 4.7 19 EU-28 8.3

4 Hungary** 4.9 20 Finland 8.6

5 Malta 4.9 21 Slovakia 9.1

6 Netherlands 5.6 22 Latvia 9.5

7 Poland 5.7 23 France 9.7

8 Romania 5.8 24 EA-19 9.8

9 Austria 5.9 25 Portugal 10.8

10 Luxembourg 6.2 26 Italy 11.6

11 Denmark 6.5 27 Cyprus 12.0

12 Sweden 6.9 28 Croatia 12.7

13 Estonia** 7.2 29 Spain 19.2

14 Bulgaria 7.4 30 Greece* 23.4

15 Ireland 7.5 31 Iceland 2.9

16 Lithuania 7.6 32 Norway** 4.8

The numbers across the region vary greatly in terms 
of educational attainment. According to the UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics, the percentage of adults in Europe 
and North America who have at least completed upper 
secondary education varies between 35 per cent and 91 
per cent. In the EU, according to the EU Labour Force 
Survey (EU LFS), around 75 per cent of adults (25–64) 
in the EU have completed at least upper secondary edu-
cation. This means that adults with educational attain-
ment below the upper secondary level represent around 
a quarter of adult population in the EU – some 70 mil-
lion adults (European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 
2015a).

Additionally, the global financial crisis had a significant 
economic impact. While, initially, it primarily affected the 
advanced economies of the USA and Western Europe, 
the spillover of the crisis was unexpectedly powerful. 
The financial crisis hit the various Member States of the 
European Union to different degrees, with the extent 
strongly dependent on their initial conditions and as-
sociated vulnerabilities. This has resulted in increasing 
economic inequalities between Member States and huge 
difficulties, especially in Southern and Eastern European 
countries. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Unemployment_rates,_seasonally_adjusted,_October_2016.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Unemployment_rates,_seasonally_adjusted,_October_2016.png
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/File:Unemployment_rates,_seasonally_adjusted,_October_2016.png
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In Europe, recent developments on the ALE policy level 
have varied widely between European countries. While 
ALE provision across Europe is extensive, encompassing 
folk high schools, study circles or private institutions – to 
name but a few – it is often not clearly regulated at policy 
level. This tends to have far-reaching consequences, af-
fecting the quality of provision, entry-level qualifications 
of adult educators and their professional status. 

Confronting the fragmentation of the adult education 
sector is certainly an important challenge that European 
policy-makers need to address. This is illustrated by the 
participation rates in ALE, which are regularly monitored 
at the EU level. While some European countries, such as 
the United Kingdom, Finland or Sweden, have participa-
tion levels that reach as high as 35 per cent, in others 
it falls below 2 per cent (European Commission, 2016c). 
The European Commission’s Education and Training 
2020 (ET 2020) joint report also identified fragmenta-
tion at national levels, stating that even basic skills pro-
vision is fragmented and dispersed among a myriad of 
providers, stakeholders, policies, short-term and longer-
term initiatives, and is often restricted to individual target 
groups (Council of the European Union and European 
Commission, 2015).

ALE MATTERs

Since the 2008 introduction of the OECD’s Survey of 
Adult Skills (PIAAC), which measures literacy, numeracy 
and problem-solving in technology-rich environments, 
and the adoption of the BFA in 2009, ALE has received 
more attention across Europe and North America. The 
survey’s results were discussed at the CONFINTEA VI 
follow-up conference in Vilnius in 2013. 

Data showed that, across the participating countries, 
 between 4.9 per cent and 27.7 per cent of adults on av-
erage attained only the lowest levels in literacy, while be-
tween 8.1 per cent and 31.7 per cent reached only the 
lowest level of numeracy. At the same time, only 2.9 per 
cent and 8.8 per cent had the highest proficiency in prob-
lem-solving in technology-rich environments.

Interestingly, while significant variation in skills is ob-
served between countries – with Finland singled out as 

uNdERsTANdING ALE IN NORTh AMERICA  
ANd EuROPE

ALE policies in Canada and the United States of America 
operate in a very decentralized manner, which has im-
portant implications for how ALE has developed since the 
BFA.

In Canada, most policy matters are decided at province 
level; there is no integrated system of education at na-
tional level. As pointed out in the report from the North 
American regional consultation on Rethinking Education: 
Towards a Global Common Good? (UNESCO, 2015), ‘in 
the 10 provinces and 3 territories, departments or min-
istries of education are responsible for … postsecond-
ary education’ (COLLO, 2016). That said, the Canadian 
Council of Ministers of Education does set out some di-
rections for education strategies across the country. The 
Government of Canada is also responsible for the ‘First 
Nation education of Aboriginal populations who live on 
reserves’ (Council of Ministers of Education Canada, 
2012). 

In the USA, education is a local responsibility and sup-
ported by a complex set of funding formulas combining 
local, state and some federal aid. Furthermore, there is 
no mandate for adult education, which is often allocat-
ed little funding at any level, with the exception of local 
and state support for basic literacy and English-language 
classes. Within the US Department of Education’s Office 
of Career, Technical, and Adult Education, the Division of 
Adult Education and Literacy disburses funds to federal 
states for adult education and literacy programmes (Adult 
Education and Family Literacy Act of 19986 ). In addition 
to basic grants to states for literacy programmes, com-
petitive grants are available to non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) as well as to corporations and individuals 
in areas targeted by the BFA. 

With decentralized policies across the USA and Canada, 
the ALE landscape remains diverse. Secondary schools, 
community colleges, workplaces, libraries, family centres, 
churches, to name only a few, are important providers of 
learning in formal, non-formal and informal settings in 
North America. In addition, partnerships among different 
providers (e.g. schools and universities, universities and 
businesses, etc.) are becoming more frequent.

6 https://www2.ed.gov/policy/adulted/leg/legis.html [Accessed on 10 August 2017]

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/adulted/leg/legis.html
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to 16 stakeholders in Europe and North America, mainly 
representatives of key national associations (Annex 1). 
Their answers to the expert questionnaire (Annex 2) pro-
vided an additional source of information, bringing in a 
civil society perspective.

the top performer – most of the variation happens  within 
countries. The OECD reports that ‘in all but one par-
ticipating country, at least one in ten adults is proficient 
only at or below Level 1 in literacy or numeracy’ (OECD, 
2013, p. 28). In respose to these numbers, international 
institutions have realized that urgent action is needed to 
improve competence and skills levels across Europe and 
North America, underlining the growing importance of 
ALE. 

One far-reaching initiative is the 2015 UNESCO 
Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education 
(RALE), which complements the BFA in view of the 
Education 2030 agenda and the Incheon Declaration, and 
calls for a comprehensive and systematic approach to ALE. 
The 2015 RALE supersedes the 1976 Recommendation 
on the Development of Adult Education, and is a tool 
for ALE decision-makers, researchers, practitioners from 
governmental and civil society organizations, and other 
stakeholders around the globe. 

Both RALE and the BFA refer to five transversal areas of 
actions, which are the basis of this report’s structure:

1) Policy
2) Governance
3) Financing
4) Participation, inclusion and equity
5) Quality 

Along with implementation, Member States should also 
focus on strengthening international cooperation in ALE 
through increasing cooperation between all relevant 
stakeholders, capacity-building and shared experiences 
(UNESCO and UIL, 2016, p. 13) – a matter reviewed in 
this report. Finally, considering the trans-sectoral ap-
proach of GRALE III, this report looks at the impact of 
ALE on health and well-being, employment and the la-
bour market, as well as on social, civic and community 
life. The following chapters present an overview of the 
implementation of the BFA in the region and make pro-
posals for further action towards 2021. 

The report is based primarily on the findings of GRALE III, 
analysing regional trends in the context of the commit-
ments made in the BFA. GRALE III national reports were 
an important source of information for case studies. That 
said, the authors have complemented the findings by 
conducting extensive desk research, looking at the most 
recent publications available. They have also reached out 
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ALE within EU lifelong learning policies
ALE is a vital component of EU lifelong learning policy. 
It is essential to promoting competitiveness and employ-
ability, social inclusion, active citizenship and personal 
development across Europe. Demand for ALE is increas-
ing and the European Commission is committed to sup-
porting all EU countries in their efforts to create ALE 
systems characterized by flexibility, high quality, excel-
lent teaching and an enhanced role for local authorities, 
employers, social partners and civil society and cultural 
organizations. 

The two fundamental frameworks shaping EU policy 
are Europe 2020: A Strategy for Smart, Sustainable 
and Inclusive Growth and the strategic framework 
for European cooperation in education and training 
(ET 2020). Within these frameworks, the European 
Commission is working with 36 countries to promote the 
European Agenda for Adult Learning.7 The agenda high-
lights the need to increase participation in adult learning 
of all kinds (formal, non-formal and informal learning), 
whether to acquire new work skills, for active citizenship, 
or for personal development and fulfilment. 

A more recent document is the New Skills Agenda for 
Europe. Published in 2016 with a proposal of 10 comple-
mentary actions, it aims to tackle skills challenges. Both 
it and the Council Resolution on a Renewed European 
Agenda for Adult Learning are briefly discussed below.

the Council Resolution on a Renewed European Agenda 
for Adult Learning
Since CONFINTEA VI, the Council Resolution on a 
Renewed European Agenda for Adult Learning, adopted 
by the Council of the European Union on 28 November 
2011, has constituted the most recent and comprehen-
sive document describing current aims, objectives and 
benchmarks in the field of learning and education. It 
represents an important tool for ALE organizations and 

POLICy

BFA within EU policiEs

Setting the context
According to the Belém Framework for Action, ‘policies 
and legislative measures for adult education need to be 
comprehensive, inclusive, integrated within a lifelong and 
life-wide learning perspective, based on sector-wide and 
intersectoral approaches, covering and linking all com-
ponents of learning and education’ (UIL, 2010, p. 7). 
Similar principles are reflected in the ALE policies of the 
European Union. 

It is important to mention at this point that while the 
EU policy documents – similar in this respect to UNESCO 
frameworks – do not have any binding power over na-
tional education strategies (the principle of ‘subsidiarity’) 
(Milana, 2015, p. 73), they can provide guidance and 
serve as recommendations. These policies will be briefly 
outlined in this section, taking account of their alignment 
with the BFA.

Importantly, the 2013 CONFINTEA VI follow-up confer-
ence for Europe in Lithuania was organized jointly by the 
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) and the 
European Commission. The objective of the conference 
was to launch GRALE II in the pan-European region, dis-
cuss the results of the PIAAC study, and provide poli-
cy guidance for the European Commission’s Education, 
Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA) on 
quality and financing of ALE. Participants at the confer-
ence, comprising representatives from 39 Member States 
and several regional and national civil society organiza-
tions, debated what action should be taken in ALE to 
implement the objectives of ET 2020 and follow-up on 
CONFINTEA VI. While the conference did not result in an 
action plan for the pan-European region, the discussions 
concluded in recommendations for future action. 

7 The national coordinators of the European Agenda for Adult Learning are supported by the Erasmus+ programme and the agenda 

is promoted in both EU and non-EU programme countries and partner countries. The full list of participating countries and national 

coordinators is regularly updated on the European Commission website: https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/

adult-learning-national-coordinators_en.pdf [Accessed 18 August 2017]. 

1. KEy AREAs

https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/adult-learning-national-coordinators_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/education/files/adult-learning-national-coordinators_en.pdf
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their relevance to the labour market, acknowledging 
the strategic importance of skills. It aims to strengthen 
and streamline (some existing) initiatives to better assist 
Member States in their national reforms. 

The Skills Agenda is centred on three key work strands: 

• Improving the quality and relevance of skills 
formation. 

• Making skills and qualifications more visible and 
comparable. 

• Advancing skills intelligence, documentation and 
informed career choices. (European Commission, 
2016a, p. 3)

The Skills Agenda includes 10 actions. Arguably, the most 
relevant one for European ALE is ‘Upskilling Pathways’, 
adopted by the Council of the European Union in 
December 2016. Upskilling Pathways aims to help low-
skilled adults acquire a minimum level of literacy, nu-
meracy and digital skills and/or progress towards an up-
per secondary qualification or equivalent (EQF Level 4) 
through three steps:

1. Skills assessment: Enable low-qualified adults to 
identify their existing skills and their upskilling needs.

2. Learning offer: Design and deliver an education and 
training offer tailored to the specific needs of each 
individual and of the local labour market.

3. Validation and recognition: Validation and recogni-
tion of the skills acquired (Council of the European 
Union, 2016).

Member States have committed to putting in place path-
ways for upskilling, established in cooperation with social 
partners and education and training providers, as well as 
local, regional and national authorities. 

nEw AlE policiEs sincE thE BFA in EUropE 
And north AmEricA

Despite the guidance given in EU policy documents, 
national policies in Europe remain widely fragmented. 
While some countries have started new policy initiatives 
on ALE and adopted (first) legislative frameworks, oth-
ers still lack adequate recognition at policy level. GRALE 
III found that 94 per cent of 15 countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe and 91 per cent of 23 countries in North 
America and Western Europe have enacted new ALE pol-
icies since 2009 (UIL, 2016, p. 36).

policy-makers Europe-wide and was adopted to contrib-
ute to the Europe 2020 strategy from an adult learning 
perspective. Europe’s 2020 strategy ‘for smart, sustain-
able and inclusive growth’ recognizes lifelong learning 
and skills development as important and includes them 
in one of the five targets (European Commission, 2010a). 

The agenda concentrates on increasing participation in 
adult learning of all kinds (formal, non-formal and infor-
mal) during the entire life span, be it for the purposes of 
acquiring new work skills, for active citizenship or for per-
sonal development and fulfilment. In line with the rec-
ommendations of the BFA, special attention is dedicated 
to poorly qualified and disadvantaged adults, with a fo-
cus on developing their basic skills, for example through 
guidance, validation and access to second-chance initia-
tives. Furthermore, it encourages countries to participate 
in the Erasmus+ Global Mobility programme and to take 
concrete steps to enhance, intensify and coordinate poli-
cies on adult learning. 

Measuring progress towards achieving the goals of 
the European Agenda for Adult Learning is facilitated 
through the specific benchmarks and indicators, while 
the implementation of the agenda is regularly monitored 
and adapted to respond to current challenges, with its 
priorities modified accordingly. The most recent ones, for 
the period 2015–2020, were set in the 2015 joint report 
on the implementation of ET 2020 and showed coher-
ence with some of the BFA areas. They include improve-
ments and priorities for ALE up to 2020, focusing on gov-
ernance, supply and take-up, flexibility, and access and 
quality (Council of the European Union and European 
Commission, 2015, p. 35). 

In order to facilitate cooperation with the European 
Commission and other national stakeholders, such as so-
cial partners, relevant non-governmental organizations 
and civil society organizations, Member States were asked 
to designate a national coordinator for the implementa-
tion of the agenda and presentation of national work 
plans (Milana, 2015, p. 87). In most cases these are based 
in the federal or national ministries, while in some cases 
ALE NGOs were asked to act as national coordinators 
(such as in Ireland, Slovenia and the United Kingdom). 

New Skills Agenda for Europe
In June 2016, the European Commission adopted the 
comprehensive New Skills Agenda for Europe. The aim 
of this agenda is to improve the quality of skills and 
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New ALE policies in Europe and North America8 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), a Strategic Plat-
form for Adult Education in the Context of Lifelong 
Learning (2014–2020) has been implemented. It is 
the legal basis for the operation and cooperation 
of authorities, institutions, organizations and indi-
viduals at all levels in terms of admission and full 
implementation of the strategy and other develop-
ment documents related to adult education. Laws 
on adult education were adopted in the entity of 
Republika Srpska and six cantons (out of 10) of the 
entity of the Federation of BiH.

A new governmental document in Georgia (Data 
and Directions 2017–2020) states that ‘Education 
and Science represent major priorities for Georgia’. 
To enable sustainable development of the country, 
the following measures are proposed: development 
of the lifelong learning system; ensuring equality, 
accessibility, inclusiveness and quality in education; 
increasing autonomy and institutional support to 
educational institutions; development of human re-
sources at all levels of academic and scientific sys-
tems, etc.

In Canada, several new strategies have been 
 adopted at the province level. The province of 
 Alberta published Adult Learning System  Principles9 
in  November 2016, with five core principles: acces-
sibility, affordability, quality, accountability and co-
ordination. The most recent education policy with 
a large focus on ALE comes from Quebec: Policy 
on Educational Success was published in 2017. It 
includes seven quantitative objectives and three 
broad areas of intervention, in which adult educa-
tion is frequently highlighted. In a direct reference 
to the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the 
policy sets 2030 as the year of achievement for the 
objectives (Gouvernement du Québec, 2017).

8 Unless stated otherwise, these and other case study examples were collected by the authors from national experts by means of a 

questionnaire (see list of experts and questionnaire in the annexes). 

9 http://advancededucation.alberta.ca/ministry/about/new-adult-learning-principles/ [Accessed 7 July 2017]. 

10 For a full history, see Federal Adult Education: A Legislative History 1964–2013: https://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/Adult_Ed_

History_Report.pdf [Accessed 20 September 2017].

11 https://www.doleta.gov/wioa/ [Accessed on 10 August 2017].

12 http://www.ncsl.org/

whAt ArE thE prioritiEs For AlE policiEs in 
 EUropE And north AmEricA?

Literacy and basic skills 
According to GRALE III, literacy and basic skills are a top 
priority for ALE programmes in 86 per cent of the coun-
tries in North America and Western Europe, and 59 per 
cent of the countries in Central and Eastern Europe (UIL, 
2016, p. 33). 

At the EU level, the launch of Upskilling Pathways in late 
2016 illustrates the increasing focus on basic skills. It is es-
timated that 70 million adults in Europe have not achieved 
qualifications corresponding to  upper-secondary level.

The only national policy in the United States targets 
 illiteracy and basic skills.10 The Office of Career, Technical 
and Adult Education (OCTAE) of the US Department of 
Education provides grants and other services (such as 
improving programme quality) to states to support the 
provision of local programmes in adult basic education. 
The most recent legislation (Public Law 113-218) is the 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunities Act of 201411  
(superseding the Workforce Investment Act of 1998), 
with recent performance accountability guidelines that 
took effect on 18 October 2016. 

The concept of literacy in the USA has expanded to in-
clude, for example, knowledge and skills in financial 
matters as a recognized component. As the National 
Conference of State Legislators (NCSL) reports, many 
states have in fact enacted legislation mandating finan-
cial literacy education in schools, to prisoners prior to re-
lease, and to unemployed and other vulnerable groups, 
all free of charge (other avenues serve the general pub-
lic). The NCSL website12 offers annual updated data re-
garding legislation on financial literacy per state, includ-
ing archived data from 2011 to the present. 

https://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/Adult_Ed_History_Report.pdf
https://lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/Adult_Ed_History_Report.pdf
http://advancededucation.alberta.ca/ministry/about/new-adult-learning-principles
https://www.doleta.gov/wioa
http://www.ncsl.org
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Policies that prioritize literacy and basic skills in 
Europe and North America

In Germany, a National Strategy for Literacy 
and  Basic Skills was announced in 2011; this was 
 followed by the National Decade for Literacy and 
Basic Skills (2016–2026) agreement (GRALE III 
 national  report for Germany). A general focus on 
literacy has been noted in a number of countries in 
Western Europe: in Switzerland and Austria,  special 
funds have been earmarked for literacy  training.

New investments in literacy have also been report-
ed in Canada. Learn Canada 2020, the framework 
set out by the Council of Ministers of Education in 
2008, cites literacy as a key activity area (Council 
of Ministers of Education, Canada, 2008). This is 
reflected in several provincial and territorial policies 
published since then. Quebec’s Policy on Educa-
tional Success, published in 2017, lists adult literacy 
as one of the major objectives, resolving to ‘increase 
by 5 percentage points the proportion of the adult 
population of Quebec who demonstrate high-level 
literacy skills according to PIAAC 2022’ (Education 
et enseignement supérieur Québec, 2017). 

Shifts of understanding of ALE in Finland

On a national level, general ALE faces a similar 
threat of being relocated from national  educational 
policy and systems. For example, the Finnish 
 Ministry of Education and Culture no longer has 
a special department or unit for adult education; 
 authority has been divided between the depart-
ments of vocational and general education. 

13 Launched in order to reach the EU 2020 targets for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth.

unemployment across Europe, perceiving education as a 
way of delivering employability. 

Additionally, European policies on adult education are 
increasingly targeting both general and continuing vo-
cational education and training (CVET). Both vocational 
and non-vocational adult education are often mentioned 
side by side in larger EU strategies (for example, in the 
above-mentioned Agenda for New Skills and Jobs). The 
recent relocation of the Adult Education Unit from the 
Directorate General (DG) of Education and Culture to the 
DG of Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion within 
the European Commission is yet another reflection of the 
growing integration of adult education and CVET.

ALE providers note that prioritizing employability often 
undermines the importance of ALE for social, civic and 
community life, which – as will be argued later in this 
report – should not be overlooked. A market-oriented 
approach to ALE leaves behind underprivileged groups, 
which are often deemed less useful to the labour mar-
ket and are, therefore, excluded from learning activities 
(EAEA, 2015a). 

In the last few years, the strengthening of citizenship 
skills and civic education has been placed higher on the 
education and training policy agenda as a response to 
political instability and growing radicalization in Europe. 
It still, however, needs to be made explicit in ALE poli-
cies. A larger overview of ALE and citizenship, employ-
ability, and health and well-being, taking into account 
the most recent policies in this respect, will be presented 
in Section 3.

towards employability 
European ALE policies have a strong tendency to look 
at adult education from the perspective of the labour 
market. After the inclusive approach of the European 
Commission’s Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (2000), 
and the Action Plan for Skills and Mobility (2001) that 
followed, later EU policy documents show an increas-
ing focus on employability, upskilling and reskilling, and 
economic growth, with active citizenship and social co-
hesion given secondary importance. For example, the 
European Commission's Agenda for New Skills and Jobs: 
A European Contribution Towards Full Employment 
(European Commission, 2010b)’,13 one of the flagship ini-
tiatives of Europe 2020, calls for comprehensive lifelong 
learning strategies to support employability, while the 
European Commission’s Rethinking Education: Investing 
in Skills for Better Socio-Economic Outcomes (European 
Commission, 2012a) attempts to respond to mass youth 
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Figure 2: Monitoring and  evaluation 
 systems  according to Member States 
in Europe and North America

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 3.1.

Since 2009, the governance of ALE has 
developed more effective monitoring 
and evaluation systems
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Monitoring systems in Europe

In Cyprus, a lifelong learning committee and a sup-
porting technical committee composed of different 
stakeholders are responsible for monitoring the Na-
tional Lifelong Learning Strategy (2014–2020) and 
issuing progress reports (DIMA project, 2016).

In Slovenia, a consultative body – the Council of 
Experts for Adult Education – is responsible for 
monitoring and evaluating the Master Plan for 
Adult Education (2013–2020). The evaluation is 
done on the basis of the financial data presented 
by the seven ministries involved and the targeted 
number of participants (DIMA project, 2016).

14 https://csee-etuce.org/images/attachments/NationalCSRs2016onET_w_summary_table.pdf

monitoring AlE policiEs

The BFA committed to ‘establishing appropriate coordi-
nation mechanisms, such as monitoring committees in-
volving all stakeholders active in adult learning and edu-
cation’. The results of GRALE III indicate that Europe and 
North America have achieved progress in this respect, 
as most of the 38 respondents to this question either 
‘agreed’ or ‘tended to agree’ with the statement that 
their country had developed more effective evaluation 
and monitoring mechanisms, as shown in Figure 2.

The implementation of major European policy documents 
is regularly monitored and reviewed at European and 
national levels. For example, the implementation of ET 
2020 is analysed on a wider scale through the publication 
of joint interim reports, with the aim of identifying the 
areas that need to be improved. Since 2010, the EU insti-
tutions have also had a system of coordinating policy ac-
tions between the EU and Member States, the so-called 
European Semester. It allows the European Commission 
to judge if the targets for 2020 are likely to be met, and 
to publish country-specific recommendations. Member 
States are also encouraged to conduct peer reviews. That 
said, the European Semester tends to be very broad in its 
recommendations. Also, the orientation towards jobs and 
growth favours labour-market related advice. In 2016, 
10 countries received recommendations to address skills 
mismatches and skills shortages to improve employabil-
ity, with a focus on vocational education and training, 
apprenticeship systems, lifelong and adult learning; four 
of the recommendations target adult and lifelong learn-
ing directly.14

In some cases, monitoring and evaluation also include a 
wider range of stakeholders. At the European level, the 
so-called ‘Open Method of Coordination’ is in use, while, 

https://csee-etuce.org/images/attachments/NationalCSRs2016onET_w_summary_table.pdf
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learning (CEDEFOP, 2015) called on member states to 
make relevant agreements and link national qualifica-
tion frameworks (NQFs) to the European Qualifications 
Framework. It states that disadvantaged groups are par-
ticularly likely to benefit from RVA, since it can increase 
their participation in lifelong learning and their access to 
the labour market. National referencing reports are made 
available on the EQF portal following the presentation 
of the results to the EFQ Advisory Group. According to 
CEDEFOP, by April 2017 as many as 32 countries had 
linked their national qualifications levels to the EQF.15

GRALE III found that, out of 22 countries in North 
America and Western Europe, four had established a pol-
icy framework since 2009 to recognize, validate and ac-
credit non-formal and informal learning (Cyprus, Greece, 
Malta and Sweden). Out of 17 countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe, nine had established a policy framework 
(Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russian Federation, 
Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Ukraine) (UIL, 2016, p. 36).

The development and implementation of such frameworks 
is monitored through the European Inventory on Validation 
of Non-Formal and Informal Learning. This publication, 
most recently updated in 2016, describes the current RVA 
situation in 33 countries, monitors key developments and 
proposes possible solutions to move forward. While not-
ing a high level of development for a number of princi-
ples – such as the accessibility of guidance and counselling 
or transparent quality-assurance methods – the inventory 
also calls for the prioritization of disadvantaged groups 
and of professional development for staff (CEDEFOP, the 
European Commission and ICF, 2017). 

The report from the North American consultation on 
Rethinking Education states that, frequently,  ‘learning 
from non-traditional sources is not validated and 
 recognized by more formal organisations and employ-
ers’ (COLLO, 2016, p. 4). There have, however, been 
several endeavours at the state or institutional level in 
the United States to address this problem, as discussed 
in a recent publication released by the Council for Adult 
and Experiential Learning. State Policy Approaches to 
Support Prior Learning Assessment (2015) argues for 
advancing accessible, consistent, transferable and trans-
parent policies and practices. The publication presents 

at the national as well as at the EU level, benchmarks, 
frameworks and indicators are used to monitor processes 
and developments in adult education policy implemen-
tation (Rasmussen, 2014, pp. 26–29). These usually in-
clude benchmarks for participation in learning activities. 
Monitoring progress in achieving the intended bench-
mark, however, appears to be challenging due to prob-
lems in data collection. The problem of insufficient data 
collection has already been acknowledged at the EU level; 
it constitutes the fifth priority area of the 2011 European 
Agenda for Adult Learning: ‘improving the knowledge 
base on adult learning and monitoring the adult-learning 
sector’ (Council of the European Union, 2011). In addi-
tion, the BFA committed to ‘lending greater support to 
… knowledge management systems for the collection, 
analysis and dissemination of data and good practice’.

rEcognition, vAlidAtion And AccrEditAtion oF 
All Forms oF lEArning sincE thE BFA

The BFA committed Member States to developing and 
improving ‘structures and mechanisms for the recogni-
tion, validation and accreditation of all forms of learning 
by establishing equivalency frameworks’. Recent years 
have brought several developments in this respect, both 
in Europe and in North America, although to a varying 
extent.

At the European level, recognition, validation and accred-
itation (RVA) has consistently been promoted, allowing 
more permeability, flexibility of education pathways and 
inclusion. Perhaps the most important policy develop-
ment is the establishment of the European Qualifications 
Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF), adopted by the 
Council of the EU and the European Parliament in 2008. 
The aim of the EQF is to ‘make qualifications more read-
able and understandable across different countries and 
systems in Europe’ (European Commission, 2008, p. 3). 
It can presently be used in as many as 29 subject fields 
at eight levels. 

The Council of the EU’s 2012 Recommendation on the 
validation of non-formal and informal learning (Council 
of the European Union, 2012) and European Centre for 
the Development of Vocational Training’s 2015 European 
guidelines for validation of non-formal and informal 

15 http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/european-qualifications-framework-eqf 

  [Accessed on 5 July 2017].

http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/events-and-projects/projects/european-qualifications-framework-eqf
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Developments in RVA in Europe and North  America

The recent adoption of the National  Qualifications 
Framework in Austria comes with a set of 
 challenges. Currently, validation is based on two 
pillars: one leading to the recognition of com-
petences and  certificates, the other focusing on 
 raising awareness of learning outcomes. The adop-
tion of the NQF raises questions as to how valida-
tion processes will now develop and whether they 
might lead to a possible formalization of the sector.

The Qualifica Programme in Portugal aims to  establish 
permeable and complementary systems that can 
combine multiple formats of  education and train-
ing, and works with a strong credit  system.  Several 
measures are proposed:  introducing a  passport (Pas-
saporte Qualifica) to  compile  educational and train-
ing paths of individuals,  making more  professions 
available for validation, and reinforcing the network 
of centres for validation. 

Georgia has also inititated the establishment 
of mechanisms of recognition of non-formal 
 education. In 2015, a non-formal education 
 thematic group (created in 2014 with the  assistance 
of the  European Training Foundation) under the 
Ministry of  Education and Science drafted a concept 
paper and  action plan for recognizing  non-formal 
education.

A number of policies enacted in the United States 
 focus on the recognition of learning of military  service 
members and veterans. A large-scale initiative was 
launched in March 2012 in Illinois, Indiana and Ohio. 
The initial three-state partnership, which has now 
grown to 13 states, ‘allows states to exchange best 
practices in the areas of military credit, certifications/
licensures and technology, with the ultimate goal 
of helping to remove barriers that service members 
might encounter and increase access to and participa-
tion in higher education’ (CAEL, 2015, p. 24).

RVA in the Nordic countries

In Nordic countries, valuing and recognizing learn-
ing outcomes has been of high importance for some 
time now. The Nordic Expert Network on Valida-
tion within NVL has compiled the report Validation 
and the Value of Competences. Road Map 2018 
(NVL, 2015), which provides a wide overview on 
current validation issues. 

thE civil sociEty viEw on rvA systEms

The European Association for the Education of Adults 
(EAEA) collected views of European ALE providers on 
RVA in the project AVA: Action Plan for Validation. 
According to the AVA report, Action Plan for Validation 
in Europe (AVA, 2016b), most European countries use 
RVA tools that are nationally legitimate and widely rec-
ognized – for example, (e-)portfolios, discussions, read-
ing certificates, EU tools such as Europass and Youthpass, 
and so on. European credit systems such as NQFs and 
the European Credit System for Vocational Education and 
Training (ECVET) are also generally regarded as applica-
ble for RVA. Unfortunately, only a few Member States 
report using specific methods and instruments for disad-
vantaged groups (AVA, 2016a). 

There is common agreement among ALE stakeholders in 
Europe on the need to develop RVA processes that are 
coherent, transparent and structured. Many ALE provid-
ers perceive their countries’ attempts at implementation 
as incoherent and/or fractional. Regional differences as 
well as competitiveness between institutions can increase 
such fragmentation. Missing regulations are seen as an 
obstacle to moving ‘one step up’; likewise, the appar-
ent lack of systematic practices and lack of support of 
the organization and its administration. These obstacles 
are detrimental to the acceptance of RVA as such and 
especially to the inclusion of disadvantaged groups who 
are being denied the benefit of validation arrangements 
(AVA, 2016a). 

It is also seen as important that adult education provid-
ers develop a sense of ownership of the RVA process, 
which can be boosted by an increased involvement in 
policy-making. ALE stakeholders are and should be play-
ing a major role in RVA processes, as they are often the 

case studies with state- and system-level approaches to 
prior learning assessment (PLA). The document includes 
a sample roadmap, a sample PLA policy and a compre-
hensive list of policies on PLA state by state.
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16 https://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/implementation/dialogue_en [Accessed on 18 August 2017].

One example of how the OMC works in practice is the 
establishment of working groups that are consulted on 
specific issues. Working group members include repre-
sentatives of EU agencies, cross-sectoral and education-
specific organizations, civil society organizations and ex-
perts from Member States and candidate countries. The 
members meet on a regular basis, usually a few times 
per year, and are asked to submit feedback reports. Since 
2016, nominations for participation in working groups 
are by means of calls for applications, as opposed to di-
rect invitations.

Other consultative bodies include consultative com-
mittees, such as the European Economic and Social 
Committee, advisory groups (such as the EQF Advisory 
Group) and high-level groups (such as the High-Level 
Group on Literacy), which usually do not involve civ-
il society organizations. In some cases, the European 
Commission conducts a public consultation to which all 
stakeholders and individuals can contribute. The two 
most recent examples include a public consultation on 
Europe 2020, carried out in order to review the exist-
ing strategy, and on the European Area of Skills and 
Qualifications, whose objective was to study the poten-
tial benefits of developing such an area. Both consulta-
tions resulted in the submission of a number of policy 
papers and completed questionnaires.

That said, the European Commission has been reluctant 
to agree on any more ‘institutionalized’ form of dia-
logue16 with civil society, such as the so-called ‘structured 
dialogue’  of the youth sector. While cooperation has 
improved, it is still far from regular or systematic, with 
civil society involvement depending to a large extent on 
the goodwill of heads of unit and policy officers. To fa-
cilitate the exchange, in addition to the Lifelong Learning 
Platform, the European Commission has established an 
annual forum, which has developed from its 2012 be-
ginning as a civil society consultative event to include a 
much broader range of stakeholders. In order to bring 
together civil society, the forum is now preceded by a 
shorter event involving mainly European associations.

implementing bodies. Other obstacles are on a bureau-
cratic or financial level: the level of guidance and training 
for RVA professionals varies widely between European 
countries. Finally, it is essential to create more visibility 
and awareness for RVA, in particular targeting people 
from disadvantaged groups.

GOVERNANCE

In the Belém Framework for Action, UNESCO Member 
States adopted two key principles for good governance 
in ALE. The first is that governance should facilitate the 
implementation of ALE policy and programmes in ways 
that are effective, transparent, accountable and equita-
ble. The second is that there should be wide-ranging par-
ticipation by all stakeholders to guarantee responsiveness 
to the needs of learners, in particular those in a situation 
of disadvantage (UNESCO, 2009). The two points will be 
elaborated on below.

involvEmEnt oF AlE stAkEholdErs  
At thE  EUropEAn lEvEl

European policy development in education and training 
is subject to subsidiarity – that is, it remains a national 
responsibility. It aims, in theory, to involve wide consulta-
tions with a number of stakeholders at all stages: need 
stage, draft policy stage and after a policy is finalized. 

As part of the Education and Training 2020 (ET 2020) 
framework, ALE policy is subjected to constant moni-
toring and evaluation, most importantly as part of the 
Open Method of Coordination (OMC) by the European 
institutions. The OMC is used in policy areas where the 
European Union has limited competences according to 
the EU Treaties, such as education and training, but where 
Member States feel there is an added value in working to-
gether at the European level. Its mechanisms, introduced 
during the Lisbon Summit in 2000 (‘Towards a Europe 
of innovation and knowledge’), include benchmarks, ref-
erence tools, frameworks, communications, conclusions 
and recommendations (Lisbon Special European Council, 
2000). This is, therefore, an intergovernmental method 
where Member States assess each other under the super-
vision of the European Commission.

https://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/implementation/dialogue_en
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Figure 3:  
Decentralization of  governance of ALE  according 
to  Member States in  Europe and North America

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 3.1.

Since 2009, the governance of ALE has 
become more decentralized
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Decentralization of ALE in Greece

Greece reports that a new law, passed in 2013, 
 established decentralized services for lifelong 
 learning. The services are monitored by the  General 
Secretariat for Lifelong Learning and Youth. An 
administration for lifelong learning has been 
 established in each of the 13 Greek regions; more 
than one in some regions. ALE institutions are also 
 included in the new structures (GRALE III national 
report for Greece).

national civil society representatives also report that 
they are not actively involved in the organization of EU 
Agenda activities such as workshops and conferences.

govErnAncE At thE nAtionAl lEvEl

Decentralization of ALE
The BFA committed to ‘creating and maintaining mech-
anisms for the involvement of public authorities at all 
administrative levels’. This is further explored by RALE, 
which recommends that Member States ‘consider estab-
lishing mechanisms and processes at national and local 
levels that are flexible, responsive and decentralized’ 
(UIL, 2016a). Decentralization brings greater account-
ability, more transparency and increased stakeholder 
participation. 

According to GRALE III, decentralization of ALE to re-
gional and local level is becoming more prevalent, with 
48 per cent of the countries in the region that responded 
to the statement below agreeing that there has been a 
growing decentralization of ALE since 2009 (Figure 3).

trans-sectoral strategies
One of the strongest messages of the BFA, RALE and 
GRALE III is the trans-sectoral dimension of ALE. ALE im-
pacts different domains, such as health and well-being, 
the labour market and society; this needs to be recog-
nized through the adoption of policies that involve dif-
ferent ministries. 

According to GRALE, the great majority of the countries 
of Europe and North America agree that, since 2009, 
governance in ALE has included inter-ministerial coop-
eration. While progress has undeniably been achieved, 

Also, the European Council resolution adopting the 
European Agenda of Adult Education highlights the role 
of civil society and ALE providers in promoting, imple-
menting and monitoring its implementation. To oversee 
its implementation, the European Commission maintains 
a network of national coordinators, who are invited to 
regularly present national work plans and to be in con-
tact with ALE providers and civil society. However, the 
EAEA RENEWAL project survey (RENEWAL, 2014) found 
that the majority of respondents report not having had 
the chance to participate and get involved. Civil socie-
ty engagement is specifically low in the initial phase of 
planning and promotion of EU Agenda activities. Some 
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Inter-ministerial cooperation in Europe and 
North America

In October 2013, Slovenia adopted the new Adult 
Education Master Plan for 2013–2020, defining 
priorities, programmes, supportive activities, target 
groups, monitoring instruments and public finances 
dedicated to ALE. The key innovation is the inclu-
sion of six different ministries alongside the Ministry 
of Labour, Family and Social Affairs. Each ministry 
reports about their own programmes and activi-
ties organized according to the priorities outlined in 
the Master Plan. Depending on the ministry, these 
might include raising awareness of climate change, 
informing about health hazards or educating about 
cultural heritage, to name only a few.

Switzerland adopted its first law on ALE, providing 
a framework for all sectors: health, labour, culture, 
migration and so on. These trans-sectoral strategies 
bring more opportunities for cooperation and social 
debate between sectors. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina has also seen the estab-
lishment of inter-sectoral and inter-ministerial co-
operation. Within the education, labour and so-
cial policy ministries, additional work positions are 
foreseen in order to ensure monitoring and coordi-
nation of activities, cooperation and exchange of 
information in the field of adult education.

An important United States policy initiative since 
BFA has been the passage and implementation of 
the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) in 2014, intended to enable the work-
force development system to become more ef-
ficient and effective in providing career pathways 
to  Americans of all walks of life. In June 2016, the 
US Department of Education and Department of 
 Labor, in close collaboration with the health and 
human services, agriculture, and housing and urban 
development departments, agreed on the WIOA 
Final Rules, improving coordination between and 
among agencies so that workers and job-seekers, 

including youth and those with significant  barriers 
to  employment, have more seamless access to a 
system of high-quality career services, education 
and training through a one-stop service delivery 
system, known as the American Job Centers, and 
partners.

Figure 4: Stakeholder participation

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 3.1.

Since 2009, the governance of ALE has 
increased stakehoder participation
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Stakeholder and civil society consultation
The BFA states that ‘representation by and participation 
of all stakeholders are indispensable in order to guaran-
tee responsiveness to the needs of all learners, in particu-
lar the most disadvantaged’. According to GRALE III, an 
overwhelming majority of countries in Europe and North 
America have improved their cooperation with stake-
holders in governance (Figure 4). 

National reports for the region show a variety of ways 
in which governments consult on ALE policies. The re-
port from the United States mentions focus groups, town 
hall meetings, publishing a public notice for comments, 
among others. Similarly, the report from Canada lists a 
variety of consultation methods adopted in provinces 
and territories, which include ‘leaders going out into 
communities and engaging in roundtables and open hall 
discussions’ (GRALE III national report for Canada).

a closer look at the national reports and other sources 
shows that only a few countries can bring forward fully 
comprehensive strategies on ALE.
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Stakeholder consultations in Europe and 
North America

A positive example comes from Ireland, where a 
new Further Education and Training Strategy is 
being implemented, which has more focus on 
evidence-based policy and a learner-centred ap-
proach. In this respect, the strategy foresees the 
establishment of a forum for adult learners to help 
them influence policy decisions. 

Portugal has seen an open discussion with civil 
society on the law that created and implemented 
the country’s ‘Qualifica’ centres, where adults can 
validate their competences, as well as the partici-
patory budgets for individual municipalities. Also 
noteworthy are the best practices found in regions 
where self-organized networks promote adult edu-
cation, especially in the area of RVA. 

An expert group has also been established in 
 Montenegro with the purpose of reporting on the 
state of adult education in the country and describing 
advantages, disadvantages and the measures  needed 
to improve the sector. The group is composed of 
 representatives from relevant ALE institutions.

Finland has a Liberal Adult Education Cooperation 
Group, which includes representatives of different 
stakeholders in adult education: the Ministry of Ed-
ucation and Culture, the National Board of Educa-
tion, the Association of Finnish Local and Regional 
Authorities and Finnish Adult Education. The body 
does not have a systematic meeting plan but con-
gregates a couple of times a year to discuss issues 
of mutual interest.

The Quality Framework for Adult Literacy and 
 Essential Skills Delivery of New Brunswick,  Canada, 
was prepared by an internal advisory group, but 
with a broad consultation process. The stakeholders 
included ‘government staff, non-profit literacy or-
ganisations, community-based adult literacy  service 
delivery providers, teachers/trainers and learners’ 
(Government of New Brunswick, Post-Secondary 
Education, Training and Labour, 2011, p. 4). Some 
149 learners took part in focus groups and provided 
their opinion on what was important to them in a 
quality adult literacy/essential skills programme.

A new ALE association launched in Georgia

The Georgian Adult Education Network, founded 
in 2014, is one of the most recent examples of na-
tional associations. It enables the establishment 
of adult education centres, promotes cooperation 
between them and supports the involvement of 
adults in lifelong learning.

That said, in many countries ALE has been developed 
from and is still upheld and lived by grassroots and civil 
society initiatives and associations. To a certain extent it 
seems it ‘can´t be governed, changed or destroyed by po-
litical actors and parties’ (quote by national expert Stefan 
Vater, Austrian Adult Education Association). 

Cooperation among ALE stakeholders and 
transnational cooperation
Many adult education providers at the national level un-
derline the importance of a structured dialogue  between 
ALE stakeholders and the establishment of broader 
 associations, as they foster cooperation between ALE 
 providers, decision-makers and community groups. This 
is also seen as facilitating the consultation process with 
the public sector, through a common point of view and 
joined forces. Generally, a stable national umbrella or-
ganization ensures the advocacy, representation and 
consultative ability of adult education providers. It is ac-
tually a win–win situation for both civil society and ALE 
providers, as information-flow, consultation and coop-
eration are more easily organized. 

Although some countries in the region have formal proce-
dures for consultation that invite civil society representa-
tives, it seems consultation processes with stakeholders, 
either formal or informal, are usually limited and held at 
the early stages of a policy cycle. As a result, there are 
many concerns over the lack of involvement of civil society 
in the decision-making process and in ensuring transpar-
ency (for example, in administering public funds among 
adult education providers). This concern is voiced particu-
larly by non-formal ALE providers (RENEWAL, 2014). 
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17 It is, however, important to point out that European funding schemes, such as the European Social Fund (ESF), are decided on and 

distributed regionally. This is particularly important in view of the fact that most ALE providers single out European funds as the 

major source of funding for adult education. ESF funds are often used on national projects implemented by ministerial institutions, 

leaving aside private companies and NGOs.

of affordability in adult education is constrained by the 
greater role of private financing and a lack of informa-
tion on public financing and participation (UNESCO, 
2016, p. 239). Similarly, Tom Schuller and David Watson 
pointed out in their Learning through Life: Inquiry into 
the Future for Lifelong Learning (NIACE, 2009) the 
limited availability of data both at the national and the 
European level. Furthermore, a study conducted by the 
Institute for Education and Socio-Economic Research 
and Consulting (FiBS) and the German Institute for Adult 
Education (DIE) describes data on and financing of ALE 
as ‘very scarce’ (FiBS and DIE, 2013, p. 23) and a simi-
lar point is made in the Final Report of the Thematic 
Working Group on Financing Adult Learning (European 
Commission, 2013a). 

The difficulty in quantifying spending on ALE stems par-
tially from the fact that adult education programmes 
are usually financed from multiple sources (European 
Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2013, p. 79). Schuller 
and Watson identified different categories of total ex-
penditure on ALE, including by government, employers, 
the third sector and individuals. This investment is heavily 
skewed towards young people (18–25) and those who 
succeed initially (NIACE, 2009, p. 4).

A large part of funding for ALE comes from pub-
lic sources, either at the national or European level 
(such as the Erasmus+ programme or the European 
Social Fund), or has local, regional or communal ori-
gins.17 On the national level, responsibility for public 
funding of ALE may come within the remit of several 
ministries, e.g. education, employment, culture or re-
gional development. Funding approaches therefore 
reflect the policy priorities of particular ministries and 
are also influenced by the various mechanisms that ex-
ist at a national, regional or sector level for ministries. 
Government funding may take the form of direct provi-
sion of adult education courses or subsidies to accred-
ited providers so that participants pay no fees. It can 
also take the form of support to individual adults to 
pay for education (through grants, vouchers and loans) 
or support to reforms to encourage the development of 
more education and training opportunities.

The BFA also committed Member States to ‘fostering 
transnational cooperation through projects and net-
works for sharing know-how and innovative practice’. 
In Europe, the Erasmus+ programme funds transnational 
partnerships to develop innovative ideas and exchange 
best practices in the field of ALE. 

According to the most recent Erasmus+ Annual Report, 
in 2015, 386 ALE staff mobility projects were granted, 
with 832 organizations and 5,077 participants benefiting 
from the mobility. For strategic partnerships for ALE, 430 
projects were approved in 2015, in which 2,610 organiza-
tions participated. While the numbers are impressive, it 
needs to be added that in the area of staff mobility, only 
25 per cent of the applications were approved; the suc-
cess rate for strategic partnerships was even lower at 17 
per cent (European Commission, 2017). 

The Erasmus+ programme is one of the key programmes of 
the European Union and has made a significant contribution 
to the advancement of knowledge-sharing and transna-
tional cooperation among European countries. However, 
many small ALE organizations feel at a disadvantage when 
managing a project that requires complicated procedures, 
while low success rates discourage them from applying. 
Neighbouring countries, such as Belarus, Moldova and 
Georgia, cannot participate. This is why EAEA has called in 
a recent statement for simplified administrative procedures, 
inclusion of neighbouring countries in the programme and 
an increase in funding for ALE, which currently stands at 5 
per cent of the whole budget (EAEA, 2017a). 

FINANCING

AvAilABlE FUnding For AlE in EUropE And 
north AmEricA 

Financing is the most pressing challenge that the 
European field of ALE currently faces, while different na-
tional traditions mean that there is a wide variation in 
the use of funding instruments. It needs to be noted that 
identifying common trends in funding or budget levels 
has proved extremely difficult. The Global Education 
Monitoring Report (GEM) of 2016 found that assessment 
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Figure 5: Distribution of funding between stakeholders for adult learning (percentages) 
(ALE for age 25+ adjusted)

Source: FiBS and DIE, 2013, p. 18   *off  **private: AES 10  ***no HE  ****conservative
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The study conducted by FiBS and DIE in 
2013 counts among more recent attempts 
to look at financing adult education in 
Europe and North America. It analysed the 
distribution of funding for ALE between 
stakeholders in several European and North 
American countries (see Figure 5),  finding 
that ‘the participation rate is higher in 
countries where individuals bear a  smaller 
share, while the joint state-employer share 
is higher’ (FiBS and DIE, 2013, p. 19).



22 CONFINTEA VI: MID-TERM REVIEW 2017 – THE STATUS OF ADULT LEARNING AND EDUCATION IN EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA

Innovations in financing ALE reported in GRALE III 
national reports

Since 2014, Poland has been implementing a 
 National Training Fund. Upon request to the district 
labour office, an employer can receive  financing 
amounting to 80 per cent of the costs of an em-
ployee’s education, while micro-entrepreneurs are 
entitled to full financing. The resources can be used 
to assess training needs and organize courses, post-
graduate studies and examinations. 

In 2009, Estonia introduced personalized training 
vouchers for job-seekers. The voucher is a flexible 
tool that is intended to match the individual needs 
of the job-seeker. Eligible courses are approved by 
the Unemployment Insurance Fund. When looking 
for employment, the job-seeker can use vouchers 
up to a maximum of €2,500. 

Figure 6: Percentage of public education spending that goes to ALE 
 according to Member States in Europe and North America.

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 4.1.
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The FiBS/DIE study demonstrates that funding in-
struments vary significantly, with only a few regional 
 patterns noted. For example, ‘while almost all European 
countries employ training leaves, they seem to be  rather 
uncommon in the non-European countries  covered 
[the US, Canada, Australia and Republic of Korea]. 
In contrast, cost-sharing vouchers are available in all 
 non-European countries, but only in some European 
countries, where 100 per cent grants are often in place’ 
(FiBS and DIE, 2013, p. 27).

At the same time, Europe has seen a marked shift to-
wards co-financing, ‘where funding is channelled directly 
to the learner’ (NRDC, 2010, p. 165). Additionally, learn-
ers are most likely to shoulder the costs for non-formal 
learning, undertaken for social, cultural, political and per-
sonal development reasons, with financial implications of 
learning including not only course fees, but also travelling 
to the place of study, expense of course materials and 
childcare costs.
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Financing ALE in Europe 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, in a context of inter-
sectoral partnership and social dialogue, all actors 
share common responsibility for financing and de-
veloping appropriate strategies and models of long-
term and sustainable financing of ALE.18 These ac-
tions and measures are, among other aims, focused 
on strengthening governmental responsibility for 
the financing of ALE, relating dedicated funds for 
ALE, and establishing appropriate policies regard-
ing co-financing through non-formal providers.

A National Programme for Development of 
 Education and Learning was recently proposed in 
Slovakia. ‘Learning Slovakia’ proposes the creation 
of individual education accounts worth €200 for 
individuals outside formal education and a 25 per 
cent deduction of staff training expenses from the 
company tax base (EAEA, 2017a).

18 Strateški pravce razvoja obrazovanja u Bosni i Hercegovini sa planom implementiranja, 2008–2015 (Strategic Directions of Educa-

tion in Bosnia and Herzegovina with Implementation Plan, 2008–2015). 

A number of cutbacks have also been reported in Canada. 
In 2015, the Institut de coopération pour l'éducation des 
adultes (ICEA) conducted a study analysing the impact of 
cutbacks in governmental funding on adult education in 
Quebec and beyond between 2010 and 2015. It found 
that 65 per cent of the organizations that took part in 
the study had experienced cutbacks in their financing, 
especially NGOs and organizations from the popular ed-
ucation sector (ICEA, 2015, p. 41). This had resulted in 
reductions in staff numbers, working hours and/or pro-
grammes on offer. 

prioritiEs in FUnding in EUropE 
And north AmEricA

While the BFA called for ‘prioritizing investment in lifelong 
learning for women, rural populations and people with 
disabilities’, it seems that adults with low basic skills have 
been the target group prioritized in funding. Eurydice re-
ports which countries offer co-funding schemes targeting 
adults with low basic skills, or with low-level or no quali-
fications (European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 
2015a, p. 121). 

Analysing funding volumes, the FiBS/DIE study found 
that expenditure on ALE ranges from about 0.4 per cent 
to 1.2 per cent of GDP. GRALE III asked Member States 
about the percentage of public education spending that 
goes to ALE. In 10 of the 33 countries from Europe and 
North America that answered this question, the spending 
on ALE reaches or exceeds 4 per cent of public education 
spending. However, in seven countries it is as low as 0.4 
per cent or below (Figure 6).

GRALE III found that between 2009 and 2014, public 
spending on ALE as a proportion of public education 
spending increased in 40 per cent of North America 
and Western European countries, stayed the same in 40 
per cent and decreased in 5 per cent of them. In Central 
and Eastern European countries, it has increased in 38 
per cent, stayed the same in 25 per cent and decreased 
in 13 per cent. Also, 71 per cent of Central and Eastern 
European GRALE III respondents mention that their 
government plans to increase spending on ALE in the 
future, compared to 30 per cent of North American and 
Western European respondents. Twelve countries in 
North America and Western Europe and five in Central 
and Eastern Europe have introduced significant inno-
vations in ALE financing since 2009 (UIL, 2016, pp. 
46–47).

Nevertheless, most European ALE providers report public 
funding for non-formal ALE to be in decline. The eco-
nomic crisis has constrained investment in adult learn-
ing in a number of countries (European Commission, 
EACEA and Eurydice, 2013, p. 80), even in countries with 
a long-standing tradition of adult education, such as the 
Nordic countries (EAEA, 2015a, p. 6). Usually only a frac-
tion of the national education budget is devoted to ALE; 
this is also reflected in the distribution of the Erasmus+ 
programme funds, which assign only 5 per cent of the 
budget to adult education. Some ALE providers report 
finding themselves on the edge of survival and reliant on 
external donors. They also experience a focus on financ-
ing single projects, which leaves few funding opportuni-
ties for maintaining structures and thus diminishes the 
sustainability of adult education activities and institutions 
(EAEA, 2016a, p. 31). Overall, more information on pub-
lic expenditure is needed to understand how it is targeted 
at the groups most in need. 
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Figure 7: Co-funding instruments to support adult 
participation in education and training, 2013–14

Source: European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2015a, p. 121

referring to the digital era we live in, European funding 
gives priority to actions that promote innovative digital 
methods, learning materials and tools, as well as actions 
that support the effective use of information and com-
munication technologies (ICTs).

In North America, literacy remains a priority for fund-
ing. In Canada, it was defined as one of the objectives 
of Learn Canada 2020, the framework set out by the 
Council of Ministers of Education in 2008. For example, 
the province of British Columbia announced ‘$2.4 million 
in funding toward community adult-literacy programs 
that will support adults wishing to improve their literacy 
and numeracy skills’.19 

Another funding priority in North America concerns skills 
for employment. Each year, the Government of Canada 
invests over $2 billion in Labour Market Development 
Agreements (LMDAs) with the provinces and territories 
to support unemployed Canadians with employment as-
sistance and training (CMEC, 2012). 

Figure 7 shows that, while in all countries a range of co-
funding instruments are available to help adults return to 
education and training, only some countries target such 
arrangements specifically at low-qualified adults or those 
with low skill levels: Belgium (the Flemish community), 
Denmark, Spain and Sweden. These targeted co-funding 
measures mainly take the form of specific grants and 
allowances, but also include training vouchers or paid 
training leave. Apart from co-funding instruments for 
low-qualified people, other targeted schemes exist, con-
centrating on other groups considered ‘at risk’. For ex-
ample, some countries have put in place specific financial 
incentives for unemployed jobseekers to encourage them 
to take part in education and training.

The tendency towards employability, discussed in the 
introduction, is also reflected in the available funding 
schemes and priorities. Most European education fund-
ing programs (EU funds, European Social Fund, etc.) are 
focused on employability, entrepreneurship, profession-
al development and skills for the labour market. Also, 

19 https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2016AVED0121-002388 [Accessed 4 July 2017].  

https://news.gov.bc.ca/releases/2016AVED0121-002388
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total population 
(25–64 years)

55–64 years
Unemployed 
(25–64 years)

Low-qualified 
 (25–64 years)

2012 2015 2012 2015 2012 2015 2012 2015

EU 9.2 10.7 4.5 6.0 9.4 9.5 3.9 4.3

Belgium 6.9 6.9 3.6 4.0 10.2 9.0 2.9 3.0

Bulgaria 1.7 2.0  :u  :u  1.5u  :u  0.5u  :u

Czech Republic 11.1 8.5 4.8 3.7 6.5 3.8 2.4 1.9

Denmark 31.6 31.3 23.9 23.6 32.7 28.9 22.4 21.7

Germany 7.9 8.1 2.9 3.1 5.6 6.2 3.2 3.4

Estonia 12.8 12.4 5.6 4.5 11.7 9.9 3.9 4.5

Ireland 7.4 6.5 3.2 2.7 7.4 7.4 3.2 2.4

Greece 3.3 3.3 0.7 0.5 3.3 2.7 0.4 0.4

Spain 11.2 9.9 5.2 4.0 13.2 11.2 4.7 3.6

Figure 8: Adults’ participation in learning 

20 The Global Education Monitoring Report states that ‘useful lessons can be drawn from the experience of Europe. Ever since the

European Union set a target of reaching an adult education participation rate of 15 per cent by 2020, major efforts have been made 

to develop relevant data-collection tools’ (UNESCO, 2016b, p. 237). 

PARTICIPATION, INCLusION ANd EquITy

As an outcome of the BFA, countries agreed to intro-
duce measures to facilitate more equitable access to ALE 
programmes – in particular, programmes addressing the 
needs of groups previously excluded from learning oppor-
tunities. However, as the Global Education Monitoring 
Report (UNESCO, 2016b) points out, diversity of provi-
sion makes monitoring access to and participation in ALE 
particularly difficult. 

pArticipAtion in AlE: EUropEAn dAtA

In Europe, the Education and Training 2020 (ET 2020) 
framework includes measurement tools facilitating the 

collection of comparable data, and has set seven EU 
benchmarks for education. One of them is to have at 
least 15 per cent of adults participating in lifelong learn-
ing by 2020.20 According to Eurostat, in 2015 the propor-
tion of persons aged 25 to 64 from countries within the 
European Union who participated in education or train-
ing was, on average, 10.7 per cent.

There are two major household surveys that gather in-
formation on ALE participation in the EU: the Labour 
Force Survey (LFS) and the Adult Education Survey (AES). 
Importantly, the surveys differ in terms of definitions, ref-
erence periods and the coverage of non-formal educa-
tion, which means that they are not directly comparable 
(compare UNESCO, 2016b, p. 239). 
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total population 
(25–64 years)

55–64 years
Unemployed 
(25–64 years)

Low-qualified  
(25-64 years)

2012 2015 2012 2015 2012 2015 2012 2015

France 5.7 18.6* 2.6 12.8 5.4 14.7 2.5 7.7

Croatia 3.3 3.1 0.3u  :u  2.5u  2.4u  :u  :u

Italy 6.6 7.3 3.0 4.0 6.3 5.3 1.6 2.0

Cyprus 7.7 7.5 3.1 3.5 7.2 5.8  2.4u 1.6

Latvia 7.2 5.7 4.2 2.6 7.4 5.3 2.9 2.4

Lithuania 5.4 5.8 1.9u 3.1 3.0u  :u  :u  :u

Luxembourg 14.2 18.0b 5.9 7.1b 17.7 22.0b 5.3 7.0b

Hungary 2.9 7.1b 0.6 3.1b 1.9 2.3b 0.6 3.4b

Malta 7.1 7.2 2.7 3.3  9.3u  9.3u 2.4 2.4

Netherlands 16.9 18.9 8.8 11.8 17.0 18.3 10.3 9.3

Austria 14.2 14.4 6.8 7.5 18.9 16.6 5.1 4.5

Poland 4.5 3.5 0.8 0.8 4.6 3.4 0.7  0.6u

Portugal 10.5 9.7 4.1 4.1 13.9 11.3 6.1 4.2

Romania 1.4 1.3  :u  :u  2.1u 2.1u  :u 0.3u

Slovenia 13.8 11.9 6.0 4.0 13.5 13.1 2.7 2.8

Slovakia 3.2 3.1 1.1 0.9 1.1 1.0u :u :u

Finland 24.5 25.4 14.1 15.6 18.2 19.1 11.3 12.8

Sweden 27.0 29.4 18.6 20.8 43.0 44.0 18.3 20.0

United  Kingdom 16.3 15.7 10.4 10.8 16.0 14.2 7.8 6.8

Figure 8: Adults’ participation in learning 

Source: Eurostat (European Union Labour Force Survey, 2012–2015)
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21  https://nces.ed.gov/nhes/surveytopics_adult.asp [Accessed 5 July 2017].

Adult participation in education and training is closely 
linked to skill levels. PIAAC reveals that adults with low-
level basic skills are less likely to take part in ALE compared 
to those who have higher skill levels. Comparing country 
differences, when considering adults with literacy perform-
ance below Level 1, the highest participation levels of this 
group in education and training was recorded in Norway 
(50.9 per cent), followed by Sweden (41.7 per cent), the 
Netherlands (40.8 per cent), Denmark (38.9 per cent) and 
Finland (36.5 per cent). In contrast, in Slovakia and Poland, 
the participation of adults with a literacy score below Level 
1 was only 7 per cent and 9.8 per cent respectively. 

Participation levels among the most vulnerable groups 
(such as Roma, socio-economically disadvantaged, low-
skilled workers, early school leavers, people with low lit-
eracy levels, older people, internally displaced persons, 
etc.) remain dramatically low and these groups are less 
likely to participate in ALE. Interestingly, in some coun-
tries the participation of migrants and refugees in ALE 
actually exceeds that of the native-born population, 
which might be explained by their enrolment in language 
or integration courses (Eurostat, 2017, p. 34).

These numbers clearly demonstrate that there is an urgent 
need to improve access to ALE across Europe and to have 
specific strategies targeting vulnerable groups. On EU  policy 
level, there have been some attempts to empower dis-
advantaged groups – most notably through the Opening up 
Education strategy (European Commission, 2014) and the 
European Platform against Poverty and Exclusion. Eurydice 
reports some positive policy developments in member states 
as well: ‘Virtually all European countries report that their 
recent policy documents indicate support for adults with 
low basic skills or low level qualifications in accessing op-
portunities for skills development or further qualifications’ 
(European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2015a, p. 9). 

pArticipAtion in AlE: north AmEricAn dAtA

In North America, surveys monitoring adult education 
participation are less regular than in Europe. According to 
the National Center for Education Statistics in the United 
States, the last adult education survey was  conducted in 
2005,21 when overall participation in ALE among indi-
viduals aged 16 or older was at 44 per cent. More  recent 
statistics (2014) are available for state-administered adult 

According to the 2015 results of the LFS (see Figure 8), 
Denmark, Sweden and Finland had significantly higher 
proportions of their populations participating in lifelong 
learning in the four weeks preceding the interview, rang-
ing from one-quarter to one-third. The Netherlands, 
France, Luxembourg and the United Kingdom were the 
only other member states where the participation rate 
in 2015 had already exceeded the 15 per cent target. By 
contrast, Romania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Slovakia, Greece 
and Poland reported lifelong learning participation rates 
of 3.5 per cent or less. Needless to say, with only five 
years from the date of the survey until 2020, and now 
only three, the achievement of the 15 per cent participa-
tion benchmark seems far from likely. 

Overall participation in education and training between 
2004 and 2013 has increased in 18 out of 31 countries, 
with the largest increases noted in Denmark, Estonia and 
Sweden. The participation rate has fallen in 12 countries, 
with the largest decrease noted in the United Kingdom. 
GRALE III reports that participation levels have increased 
in 65 per cent of countries in North America and Western 
Europe, and in 71 per cent of countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe (UIL, 2016).

ALE in Europe: Who participates?
Participation in education and training varies between 
different groups of adults. It starts to drop with age: 
younger people (aged 25–34) take part in ALE more fre-
quently than older people (aged 55–64). 

Participation rates are also correlated with qualifica-
tion levels. Adults with higher qualification levels (at 
International Standard Classification of Education 
[ISCED] levels 5 and 6) are more likely to participate 
than those with low qualification levels (ISCED 0–2). The 
highest participation rates among those with low levels 
of qualifications have been noted in Denmark, Sweden 
and Iceland. 

In most countries, employment status has little impact on 
participation rates. Exceptions include Austria, Sweden 
and Iceland, where the unemployed are significantly 
more likely to participate in learning; the opposite has 
been found in Finland, France and Switzerland, where 
participation rates are higher for the employed (European 
Commission, 2015a, p. 41).

https://nces.ed.gov/nhes/surveytopics_adult.asp
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Figure 9: European adults (25–64) participating in education and 
 training in the 12 months prior to the survey (%), 2011

Source: European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2015a, p. 25
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22  https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_507.20.asp?current=yes [Accessed on 5 July 2017].

That said, a series of national surveys in Canada was also 
conducted by the Work and Lifelong Learning (WALL) 
research network – admittedly, the most recent one rela-
tively soon after the adoption of the BFA, in 2010. The 
survey differentiates between different forms of learning: 
formal schooling, further education, informal education 
and self-directed informal learning. Similar to the govern-
ment survey from 2008, ‘about half of Canadian adults 
were found to participate in further education courses 
annually’. At the same time, about 20 per cent expressed 
‘unmet demand for further education’. The survey also 
found that as many as 95 per cent participated in ‘any 
informal learning’ (Livingstone and Raykov, 2013).

basic education, adult secondary education and English-
as-a-second-language programmes. The state-by-state 
list is published by the Digest of Educational Statistics.22 

Similarly, the most recent government survey covering 
the participation of adults in education in Canada pre-
dates the BFA – it was conducted between June and 
October 2008. According to the survey, ‘between July 
2007 and July 2008 an estimated 10 million Canadians 
aged 18 to 64 had participated in some type of formal 
education credit program or training’ (CMEC, 2012, p. 
34), which represents 47 per cent of the Canadian popu-
lation aged 18 to 64. 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d15/tables/dt15_507.20.asp?current=yes


291. KEY AREAS

Figure 10: target groups important in ALE policies according to Member States in Europe and North America

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 2.2.
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 especially important in ALE policies in your  country? 
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A relatively high number – 16 – have policies that focus 
on migrants and refugees from other countries. Twenty-
one respondents selected ‘minority ethnic, linguistic and 
religious minorities and indigenous peoples’.

A recent study conducted by Eurydice (2015a) examined 
the extent to which national policy agendas have tak-
en up and introduced explicit commitments to support 
adults with low basic skills or low-level qualifications (see 
Figure 11). The study analysed major policy documents 
issued after 2009 that referred to opportunities for adults 
with low basic skills or low-level qualifications to access 
skills development and further qualifications.

inclUsion And EqUity According to tArgEt groUp 
in EUropE And north AmEricA

GRALE III asked UNESCO Member States to position 
their policies on ALE according to the groups of  learners 
that are prioritized. The answers presented in Figure 10 
– restricted to Europe and North America – confirm the 
tendency to focus on low-skilled adults, already men-
tioned in the first section of this chapter.

As can be seen from the graph, ALE policies in Europe 
and North America focus predominantly on adults with 
low-level literacy or basic skills as well as those that seek 
upskilling and reskilling. Seventeen respondents state 
that their national policy focuses on ‘individuals seeking 
personal growth and widening of knowledge horizons’. 
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Policy documents dedicated to 
 literacy and basic skills

BEnl1, DE1, IE2, MT3, NL1, AT2, 
UK.SCT1, UK-SCT2

Policy documents on lifelong 
 learning and    lifelong guidance 
BEde1, BG1,EE2, EL1, EL2, ES1, 

FR1, FR3, CY1, LU1, HU1, 
AT1, PL1, SK1, SK2,Fl2, TR2

Policy documents on adult 
education and  training BEde1, 
BEnl2, EE1, IE1, IT2, IT3, LT2, 

Sl1, UK-ENG2, UK-WLS2, 
UK-WLS2, UK-SCT2, IS1

other policy documents 
on education and  training 
CZ1, DK1, HR1, LV2, LT1, 

MT1, MT2, RO1, FI1, 
LI1, NO1, NO2, TR3

AREAS oF EDUCAtIoN AND  tRAINING

AREAS BEyoND EDUCAtIoN AND  tRAINING

National development and reform programmes
BG2, BG3, DK2,EE3, HR2,IT1, CY2, 
CY3, LV1, LV3, PT1, PT3, IS2, TR1

Employment related policy documents
BEde2, BEfr1, BEfr3, BEnl3, ES2, PT2, Sl3, 
UK-ENG1, UK-ENG3, UK-WLS1, UK-NIR1

Policy documents targeting young 
people and older adults

BEfr2, ES3, FR2, PL2, PL3, FI3

Policy documents targeting immi-
grants and ethnic minorities 

HU2, Sl2, LI2, NO2

Figure 11: types of recent EU policy documents (issued between 2009 and 2014)  
addressing access to opportunities for skills  development or further  qualifications 
for adults with low basic skills or low-level qualifications

Source: European Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2015a, p. 30.

older workers, immigrants and ethnic minorities (ibid., p. 
30). Some of these groups have also been highlighted by 
the BFA. However, most countries have not set specific 
benchmarks for participation of disadvantaged learners 
in adult learning. This is also true in the case of EU poli-
cy: while there is a benchmark for participation in adult 
learning (15 per cent by 2020), the inclusion of vulnerable 
groups is not measured separately, which makes moni-
toring harder.

Refugees and migrants
The BFA committed to ‘developing effective educational 
responses for migrants and refugees’. This commitment 
appears to have gained particular importance in the re-
gion since 2011 as increasing numbers of refugees from 

The findings reflect those of GRALE III: virtually all 
European countries report that their recent policy docu-
ments indicate support for adults with low basic skills or 
low level qualifications in accessing opportunities for skills 
development or further qualifications. References ‘may 
be found in strategy documents dedicated to education 
and training, including literacy and basic skills strategies, 
lifelong learning strategies, strategies on adult education 
or other steering documents referring to different are-
as of education and training’ (European Commmission, 
EACEA and Eurydice, 2015a, p. 30). 

National policies in Europe tend to underline the needs 
of groups whose level of skills or qualifications is particu-
larly alarming, such as the unemployed, young people, 
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ALE for refugees and migrants in Europe

Significant changes have taken place in Sweden, 
where the government has proposed that pro-
grammes of Swedish for immigrants are included 
in the municipal ALE system instead of the school 
system. This means that the municipality will be re-
sponsible for developing an individual study plan 
for each student. The government has also given 
the National Council of Adult Education the oppor-
tunity to fund, through study associations, activi-
ties for asylum seekers (GRALE III national report 
for Sweden).

Since 2012 the Austrian ‘Initiative adult education’ 
has been promoting basic skills and literacy courses 
for adults and migrants, as well as enabling disad-
vantaged young people to complete compulsory 
schooling. Both programmes are free of charge.

Multi-stakeholder partnerships to support
 integration of refugees through ALE

‘From Destruction to Creation. Ways of 
 Reconciliation in Ukrainian Society’ was a civic 
initiative led by the Integration and Development 
Centre for Information and Research in Ukraine 
and DVV International. Focused on the integration 
of internally displaced persons in their new com-
munities, the project funded 16 local initiatives in 
11 regions of Ukraine. The activities were devel-
oped and implemented by local partnerships that 
included NGOs, libraries, museums, galleries, as 
well as teachers, students and public servants. The 
project received the EAEA Grundtvig Award 2016 
(EAEA, 2016b).

A large partnership between enterprises and NGOs 
has been implemented in Ireland by  Business in the 
Community. Co-funded by the Irish  government 
and the EU, the EPIC (Employment for  People from 
 Immigrant Communities) programme helps migrants 
and refugees to learn about public services in their 
new communities and to prepare for employment. 
Thanks to partnerships with a wide range of enter-
prises, learners attend IT skills  training, mock inter-
views, CV training, workplace visits and placements. 
Several NGOs deliver workshops on Irish  society 
and services, for example on access to health,  social 
welfare and understanding the  political system. 
Importantly, EPIC  encourages equality and non-
discrimination practices also among the companies 
and HR staff. As of 2017, 2,600 people of over 100 
nationalities have  taken part in the programme, 67 
per cent of whom have continued their training or 
found employment (EAEA, 2017b).

A variety of stakeholders coming from different 
sectors have been involved through a collective 
 impact model by the Office of Career,  Technical 
and Adult Education in the United States. In five 
sites that work on integration of immigrants, 
 partners  include community colleges, social  service 
agencies, employers, citizenship services and 
 professional certification services (US Department 
of Education Office of Career, Technical and Adult 
Education, 2015, p. 10). 

the Middle East began to make their way to Europe. 
Sixteen respondents to GRALE III in the region select-
ed migrants and refugees as a target group of their ALE 
policies; these are primarily countries that have recently 
experienced an influx of refugees or that traditionally 
have high immigration rates, such as Germany, Sweden, 
Finland, Norway and the United States.

ALE providers across Europe have stressed the role that 
ALE can play in the integration of refugees and migrants 
in the new communities. New programmes for newly 
arrived migrants and refugees have been adopted and 
include language training, vocational training and citizen-
ship modules. National governments often prioritize the 
employability of newly arrived migrants and undervalue 
the role that ALE could play in integration. 

Many initiatives that work towards integrating refugees 
and migrants have been developed in line with another 
BFA commitment, to ‘a holistic, integrated approach, in-
cluding a mechanism to identify stakeholders and the re-
sponsibilities of the state in partnership with civil society 
organizations, labour market stakeholders, learners and 
educators’.
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Support for indigenous cultures in Canada

In 2010, the Northwest territories released 
the 10-year NWT Aboriginal Languages Plan: 
A Shared  Responsibility, which was updated in 
2017. The  policy highlights the development and 
 implementation of regional language plans by 
 Aboriginal governments, but also mentions a large 
number of other stakeholders that are involved in 
the process. The document also emphasizes the im-
portance of informal and non-formal learning, such 
as family learning, and the role of some community 
members – such as elders – in promoting the in-
tegration of languages (Government of Northwest 
 Territories, 2017). 

Similarly, in 2012 the Ministry of Advanced 
 Education in British Columbia released the 
 Aboriginal Post-Secondary Education and  Training 

Policy Framework and Action Plan. Developed by 
a working group of British Columbia’s  Aboriginal 
Post-Secondary Education Partners, it sets out a 
number of principles, such as ‘support for  successful 
transitions for Aboriginal learners throughout 
the lifelong learning continuum’ and ‘support 
for  innovative and flexible approaches to meet 
the needs of the diversity of Aboriginal  learners’ 
(AVED, 2012, p. 12). Each of the five goals includes 
several  objectives, actions and foreseen short-, 
 medium- and long-term results; progress reports 
are  regularly published. 

Figure 12: Differences in participation rates   
 between women and men according to  Member 
States in Europe and North America

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 5.2

Men participate more Equal participation

Women participate more

What differences are there between women and 
men in terms of their participation rates (%) in ALE 
programmes?

26

19

55

23 www.bia.gov

ALE programmes for women
While the BFA made a commitment to ‘improving access 
to, and participation in, the full range of ALE programmes 
for women’, this is less visible in the priorities reported in 
Europe and North America. This might be explained by 
the fact that the regions are characterized by higher par-
ticipation rates in ALE for women than men, as reflected 
in GRALE III (see Figure 12).

Valuing indigenous cultures, knowledge
and methodologies
Various initiatives to promote indigenous cultures, 
knowledge and methodologies, following the BFA com-
mitment, are undertaken in North America. An example 
of a US government initiative that deals with the protec-
tion of ethnic minorities is the Bureau of Indian Affairs. 
A very long-standing initiative of the United States (dat-
ing to 1824), its mission is to ‘enhance the quality of life, 
to promote economic opportunity, and to carry out the 
responsibility to protect and improve the trust assets of 
American Indians, Indian tribes and Alaska Natives’. Over 
the years, its actions and modus operandi have adapted 
to societal changes and ‘its role now is as a partner with 
tribes to help them achieve their goals for self-determi-
nation while also maintaining its responsibilities under 
the Federal-Tribal trust and government-to-government 
relationships’.23

A number of initiatives have also been launched in Canada 
to support indigenous peoples, reflecting the commit-
ment to support writing and literacy in indigenous lan-
guages. Importantly, the pan-Canadian strategy Learn 
Canada 2020 lists promoting and supporting ‘programs 
for minority-language education’ as one of its priorities.

http://www.bia.gov
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Portugal welcomed an ALE programme with spe-
cific methodologies, teaching and learning methods 
to promote the access and success of people with 
disabilities in getting qualifications. These  activities 
are developed under the supervision and direct 
sponsorship of the Ministry of Education, Work 
and Social Affairs. Guidelines for the recognition, 
validation and certification of skills for validation 
centres demonstrate how to implement the  process 
of validation for people with disabilities. These 
 specialized validation centres also work with citi-
zens without disabilities, promoting inclusiveness.

In 2015, the Government of ontario in  Canada 
opened eCampus Ontario, an e-learning 
 programme to address the need for flexible  learning 
options, especially for the population living in rural 
and remote communities (GRALE III national report 
for Canada). 

Inmates, learners with disabilities and those living 
in rural areas

In 2016, the Second Chance Pell Program, with a 
budget of $30 million, was launched in the United 
States. It was made available to inmates in 141 state 
and federal correctional institutions. The grant al-
lows inmates to pursue a college degree of two or 
four years with a grant of up to $5,815.24

EncoUrAging pArticipAtion: lEArning FEstivAls

Adult learners’ weeks and learning festivals have fre-
quently been recognized as an appealing way of pro-
moting ALE to a wider population. They are increasingly 
popular in Europe and North America and the BFA ac-
knowledged their importance.

More detailed information about ALE festivals in Europe 
was collected in an internal consultation conducted by 
the EAEA throughout 2016. The consultation showed 
that most adult learning festivals in Europe were launched 
in late 1990s or early 2000s; some countries, such as 
Belarus, describe it as a ‘tradition’ and an important cel-
ebration for learners and educators alike. 

Frequently large in scale and mobilizing the ALE commu-
nity across the country, ALE festivals include many paral-
lel events. For example, in 2016, during the Irish Adult 
Learners’ Festival organized by AONTAS, as many as 
350 learning events took place: creative writing classes, 
foreign language conversations and drumming classes, 
directly engaging learners. In the United Kingdom, the 

24  https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2016/06/24/pell-grants-prisoners-obama-give-inmates-second-chance-college/86312598/

[Accessed on 10 July 2017].

Nevertheless, the region has seen several initiatives that 
promote quality ALE programmes for women. For exam-
ple, in the United States, the League of Women Voters 
(LWV) and the American Association of University 
Women (AAUW) continue their fight for the rights and 
opportunities of girls and women. In the election year 
of 2016, the LWV was particularly active in educating 
new citizens, minorities, the elderly and low-income 
Americans about voting, while the AAUW played an 
instrumental role in effecting legislation in six states for 
equal pay in closing the gender pay gap.

Prisoners, learners with disabilities and people 
living in rural areas
The BFA listed several target groups the inclusion of which 
in ALE should be encouraged. These included inmates, 
people with special needs and those living in rural areas. 
A few initiatives since 2009 have addressed the needs of 
these groups but, as seen above, most countries in Europe 
and North America have prioritized other groups.

The European consultation on UNESCO’s Rethinking 
Education, which took place in October 2016 in Brussels 
and was jointly organised by UNESCO, the International 
Council for Adult Education (ICAE) and the European 
Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA), high-
lighted the need for policies that would target learners 
with disabilities. Several speakers underlined the neces-
sity for flexible and accessible programmes, noting that 
learning environments too often pose a barrier for learn-
ers from this target group.

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2016/06/24/pell-grants-prisoners-obama-give-inmates-second-chance-college/86312598
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AddrEssing qUAlity in AlE in EUropE And 
north AmEricA

Several studies and policy developments at the EU level 
have addressed quality assurance in ALE since the adop-
tion of the BFA. It was the focus of the  Thematic  Working 
Group of the European Commission in  2011–2013 and 
remains one of the objectives of the European Agenda 
for Adult Learning.

A study on quality in ALE in Europe (Panteia, 2013) iden-
tified the main challenge to be the fragmented approach 
to quality assurance in adult learning. While fragmenta-
tion does not directly lead to a lack of quality, it hinders 
quality development. The study notes challenges visible 
in most countries to a certain extent: the lack of atten-
tion to adult-specific elements in quality systems for for-
mal learning, insufficient requirements for adult-learning 
staff, the limited availability of guidance on and valida-
tion of non-formal and informal learning, and the lack of 
monitoring data. 

The study identified three clusters of countries on 
the basis of their quality approaches in formal and 
non-formal adult learning: countries that have qual-
ity systems in place at macro level for formal and 
non-formal ALE (such as Austria, Denmark and 
Estonia), those that have a number of fragmented 
quality systems at macro level for non-formal ALE 
and quality systems for formal ALE (for example 
Germany, Poland and Portugal) and those with no 
or limited quality systems for non-formal learning 
and no quality systems for formal ALE (for example 
Bulgaria, Romania and Slovakia). According to the 
study, the countries that have quality systems for 
non-formal ALE tend to exceed the average for the 
ET 2020 benchmarks on participation in LLL [life-
long learning] and adults with a higher educational 
attainment (Panteia, 2013, p. 30). 

Festival of Learning organized by the Learning and Work 
Institute encourages learners to take part in ‘Have a Go’ 
activities, with thousands of creative outreach events. 
Both the United Kingdom and Ireland organize award 
ceremonies for inspirational learners as part of their 
festivals.

ALE festivals also tend to promote the celebrations under 
a specific theme. In 2016, a few focused on the topic 
of digitalization, but the themes varied across countries. 
Organized primarily by national ALE associations or ALE 
providers, the festivals tend to include large-scale part-
nerships, for example with local municipalities, NGOs, 
libraries and cultural centres, depending on the theme.

The CONFINTEA VI follow-up conference for the pan-
European region, in Vilnius, listed an EU-wide campaign, 
such as a year of adult learning, as one of the recom-
mendations for promoting ALE and encouraging partici-
pation. While, regrettably, there has been no EU Year of 
Adult Learning, EAEA has mobilized its membership and 
other organizations in a Europe-wide campaign, ‘2017: 
The Year of Adult Learning in Europe’. Under the theme 
of the EAEA Manifesto for Adult Learning in the 21st 
Century, it underlines the power and joy of learning. As 
of June 2017, 47 organizations from 24 countries had 
joined the campaign, with a total of 80 events.25 

quALITy

As the BFA states, quality in learning and education is ‘a 
holistic, multidimensional concept and practice that de-
mands constant attention and continuous development’ 
(UIL, 2010). Quality in ALE has evolved from a situation 
where individual trainers were responsible for the quality 
of processes and outcomes to being a high priority for a 
wide range of stakeholders. It is particularly challenging 
to monitor the full range of quality dimensions for adult 
education. As the GEM report found, proposed frame-
works have included aspects ranging from the existence 
of certification, recognition, validation and accreditation 
to the degree to which programmes target population 
groups in need (UNESCO, 2016b, p. 240). 

25 See the campaign website at https://adulteducation2017.eu/ for details. 

https://adulteducation2017.eu
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Quality frameworks in Europe and North America

One example is the Overall Framework of Qual-
ity in Adult Education Austria (Ö-CERT or AT-
CERT). The aims of Ö-Cert are: transparency for 
customers/learners and public authorities, simpli-
fied administration, and quality improvement for 
adult education. To be granted Ö-Cert, providers 
must fulfil certain requirements. The Ö-Cert-List 
includes a range of different quality-management 
systems or quality-assurance procedures. All of 
them require a mandatory external audit and are 
valid for a limited period.

In Portugal several studies, such as the New Op-
portunities Initiativ’, evaluated aspects of quality 
and impact of processes of validation, considering 
variables such as continuity of studies, job progres-
sion, impact on the household, and changes in sub-
jective variables such as self-knowledge and self-
esteem, among others. A ‘quality letter’ regulates 
the functioning of the centres, which also have a 
complaints book available for learners. Complaints 
are analysed by the National Agency for Quali-
fications, which may then proceed accordingly. 
The National Agency also created a platform onto 
which the materials and methods used by the vali-
dation centre can be uploaded for quality checking 
and sharing among centres. 

In the United States, the Commission of Profes-
sors of Adult Education of AAACE, in addition to 
providing continuous development for faculty and 
the field, has developed a standards document for 
graduate programmes in adult education, which is 
of use for developing new courses and the self-re-
view of existing ones with an eye to improving the 
quality of degree programmes.

In Canada, a new quality framework was devel-
oped in the province of New Brunswick. Published 
in January 2011, it focuses on literacy and essen-
tial skills training, looking at four elements: quality 
standards, operational support, internal assessment 
and external evaluation.

A diverse landscape, comprising organizations with dif-
ferent objectives, different modes of delivery, different 
funding, varied participants, target groups, types of out-
come and results means that monitoring ALE on a clear 
set of indicators is difficult overall, and even more diffi-
cult for non-formal adult learning. It is difficult to gener-
alize quality ALE in terms of standardized and compara-
ble measures of achievement.

proFEssionAl dEvElopmEnt And EmploymEnt 
conditions oF AdUlt EdUcAtion stAFF in EUropE 
And north AmEricA

A concern common to many countries is the profession-
alization of adult learning staff. The nature of adult learn-
ing professionals’ initial and continuing professional de-
velopment is patchy: a variety of educational pathways 
lead to the profession and in many countries there is no 
clear view on the standard competences needed by adult-
learning staff to fulfil their professional tasks. In spite of 
the BFA commitment to improve, among other things, the 
employment conditions of adult educators, recent pub-
lications demonstrate that poor occupational status and 
career opportunities persist, as will be seen below. 

GRALE III asked if there are initial, pre-service education 
and training programmes for ALE teachers/facilitators 
in the responding countries. Around 76 per cent of the 
European and North American respondents answered 
positively. Eleven countries in North America/Western 
Europe and 10 countries in Central/Eastern Europe re-
port that they have introduced significant innovations to 
improve the quality of ALE since 2009 (UIL, 2016, p. 61).

ALE staff need a wide range of skills. A major study 
on this topic was conducted in 2010 by Research voor 
Beleid. According to the study, not only do adult educa-
tors have to be competent in their subject matter, but 
they also need a wide range of interpersonal skills. The 
ability to adapt to different environments and new devel-
opments is also crucial in times of social media, digitali-
zation and the ongoing improvement of digital teaching. 
Competences needed by adult educators and trainers 
concern a wide variety of target groups. As learners might 
come from different social, educational, cultural and eth-
nic backgrounds, trainers have to show a lot of flexibility 
and constantly readapt their teaching methods according 
to learners’ needs. ALE providers have to respond and 
adapt to the growing need for flexible learning pathways 
(Research voor Beleid, 2010). 
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Figure 13: Availability of continuing, 
 in-service  training programmes for ALE 
 teachers/facilitators according to  Member 
States in Europe and North America

Source: GRALE III monitoring survey, Question 6.4.

Are there continuing, in-service education and 
training programmes for adult education teachers/
facilitators in your country?

No

Yes, but with inadequate capacity

Yes, with sufficient capacity

56

28

17

education teachers, and nearly half of program admin-
istrators, are employed part-time’. Worryingly, 79 per 
cent of adjuncts at developmental education faculties in 
colleges report that they do not receive health insurance 
through their employers, and ‘an even higher percentage 
lack retirement benefits’ (OCTAE, 2015, p. 17).

Another concern shared between European and North 
American ALE stakeholders is the lack of attention paid 
to adult educators at the policy level. Interestingly, this 
conclusion was shared by the participants of two regional 
consultations. The reports from the European consulta-
tion on UNESCO’s Rethinking Education, organized in 
October 2016 in Brussels, and from the North American 
consultation on the same publication, organized in 

Furthermore, in light of the increase of migration flow to 
Europe, it has become pressing to develop and ultimately 
validate volunteers' skills and competences, an issue that 
several ALE stakeholders in Western Europe have raised 
(EAEA, 2016a).

Therefore, regular training coupled with appropriate 
monitoring is needed to ensure the highest quality of 
the educational process. This often proves to be diffi-
cult, especially since few European and North American 
countries offer specific training for ALE professionals. 
Opportunities for professional development and clear 
prerequisites for entering the profession are rare, and of-
ten qualifications of trainers are not regulated. Irregular 
training of staff is a problem faced by most European and 
North American ALE stakeholders. According to GRALE 
III, only 28 per cent of the countries in Europe and North 
America claim that there is sufficient capacity for con-
tinuing training (Figure 13).

On top of this, ALE staff often work as freelancers, and 
frequently report difficulties in their working conditions, 
with their mostly ‘precarious employment situations’ and 
their financial insecurity. In some European countries the 
profession of an ‘adult educator’ is not recognized at all. 
Coupled with limited opportunities of career progression 
in an often relatively small sector, the working conditions 
in adult education still leave much room for improvement.

Similar circumstances were recently exposed in North 
America. In Canada, a detailed analysis of the working 
conditions of ALE staff was published in September 2013. 
The report is primarily based on interviews with ALE 
staff, focusing on the literacy and essential skills work-
force. The study notes that ALE staff often face precari-
ous working conditions, with practitioners ‘working more 
hours than they are paid for’ (Carlson and Tannenbaum, 
2013, p. 3). It highlights that it is often difficult for ALE 
staff to develop professionally due to inadequate fund-
ing. Professional development is particularly difficult 
for Francophone educators. The report mentions that 
‘whereas all Francophone interviewees have access to 
Professional Development (PD), one-third mentioned 
that they believe that they were fewer PD opportunities 
in French, that any PD offered in French quickly filled up 
or tended to be in Quebec and might not correspond to 
their needs’ (p. 19). 

Dire conditions are also reported in the United States. 
According to national data, ‘78 per cent of paid adult 



371. KEY AREAS

26 http://www.eaea.org/en/home/in-focus/rethinking-education-in-the-times-of-blurred-responsibilities.html 

[Accessed on 6 July 2017].

27 https://ec.europa.eu/epale/ 

of the importance of ALE following an increase in adults’ 
participation in lifelong learning activities. 

Canada’s progress report for the Global Report on Adult 
Learning and Education at the end of the United Nations 
Literacy Decade states that ‘several jurisdictions are con-
cerned by the lack of consistent data collection and as-
sessment/evaluation tools, including difficulty in tracking 
learners over multiple years’ (CMEC, 2012). In some in-
stances, even though data-collection mechanisms exist, 
they are not used in practice. In Slovakia, adult education 
institutions are asked to provide statistics to the Institute 
for Information and Prognoses of Education, but only 
one-third of providers do it (DIMA project, 2016).

ict And oEr For qUAlity lEArning 
And FlExiBlE dElivEry

RALE calls on Member States to adopt ‘learner-centred 
pedagogy, supported by information and communication 
technology (ICT) and open educational resources (OER)’ 
(UIL, 2016a). GRALE III follows up on this, identifying 
‘the digital revolution’ as one of the six dominant trends 
in ALE globally. The report notes the untapped potential 
of digital tools, which can enhance both autonomous and 
peer-learning opportunities. Thanks to new technologies, 
quality learning opportunities are becoming ‘increasingly 
affordable and accessible almost anywhere, anytime’ 
(UIL, 2016, pp. 128–129). 

In Europe and North America, the potential of ICT for ALE 
has not remained unnoticed, with new policies and ini-
tiatives springing up since 2009. In the United States, the 
National Education Technology Plan is updated annually, 
recognizing the rapid growth of the sector. The 2017 up-
date, Reimagining the Role of Technology in Education, 
while focusing on primary and secondary education, also 
devotes some attention to ALE. Structured around four 
 areas – learning, teaching, leadership and assessment, and 
infrastructure – it offers a broad view of how technology can 
transform learning (US Department of Education, 2017).

In Europe, ICT and open educational resources (OER) 
have also been described as ‘the key to opening up 
adult learning to everyone, everywhere’ (European 

December 2016 in Washington DC, show that the voice 
of adult educators is rarely taken into account at policy 
level or in research. The North American report points 
out that ‘in the North American Region, where decision-
making responsibility for educational opportunities for 
youth and adults is so fragmented and decentralized, 
adult educators may be the most likely champions to spur 
dialogue on the concepts proposed’ (COLLO, 2016, p. 
13). One speaker at the European consultation pointed 
out that ‘in many meetings about education experts talk 
about, but not with educators’.26 

A notable initiative supporting professional develop-
ment of adult education staff in Europe is the Electronic 
Platform for Adult Learning in Europe (EPALE),27 funded 
by the European Commission. It offers a place to meet 
and discuss important adult-learning topics, as well as to 
exchange ideas and materials in support of professional 
practice. EPALE is a multilingual open membership com-
munity for teachers, trainers, researchers, academics, 
policy-makers and anyone else with a professional role in 
adult learning across Europe. It aims to improve the qual-
ity of adult learning provision in Europe.

rEsEArch on AlE 

In 2009, the BFA called for ‘systematic interdisciplinary 
research in adult learning and education, complemented 
by knowledge management systems for the collection, 
analysis and dissemination of data and good practice’. 
While the last few years have seen some discussion on 
the benefits of ALE (see Chapter 3), it seems that data-
collection and analysis of those data is still problematic 
in a number of countries in Europe and North America. 

European and North American ALE stakeholders recog-
nize the importance of providing research-based infor-
mation about the role of the ALE sector in different con-
texts. The EAEA annual publication Adult Education in 
Europe: A Civil Society View, which gathers reports from 
EAEA members in 44 countries, consistently shows that 
adult education organizations need a research-based ap-
proach and, especially, evidence on the benefits of ALE. 
This would help to build strong arguments for advocacy 
and lobbying work and subsequently increase awareness 

http://www.eaea.org/en/home/in-focus/rethinking-education-in-the-times-of-blurred-responsibilities.html
https://ec.europa.eu/epale
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ICt and oER in Europe and North America

In Spain, Educalab Procomun28 (Space of Open 
Educational Resources) was created,  combining 
the teaching exchange of digital learning  resources 
with networking and sharing experiences and 
ideas. The Spanish Ministry of Education also 
 created a  Common Framework for Teacher Digital 
Competence, built around the EU DigComp. The 
 document helps teachers and trainers develop and 
assess  digital competences of learners. 

In 2011, the Serbian government launched a com-
petence-based curriculum for adult basic education 
at three levels. Training of trainers is regulated by 
law and the curriculum has modules not only on key 
andragogic competences, but also digital literacy. 

In Denmark, adult education centres are digitally 
equipped, with some mobile centres now able to 
reach remote areas. Denmark has also invested in 
a national digital platform, EMU, with a number 
of entries that target specific user groups. These 
include materials for adult educators, providing 
resources and guidelines (European Commission, 
2015c).

The US Department of Education’s Office of 
 Career, Technical and Adult Education has recently 
financed virtual peer-learning projects to explore 
openly licensed educational resources in adult 
 education. According to NETP, a ‘small group of 
far-flung teachers work with a group moderator to 
identify, use and review openly licensed  educational 
resources in mathematics, science and  English 
 language arts’ (US Department of  Education, 2017, 
p. 32).  Another initiative, Learning Circles, was 
 undertaken by Peer-to-Peer University and the 
Chicago Public Library. During a pilot programme 
in 2015, an expert librarian facilitated a peer-to-
peer learning environment, advancing Learning 
Circles into self-sustainability within six weeks (US 
Department of Education, 2017, p. 15).

Commission, 2015b, p. 72). A recent study which looked 
at ICT use in adult learning in Europe and the US, found 
that the most successful implementation of ICT and OER 
comes from countries with an integrated strategy for life-
long learning and ICT and those that show a high de-
gree of cooperation between public and private actors 
(European Commission, 2015c).

With a vast number of tools and resources already 
 available, adult learners in Europe and North America 
still need support in developing their digital skills. A few 
 initiatives at the EU level have focused on  enhancing  digital 
skills among adults. The New Skills Agenda for Europe, 
launched in June 2016, comes with a set of supporting 
 actions, one of which – the Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition 
– invited EU Member States to  develop  comprehensive 
national digital skills strategies by  mid-2017. The initiative 
encourages Member States to develop national digital 
skills coalitions with all relevant stakeholders, including 
education and training institutions. By the end of 2016, 
15 coalitions had been launched. 

Another topic of interest at the EU level concerns the 
 assessment of digital competences. In 2016, the European 
Commission published the so-called ‘DigComp’: the 
European Digital Competence Framework for Citizens. 
In addition to defining digital competences and grouping 
them into five areas, it suggests tools for (self-) assess-
ment (European Commission, 2016e). 

28  https://procomun.educalab.es/ [Accessed on 6 July 2017].

https://procomun.educalab.es
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global citizenship, and appreciation of cultural di-
versity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development.

None of the education targets explicitly mentions adult 
education. However, according to an ICAE position pa-
per (2015), adult literacy, skills for life and work, and the 
promotion of lifelong learning opportunities are integral 
to SDG 4. The proposed global indicator for Target 4.3 
incorporates the concept of adult education, and adult 
learning, education and training opportunities form 
a strategy for achieving Target 4.3, according to the 
Education 2030 Framework for Action.

Moreover, there is wide recognition of the key role of 
adult education in the achievement of all Sustainable 
Development Goals. In October 2016, representatives 
of ministries of education and cooperation and develop-
ment, and of UN agencies, academia, civil society organi-
zations, the teaching profession and development part-
ners of European and North American states, gathered 
for a UNESCO regional consultation meeting on SDG4-
Education 2030 for Europe and the North America re-
gion in Paris, discussing the first year of implementation 
of SDG4-Education 2030, and the status of international 
cooperation and financing of education. It recommend-
ed Member States to, among other things, ‘mainstream 
SDG4-Education 2030 into national and sub-national 
policies and plans, including setting contextually relevant 
national and sub-national benchmarks’, and build coordi-
nation and partnership mechanisms that would draw on 
existing regional or intergovernmental mechanisms (such 
as EU, CoE and OECD) (UNESCO, 2016a, p. 4). 

An important commitment was recently made at the 
European level. The New European Consensus on 
Development – ‘Our World, Our Dignity, Our Future’ – 
was adopted by the European Union in May 2017. The 
Consensus describes the EU as ‘a force for the implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda’, stating:

While recognizing that each country has the 
 primary responsibility for its own economic and 
social  development, the 2030 Agenda must be 
implemented by all countries and all  stakeholders 
acting in partnership. The development landscape 
is expanding, encompassing more and new actors. 

TRANsFORMING OuR wORLd: ThE 2030 AGENdA 
FOR susTAINAbLE dEVELOPMENT

In view of the challenges presented in the previous sec-
tion, some European ALE stakeholders have been work-
ing for the increased inclusion of adult education in de-
velopment policies and strategies. The success of these 
efforts was acknowledged when the development 
framework Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development was agreed by the UN in 
September 2015. It includes 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets which aim to overcome 
poverty and build a sustainable future for all. As opposed 
to the Millennium Development Goals (the former in-
ternational development framework), which was mainly 
aimed at developing countries, the SDGs target all coun-
tries, including EU Member States and North America. 
Additionally, the SDGs were built in an open debate with 
the participation of not only UN agencies and govern-
ments, but also civil society and other stakeholders. The 
efforts for lifelong learning and adult education are mir-
rored in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4: ‘Ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.’ In further detail, 
there are these targets:

• 4.3. By 2030, ensure equal access for all women and 
men to affordable and quality technical, vocational 
and tertiary education, including university.

• 4.4. By 2030, substantially increase the number of 
youth and adults who have relevant skills, including 
technical and vocational skills, for employment, de-
cent jobs and entrepreneurship.

• 4.5. By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in educa-
tion and ensure equal access to all levels of educa-
tion and vocational training for the vulnerable, in-
cluding persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples 
and children in vulnerable situations.

• 4.6. By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial 
proportion of adults, both men and women, achieve 
literacy and numeracy.

• 4.7. By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire knowl-
edge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development, including, among others, through 
education for sustainable development and sus-
tainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, 
promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, 

2. INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION
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29 http://www.eaea.org/en

work and advocacy for the human right to education and 
for lifelong learning. Finally, it supports the European and 
global exchange of information and expertise through 
conferences, seminars and publications.

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION wIThIN EuROPE 
ANd NORTh AMERICA 

In Europe, cooperation (also in the framework of ex-
change programmes such as Erasmus+) is focused mainly 
on European stakeholders and this dialogue has been 
used to share good practice, compare experiences and 
discuss ideas. ALE stakeholders underline the importance 
of these international projects and policies that can be ef-
fectively used to raise awareness of new ways of thinking 
across the continent and which may help progress within 
national educational systems. 

North America has also seen various collaborative efforts 
over the years that aim to exchange best practice and 
research. North American stakeholders join forces to or-
ganize conferences and symposia on ALE, which will be 
detailed later in this section.

The pan-European and North American networks de-
scribed below are considered to be the main civil society 
associations; however, this list may not be exhaustive. 
What follows is a brief description of their activities un-
dertaken after 2009, looking primarily at capacity-build-
ing, and exchange of practices and research, as recom-
mended in RALE.

• the European Association for the Education of 
Adults (EAEA)29 is a European NGO with 142  member 
 organizations in 44 countries and  represents more 
than 60 million learners Europe-wide. EAEA’s pur-
pose is to link and represent European  organizations 
directly involved in adult learning. It regularly con-
sults its members on issues that are included in the 
BFA and RALE, such as integrated ALE  policies, 
RVA systems, financing of ALE and participation 
of groups that are currently under-represented. 
In 2011, EAEA launched the so-called ‘country 
 reports’, which gather a civil society view of national 
developments in ALE and help in the exchange of 
up-to-date information on policies and practices in 
Europe. Also in 2011, EAEA launched Younger Staff 

Parliaments, political parties, regional and  local 
 authorities, research institutions,  philanthropic 
organisations, cooperatives, private sector and 
civil society have become instrumental partners 
in  reaching the most vulnerable and marginalised 
people. The promotion and defence of space where 
these development actors can operate safely is criti-
cal for achieving sustainable development. (Council 
of the European Union, 2017)

Generally, it would be important to remind governments 
that the SDGs are not meant for ‘cherry-picking’. The 
SDGs have marked a paradigm shift from a focus on 
countries of the Global South to a vision that encom-
passes all countries and understands development in a 
broader perspective. All goals need to be addressed if 
there is a political interest in achieving them by 2030; 
individual goals should not be selected. 

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION OuTsIdE EuROPE 
ANd NORTh AMERICA 

In Europe and North America there are some examples of in-
ternational cooperation in ALE that reach beyond the region.

Significant work in this respect is done by DVV 
International. The Institute for International Cooperation 
of the Deutscher Volkshochschul-Verband e.V. (DVV), 
the German Adult Education Association, has been ac-
tive in the field of adult education and development 
cooperation for more than 45 years. DVV International 
provides worldwide support for the establishment and 
development of sustainable structures for youth and 
adult education. It cooperates with civil society, gov-
ernment and academic partners in more than 30 coun-
tries in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe. Country 
and regional offices build local and regional cooper-
ation in order to ensure quality and effectiveness of 
actions in the partner countries. The work focuses on 
literacy and basic education, vocational training, glo-
bal and intercultural learning, environmental education 
and sustainable development, migration and integra-
tion, refugee work, health education, conflict preven-
tion and democracy education.
 
Together with national, regional and global adult edu-
cation associations, DVV International promotes lobby 

http://www.eaea.org/en
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30 http://www.basicskills.eu/

31 http://iscae.org/ 

32 http://www.scutrea.ac.uk/ 

33 http://www.esrea.org 

34 http://www.aaace.org/ 

35 http://thecollo.org/ 

Training, showing the commitment to capacity-
building among European ALE professionals. It has 
also coordinated and partnered in several projects 
funded by the EU that fostered Europe-wide co-
operation on key issues in ALE, such as Outreach 
Empowerment Diversity and AVA: Action Plan for 
Validation. Importantly, EAEA is a member of sev-
eral other European networks, such as the Lifelong 
Learning Platform, Social Platform and CONCORD, 
promoting the contribution of ALE to social and de-
velopment issues. An EAEA policy officer is current-
ly a member of the Steering Committee of Hub 4 of 
CONCORD, supporting European developments in 
implementing SDG 4.7.

• the European Basic Skills Network (EBSN),30 es-
tablished in 2010, is a non-profit association that 
brings together policy-makers and policy-providers 
engaged in basic skills training for adults. It aims to 
promote excellence in policy design and policy im-
plementation at European, national and regional lev-
els, in a field that has considerable impact on educa-
tion, employment, social inclusion, the fight against 
poverty, and sustainable economic growth. The 
network’s focus of attention is on five basic skills: 
literacy, numeracy, digital competence, oral commu-
nication and a second language for immigrants. Its 
most recent activities include the establishment of 
the EBSN Academy in 2013, as well as a collection 
of evidence-based policy recommendations for basic 
skills in Europe, clustering existing research as a base 
for policy recommendations.

• the International Society for Comparative Adult 
Education (ISCAE)31 is a European organization that 
defines its main objective as ‘providing an opportu-
nity for international networking in the field of com-
parative education’. Membership is offered to indi-
viduals and does not entail any fees. ISCAE members 
actively contribute to the field of international re-
search, with their most recent publications discuss-
ing, for example, Asian and European perspectives 
for teachers and trainers in ALE (2010). Additionally, 
ISCAE organizes regular conferences that bring to-
gether scholars and ALE stakeholders interested in 

comparative education. The most recent one took 
place in February 2017 in Germany and was held in 
conjunction with the Winter School on Comparative 
Studies in Adult and Lifelong Learning. 

• the Standing Conference on University teaching and 
Research in the Education of Adults (SCUtREA)32 is 
a network of adult educators involved in research into 
the teaching of adults. It organizes a three-day con-
ference each year. The most recent one (July 2017) 
focused on the topic of social inclusion. SCUTREA 
cooperates closely with members (individual or in-
stitutional) from Australia, Canada and the United 
States, as well as ESREA.

• the European Society of Research on the Education 
of Adults (ESREA)33 is devoted to encouraging and 
supporting high-quality research in European ALE. 
Made up of several thematic networks, ESREA con-
tributes to research on topics such as gender and 
adult learning, migration, transnationalism and rac-
ism, and adult learning and communities. Most re-
cent publications of ESREA include a book series 
published by SENSE and available through open ac-
cess in line with ESREA’s strategy to encourage dem-
ocratic debate. 

Similar networks also exist in Canada and the United States:

• the American Association for Adult and Continuing 
Education (AAACE)34 is a non-profit organization of-
fering both institutional and individual membership 
for the purpose of lifelong learning. Among eight 
commissions that AAACE members can join, one is 
focused on international adult education (CIAE). It 
publishes leading adult education journals as well as 
the Handbook of Adult and Continuing Education 
every 10 years. It also brings together major ALE 
stakeholders in North America during an annual 
conference, fostering dialogue on common chal-
lenges and exchange of practice.

• the Coalition of Lifelong Learning organizations 
(CoLLo)35 consists of national associations and 
groups that promote lifelong learning in the United 
States, such as public schools, higher education 

http://www.basicskills.eu
http://iscae.org
http://www.scutrea.ac.uk
http://www.esrea.org
http://www.aaace.org
http://thecollo.org
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• the Adult Education Research Conference (AERC)38 
is an annual North American conference whose main 
aim is to share experiences and results of research be-
tween scholars, practitioners and students. Over the 
years, there have been several pre-conferences with 
an international focus, such as an African Diaspora 
Pre-Conference and an Asian Pre-Conference. AERC 
also contributes to quality ALE by conferring gradu-
ate research awards.

Additionally, regional European networks, mainly in the 
Nordic countries and Eastern Europe, play a significant 
role in promoting the development and strengthening of 
adult learning and education.

• the Nordic Network for Adult Learning (NVL)39 

highlights and transmits competencies and expe-
riences of adult learning in the Nordic Region, by 
sharing skills and experiences from the five Nordic 
countries as well as the Faroe Islands, Greenland and 
Åland. Its objectives are to promote lifelong learning 
by focusing on cross-sectoral cooperation, to deepen 
Nordic competence and to foster mutual learning. All 
NVL networks participate in information activities 
and create new knowledge by carrying out surveys, 
investigations, comparative studies and analyses. 
Expert networks have been set up and have been 
commissioned to produce reports on various themes. 
Additionally, thematic/professional networks are 
formed on the basis of initiatives from sectors within 
adult learning, or based on a topical theme from a 
Nordic country that is of pan-Nordic interest.

• the EU Agenda Nordic Coordinators and Nordic 
PIAAC Network is a yearly Nordic meeting held for 
institutions that have been appointed as nation-
al coordinators of the European Agenda for Adult 
Learning. Additionally, a Nordic PIAAC Network, 
consisting of members from all five Nordic countries 
and Estonia, started as informal discussions between 
the people responsible for the PIAAC survey in their 
countries. The aim was to share experiences, infor-
mation, and support in the national preparations and 
implementations of the survey. In 2010, the National 

institutions, industry, labour partners and learners. 
COLLO consistently promotes the international di-
mension of ALE, having recently (2013–2016) organ-
ized a symposium on RVA, a Regional Consultation 
on UNESCO’s Rethinking Education and a sympo-
sium on the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.

• Institut de coopération pour l'éducation des adultes 
(ICÉA)36 is a Canadian association bringing together 
networks and civil society organizations that are ac-
tive in ALE. Focusing on the wider benefits of ALE 
and its contribution to societies, ICÉA conducts re-
search and promotes knowledge sharing. 

Importantly, the three associations mentioned above, 
also members of the International Council for Adult 
Education (ICAE), frequently initiate collaborative ef-
forts. For example, ICÉA, when planning the World 
Assembly of Adult Education in Montreal in June 2015, 
reached out to AAACE and CIAE, with ICÉA sending rep-
resentatives to AAACE’s annual conference and CIAE’s 
preconference to engage participants to attend the fo-
rum. Collaborative action ensued, with preparation and 
implementation of a COLLO Symposium on the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (October 2016) and 
the North America regional consultation on Rethinking 
Education (December 3, 2016), which received input 
from a piloted session at CIAE pre-conference during 
AAACE’s annual conference in November.

Other North American networks active in international 
knowledge-sharing include:

• the Canadian Association for the Study of Adult 
Education (CASAE)37 is a network of graduate stu-
dents, researchers and policy-makers interested in 
ALE, with membership covering individuals and in-
stitutions of both the formal and non-formal sectors. 
As well as bringing North American stakeholders to-
gether at an annual conference, it publishes an aca-
demic journal, the Canadian Journal for the Study 
of Adult Education. CASAE cooperates closely with 
the European research networks mentioned above – 
SCUTREA and ESREA.

36 http://www.icea.qc.ca/site/ 

37 http://www.casae-aceea.ca/ 

38 http://newprairiepress.org/aerc/ 

39 http://www.nvl.org

http://www.icea.qc.ca/site
http://www.casae-aceea.ca
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http://www.nvl.org
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A co-operative programme of the Nordic Council 
of Ministers for Education and Research (MR-U) 
has guided ministers’ efforts on education and 
research, languages and IT since 2015. The pro-
gramme is designed to focus and target work which 
stems from the political agendas of the participat-
ing countries and the Faroe Islands, Greenland and 
the Åland Islands, and chronicles the themes to 
which the ministers wish to devote particular at-
tention, notably improvement of basic skills. All age 
groups are included in this priority.

40 http://www.nordvux.net/

41 www.despb.com

42 http://bridge47network.blogspot.be/ 

Furthermore, thematic networks such as Bridge 47,42 

which endeavors to bridge educational sectors across 
Europe and beyond to advance the implementation 
of citizenship education, and in particular SDG 4.7, 
 increasingly play a role in promoting non-formal ALE and 
lifelong learning. 

Project Managers of the PIAAC in the five countries 
decided to establish an organized network, to ap-
ply for funding for it, and to produce a comparative 
Nordic PIAAC report. The Nordic PIAAC Network 
decided that the joint Nordic PIAAC database should 
also be augmented by register data, resulting in the 
unique Nordic PIAAC database holding a combina-
tion of PIAAC survey data and social, educational, 
and labour market register data from the five coun-
tries. This database may be of interest to social and 
educational science researchers in general. 

• the Nordic basic skills network40 was established as 
a result of the PIAAC report and the priorities set 
in this programme. It has identified and discussed 
ongoing work in the Nordic countries in the field of 
basic skills. A recent report, presented in May 2016, 
aims to highlight what is being done in the area of 
basic skills for adults in the Nordic countries and in-
vestigates the needs for new initiatives. 

• the House of Europe in Saint Petersburg, an NGO 
 established in 1996, operates a large network of ALE 
activities in Russia and countries of the former USSR. 
Among various activities, the association promotes 
mobile learning activities that travel to inaccessible 
localities using boats and trains. The association 
also organizes learning activities for older people, a 
project which has so far been implemented in Russia, 
Kazakhstan and Ukraine.41 

http://www.nordvux.net
http://www.despb.com
http://bridge47network.blogspot.be
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Longitudinal research in the United States shows 
wider benefits of ALE literacy programmes

As ALE initiatives everywhere compete with oth-
er governmental activities for scarce programme 
funding, there is an increasing clamour for evidence 
that the programmes are effective, efficient and 
produce positive outcomes. While there has been 
little research in the past to demonstrate the impact 
adult literacy skills programmes have on adults, 
jobs, and future generations, or into the return on 
investment that such programmes realize, longi-
tudinal research conducted by Dr Stephen Reder 
examined the correlation between participation in 
adult basic skills programmes and later increases in 
income, literacy levels, high school equivalency at-
tainment, post-secondary education engagement, 
and civic participation/voting activity. His study 
findings showed a positive outcome for individuals 
in these five areas.

Reder’s Longitudinal Study of Adult Learning (LSAL) 
took place over nearly a decade, from 1998 to 
2007. He randomly sampled approximately 1,000 
high school dropouts living in the US’s  Portland, 
oregon, metro area, and followed both partici-
pants and non-participants in adult basic skills 
(ABS) programmes. The study assessed the adults’ 
skills during six intervals (waves) over a 10-year pe-
riod, while monitoring changes in their social, edu-
cational and economic status. Its goal was to bring 
to light long-term outcomes and benefits realized 
by adults who participate in an adult education 
programme as they relate to improving economic 
well-being, health, social cohesion and civic en-
gagement. Morgan, Waite and Diecuch noted the 
study’s findings and implications:

•	 Economic	gains:	‘ABS	participants	showed	mean	
income gains of 53 per cent … compared to an 
income drop of 2 per cent for non-participants.’ 

•	 Literacy	growth:	Those	active	in	literacy	pro-
grammes were found to be more likely to show 
an increase in literacy skills than those who 

As continuously emphasized in GRALE III, ALE should 
be placed in a broader picture of sustainable develop-
ment, taking into account the impact it has on social, 
cultural and economic dimensions. While the BFA called 
for a more intersectoral and interministerial approach to 
ALE at policy level, it seems that in Europe and North 
America there are only a few countries with integrated 
ALE policies. Many ALE organizations in the region have 
expressed their belief that to better advocate for inte-
grated ALE policies, more research into the wider benefits 
of learning is still needed (EAEA, 2016a).

It seems that educational growth tends to be measured 
primarily by participation rates, both by governments 
and ALE providers. This was explored in detail by Schuller 
in 2004, who pointed out that the continuing focus on 
participation in discourses on ALE is simply pragmatic: 
‘People are enrolled or not enrolled, whereas what counts 
as a beneficial outcome from learning is much harder to 
specify or measure’ (Schuller, 2004, p. 5). Quantifying 
the benefits proves to be difficult for several reasons 
(for example, tracking former students to ascertain how 
ALE has impacted their lives is ‘difficult and expensive’). 
Schuller adds that qualitative accounts, when available, 
are crucial as they bring in the voice of the learner, but 
might be limited in scale. At the same time, larger studies 
might take an ‘undifferentiated view of learning’, with-
out taking subjective factors into account (Field, 2011, 
p. 288).

Additionally, GRALE III reveals that the relation between 
ALE and individual or societal benefits is complex, fre-
quently indirect and non-linear. Learners’ subjective 
understanding of their learning paths ‘may not be artic-
ulated or understood in ways that enable simple quan-
titative comparisons to be made’ (Field, 2011, p. 285). 
Some researchers believe that such subjective factors are 
best taken into account, for example, through longitudi-
nal studies, which are often deemed as the most persua-
sive. Albert Tuijnman’s study in the 1980s is cited as pio-
neering in this regard. The so-called ‘Malmö longitudinal 
study’ followed men born around 1928 from the age of 
10 until their mid-50s (Jenkins and Wiggins, 2015), find-
ing that those who participated in ALE ‘found their lives 
more meaningful and worthwhile’ (Field, 2011, p. 286). 

3. ThE IMPACT OF ALE ON hEALTh, wORK ANd sOCIETy
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were not, who showed virtually no literacy skill 
gain over time.

•	 High	school	education	attainment:	Of	adults	
in the study, 35 per cent of those participat-
ing in ABS programmes obtained a high school 
equivalency (HSE) credential, compared to 25 
per cent of those that were not in such pro-
grammes, significantly increasing their chances 
in the labour market,

•	 Post-secondary	engagement:	‘There	are	sig-
nificant gains in transition to post-secondary 
opportunities for individuals who participate in 
ABS programs. These gains lead to an increase in 
opportunities for other work-based credentials 
and certificates. The result is, again, a higher 
quality labor force and greater opportunities for 
job advancement for individuals’ (p. 12).

•	 Voting	activity:	‘Civic	participation,	specifically	
voting, improves with higher participation in 
ABS programs. This higher level of involvement 
leads to greater overall community activity 
including voting, volunteerism, community en-
gagement, and social cohesion’ (Morgan, Waite 
and Diecuch, 2017, pp. 6–12).

43 http://mhfe.org.uk/clmh-pilots/ [Accessed on 6 July 2017].

per cent struggled with health promotion – or the abil-
ity to advance one’s own health’ (EAEA, 2015b). Equally 
alarming were the results of the PIAAC study, which also 
showed the correlation between low literacy levels and 
health (OECD, 2013).

GRALE III details the variety of benefits that invest-
ment in ALE can bring, be it due to good general health, 
healthy behaviours, longer life expectancy or reduction in 
disease, doctor’s visits and hospitalization – to name only 
a few. Looking at the relation between benefits at the in-
dividual and societal level – such as fewer days of illness, 
resulting in a decrease in health system costs – GRALE 
makes a compelling case for stronger ALE policies.

Several studies conducted in recent years have shown 
the beneficial impact of ALE on health and well-being. 
According to data in the United Kingdom, for every 
100,000 women who attend ALE courses, 116–134 can-
cers are likely to be prevented (Schuller and Desjardins, 
2007). A large causal effect has also been reported be-
tween education and mortality. Taking as an example the 
American population born in 1960, Lleras-Muney found 
that ‘one more year of education increased life expect-
ancy at age 35 by as much as 1.7 years’ (Lleras-Muney, 
2005). Finally, as many as 76 per cent of the partici-
pants of the BeLL study in 2013 had experienced posi-
tive changes in their health behaviour after attending ALE 
courses (BeLL, 2013).

More research is under way. A large research programme 
was recently commissioned in the United Kingdom, 
where the Department of Education invested £20 mil-
lion in the Community Learning Mental Health Research 
project. Between April 2015 and July 2017, 52 learning 
providers in England offered guidance, short community 
learning courses and refresh sessions to local populations. 
The findings of the study will be published in 2018.43

ALE providers across Europe and North America have 
stepped up to directly or indirectly help adults learn more 
about health. Cooking courses, yoga or fitness classes, 
peer-to-peer learning groups that offer mutual support 
are widely provided, but more support is needed at the 
policy level to promote ALE for personal health and 
well-being. The case of Men’s Sheds, a grassroots move-
ment promoting learning activities among men, shows 

More recent studies, such as Understanding the Social 
Outcomes of Learning, published by the OECD (2007), 
or the BeLL study (2013), also cited in GRALE national 
reports, have brought similar conclusions, as will be seen 
below. This chapter will look at the impact of ALE on 
three important domains: health and well-being, em-
ployment and the labour market, and social, civic and 
community life, following the approach of GRALE III. 
For each domain, the report will briefly look at the most 
recent research and policy developments in Europe and 
North America since 2009.

ThE IMPACT OF ALE ON hEALTh ANd wELL-bEING

A study presented at the European Health Forum in 2013 
stated that as many as ‘47 per cent of the population in 
eight European countries is estimated to have insufficient 
levels of health literacy’, while ‘some 43 per cent had dif-
ficulties grasping the notion of disease prevention and 51 

http://mhfe.org.uk/clmh-pilots
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Policies and partnerships in Europe and North 
America that highlight the impact of ALE on health 

The Swiss Alliance for Health Literacy and 
 Competence was set up in 2010. It links  stakeholders 
from the healthcare and educational systems with 
researchers, politicians, representatives of the 
healthcare industry and the mass media to promote 
health literacy in Switzerland. The alliance has been 
working with the Swiss Federation Lire et Ecrire on 
illiteracy; together they released an action guide on 
promoting health literacy.

Making it Easy. A Health Literacy Action Plan 
for Scotland was published in 2014. Fitting in 
with larger Scottish policies – such as Scotland’s 
2020  Vision for Health and Social Care – it was 
developed with a national group of stakehold-
ers that  included  practitioners, policy-makers and 
 representatives of civil society. Presenting inspir-

ing stories of adult learners, the document shows 
how ALE can  enhance health literacy. Among key 
actions, the policy proposes a National Health 
 Literacy  Resource for Scotland, the ‘Health Litera-
cy Place’, to create a community of practice and a 
quick guide for practitioners (NHS Scotland, 2014). 

In 2010, the United States Department of Health 
and Human Services, Office of Disease  Prevention 
and Health Promotion published the National Plan 
to Improve Health Literacy. In a ‘multisectoral 
 effort to improve health literacy’, the plan targets 
organizations, professionals, individuals, families 
and communities. It sets out seven goals and links 
policy with practice by including descriptions of 
innovative strategies implemented locally, such as 
collaboration with a Latina community in Florida 
to prepare a culturally sensitive stress management 
toolkit or a network of health coaches in Missouri 
who reach uninsured patients (US Department of 
Health and Human Services, 2010). 

44 http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/reference_document.pdf [Accessed 6 July 2017]. 

45 http://www.irohla.eu/activities/publications/ [Accessed on 6 July 2017].

ThE IMPACT OF ALE ON EMPLOyMENT ANd 
 LAbOuR MARKET

Arguably, at the policy level it is the link between ALE 
and the labour market that has received the most at-
tention in recent years. With large datasets regularly 
collected and monitored nationally and internationally, 
it is becoming easier to examine the relation between 
certain factors such as formal qualifications and employ-
ability. Some of the most recent studies and statistics will 
be briefly mentioned below.

According to GRALE III, the labour market outcomes 
of ALE are threefold, impacting on the individual, the 
 organization, and society and the economy. Ultimately, 
the individual learner benefits from ALE in terms of 
earnings. As their employability increases, learners gain 
access to the labour market, progress along career lad-
ders or switch employment. The relation between edu-
cational attainment and employment can be seen from 

beneficial support at policy level. While the initiative 
has expanded from Australia to several other countries, 
such as New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Canada, 
a recent study found that ‘the largest growth in shed 
numbers has been in Australia and Ireland, the only two 
countries with a National Male Health Policy’ (Cordier 
and Wilson, 2013). Indeed, Men’s Sheds are mentioned 
in the Irish National Men’s Health Policy 2008–13.44 

A few recent studies in Europe and North America can be 
used as a reference for countries that lack policies that pro-
mote ALE for health and well-being, focusing for example 
on health literacy. The IROHLA research project, funded 
with the Horizon 2020 programme and focused on health 
literacy for the ageing population, produced recommen-
dations targeted at ALE providers and policy-makers.45 The 
Public Health Association of British Columbia developed 
the Intersectoral Approach for Improving Health Literacy 
for Canadians, which gives clear recommendations on 
actions that could be undertaken by governments, the 
health sector, the education sector, workplaces and com-
munities (Rootman and Mitic, 2012).

http://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/reference_document.pdf
http://www.irohla.eu/activities/publications
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Figure 14: Unemployment rate (%) 
by educational level, 2015 

Source: OECD, https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rates-by-education-level.htm
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Figure 14 shows unemployment levels according to edu-
cational attainment in OECD countries, as of 2015. The 
gaps between unemployment levels according to educa-
tional level are particularly striking in the Slovak Republic, 
Lithuania and Czechia.

international data, such as those regularly collected and 
monitored by the European Commission and OECD.

https://data.oecd.org/unemp/unemployment-rates-by-education-level.htm
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Policies in Europe and North America that  highlight 
the impact of ALE on employment 

Ireland recently adopted the Further Education and 
Training Strategy 2014–2019, published by SOLAS 
Further Education and Training  Authority. Among 
its five strategic goals is ‘skills for the economy’ 
(SOLAS, 2014). Investment priorities are  published 
by SOLAS annually and reflect the strategic goals. 
The first investment priority for 2016 was  ‘provision 
of FET [furture and emerging  technologies] 
 programmes to skill, reskill, or up-skill unemployed 
persons as well as other job seekers to find a job 
and/or progress to higher/further  education and 
training that will equip them to compete in the 
 labour market’ (SOLAS, 2016).

In the province of Quebec in Canada, different 
 labour partners – unions, employers’  organizations, 
the education system and community groups – that 
offer training are brought together in an  official, 
state-based mechanism. The Commission des 
partenaires du marché du travail –  Commission 
of labour market partners – manages certain 
laws, programmes and public money and defines 
 priorities’ (COLLO, 2016, p. 7). The underlying aim 
is to increase the efficiency of public employment 
services and encourage professional development 
of the workforce. 

ThE IMPACT OF ALE ON sOCIAL, CIVIC ANd 
 COMMuNITy LIFE

GRALE III details the benefits of ALE that concern the in-
dividual and those that are ultimately felt by communities 
or societies. On a personal level, an adult learner advanc-
es in literacy and numeracy, practical skills, life skills and 
cultural learning; at the societal level, ALE leads to more 
social cohesion, integration and inclusion, an increase in 
social capital, and increased participation in social, civic 
and community activities. It also creates learning com-
munities, which, in turn, bring ethical economies, eco-
logical awareness and environmental sustainability.

Investing in ALE brings significant benefits to employers. 
With employees who are more satisfied and committed 
to their work, the employer benefits from a stable work-
force. It has also been shown that ALE positively impacts 
on technological innovation. A study by CEDEFOP (2012) 
found that formal, non-formal and informal learning in 
enterprises ‘correlates positively with innovation per-
formance’. At the same time, innovation and a motivated 
workforce increase productivity and profitability of the 
enterprise (European Commission, 2015b).

Finally, ALE impacts society and economy in terms of 
productivity. Increased economic activity rates,  higher 
tax revenues and entrepreneurship levels are just a 
few of the benefits that make a strong case for invest-
ment in ALE. Some studies have also drawn a parallel 
 between high rates of participation in learning and high 
levels of GDP. 

Economic returns of ALE have not gone unnoticed 
at the policy level. The financial and economic cri-
sis that hit Europe and North America in 2008 also 
contributed to an increase in economic understand-
ing of ALE. At the EU level, the shift was consistently 
shown in a series of policy documents published since 
then, such as the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs: A 
European Contribution for Full Employment (European 
Commission, 2010b) and Rethinking Education: 
Investing for Better Socio-Economic Outcomes 
(European Commission, 2012a).

Such tendencies are also visible at national level. As was 
seen above, the great majority of ALE policies in Europe 
and North America target individuals seeking to update 
work-relevant knowledge and skills; long-term unem-
ployed; young adults not in employment, education or 
training; and workers in low-skill, low-wage or precarious 
positions. GRALE III also shows that, since 2009, 57 per 
cent of the countries in Central and Eastern Europe and 
41 per cent in North America and Western Europe have 
assessed the outcomes of ALE policies for employment 
and the labour market through surveys or studies. Only 2 
per cent of countries in Central and Eastern Europe and 2 
per cent of those in Western Europe and North America 
did not perceive any effects of ALE on employability (UIL, 
2016, pp. 94–97).
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studies have focused on study circles, whose par-
ticipation levels are traditionally high – in 1995, an 
estimated 75 per cent of the Swedish population 
had participated in a study circle at least once. A 
recent study looked at three investigations of par-
ticipants in study circles conducted since 1996 from 
the societal perspective; it found that study circles 
‘contribute to democracy indirectly, which means 
that the participants develop abilities and skills that 
are necessary for active participation in society’. 
Study circle participants are more likely to become 
members of an association or action group, and 
they acquire ‘democratic abilities, irrespective of 
the subject focused on’ – although it needs to be 
noted that the content of study circles frequently 
concerns societal issues, such as the environment, 
human rights or peace (Andersson and Laginder, 
2013, p. 111).

In 2012, the Educational Testing Service published 
Fault Lines in Our Democracy. Civic Knowledge, 
Voting Behaviour and Civic Engagement in the 
United States. The report, which looks at  Civic 
 Engagement Index (CEI) scores in the United States 
in light of educational attainment, found that 
‘for each of the CEI measures, participation rose 
 steadily and strongly with increases in educational 
 attainment’. Well-educated adults are more likely 
to vote in presidential,  congressional and state 
 elections, and to volunteer for  non-profit and 
 governmental organizations. While a large part of 
the report focuses on the K-12 curriculum, it also 
includes recommendations for adult  education 
 systems. The authors call on ‘all  national, state, 
and local adult-education agencies’ to  ‘assume 
 responsibility to incorporate civics education 
and civic involvement into the curriculum, help 
 learners become familiar with voting registration 
 procedures, and encourage volunteerism. All adult 
learners should be asked to give back to their com-
munities’ (Coley and Sum, 2012). 

National research on the impact of ALE on social, 
civic and community life

In 2009, the Department of Education and Skills of 
Ireland commissioned AONTAS, the National Adult 
Learning Organisation, to conduct research on the 
outcomes and impact of publicly funded commu-
nity education. The study explored a number of 
issues directly related to community life. It found 
that 64 per cent of learners feel more accepting and 
understanding of different beliefs, 60 per cent are 
more accepting and understanding of other cul-
tures, while 53 per cent have an increased aware-
ness of the fact that their activities locally affect 
people globally (AONTAS, 2010). 

A great many empirical data have been collected 
and analysed in Sweden, where the government 
subsidizes popular education to encourage people’s 
‘engagement in societal development and cultural 
life’ (Andersson and Laginder, 2013, p. 99). Several 

While ALE policies in Europe and North America tend to 
prioritize ALE for the labour market, in the past few years 
more attention has been paid to the humanistic dimen-
sion of education. The Renewed European Agenda for 
Adult Learning and the New Skills Agenda for Europe 

Regrettably, the impact of ALE on social, civic and com-
munity life has received less research attention than its 
impact on health or the labour market; nevertheless, it 
has been discussed in several studies undertaken since 
2009, with different target groups or areas of focus. 

An OECD publication from 2010, Improving Health and 
Social Cohesion through Education, looks at the corre-
lations between education and civic and social engage-
ment. While the data analysed do not include ALE, it does 
show a significant correlation between years of schooling 
and civic engagement, political engagement and trust 
and tolerance. 

The BeLL study, conducted in 2013, focused on non-for-
mal ALE. Examining 10 European countries, it collected 
comparative quantitative and qualitative data from al-
most 9,000 questionnaires and 82 qualitative interviews. 
The data show that most respondents became more ac-
tive in their community after taking up learning, with 86 
per cent of them reporting positive changes in their social 
engagement thanks to ALE.

A few recent national studies have also shed some light 
on how ALE can influence communities and societies.
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the Citizens’ Curriculum in the United Kingdom 

Between 2014 and 2016, the Department for 
 Business, Innovation and Skills in the United 
 Kingdom supported the Learning and Work  Institute 
(then the National Institute for Adult Continuing 
Education) to pilot the ‘Citizens’  Curriculum’. The 
model promotes learner-centred ALE and locally 
led, interlinking basic skills with digital, financial 
and health capabilities. Importantly, the curriculum 
also encompasses civic capability, defined as both 
‘formal citizenship learning and  active community 
participation’ as well as ‘less  formal participation as 
an “active spectator”’. Learners who participated 
in the piloting are reported to have experienced ‘a 
range of positive outcomes related to social and civil 
engagement’. Fifty-nine per cent said they felt that 
their social life improved thanks to the  programme, 
while 16 per cent decided to join a communi-
ty group as a result. The Citizens’  Curriculum is 
also reported to be  effective in  helping learners 
 engage with public services  (Stevenson, Robey and 
Downes, 2016).

highlight the contribution of ALE to active citizenship and 
social inclusion.

The declaration on promoting citizenship and the  common 
values of freedom, tolerance and  non- discrimination 
through education, adopted in Paris in March 2015 
 (following the Charlie Hebdo  terrorist  attacks in Paris), 
marks an important shift towards citizenship and so-
cial and civic competences, rejecting a strictly economic 
view on learning and education. National developments 
following the declaration have been monitored by the 
European Commission; however, the report published 
one year on does not mention ALE (compare European 
Commission, EACEA and Eurydice, 2016). 
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Nevertheless, the borderline between general ALE and 
vocational education and training (VET), between em-
ployability and social and civic ALE may be artificially 
drawn and a cause of barriers. Separate pieces have to be 
brought together in a lifelong perspective with support-
ing strategies (see European Commission and UIL, 2013).

GOVERNANCE 

Bottom-up discourses on adult education with all key 
stakeholders should be developed, and partnerships and 
networks should be strengthened, vertically and hori-
zontally, at all levels (including within governments).

•	 Create	a	cross-sectoral	governance	structure	

At present, responsibility for adult education policy de-
velopment rests chiefly with ministries of education (in 
a few cases, a ministry of culture or labour), while other 
governmental bodies are involved to a varying extent. 
While the overwhelming majority of countries in Europe 
and North America that responded to GRALE III reported 
more trans-sectoral policies since 2009, only a few have 
provided examples that show comprehensive strategies 
involving different ministries. It is necessary to bring for-
ward inclusive strategies on adult education that include 
a number of ministries. 

•	 Increase	dialogue	with	stakeholders	

Close partnerships and mutual learning between gov-
ernmental organizations, and in particular close cooper-
ation with civil society organizations, including learners, 
are needed to raise awareness and develop appropriate 
measures and synergies. Bottom-up discourses on ALE 
should be initiated in order to involve key stakehold-
ers in the process of policy planning and to build trust 
between the public and civil society sectors. Although 
a great majority of GRALE respondents have consulted 
various stakeholders on ALE policies, such consultations 
still seem to be limited in scope and held primarily at the 
early stages of the policy cycle. New forms of inter- and 
cross-ministerial cooperation that bring all stakeholders 
together must be developed.

In view of the challenges that persist and are presented 
in this report, there is clearly scope for improvement. As 
the Pan-European Statement on Adult Learning for Equity 
and Inclusion in the Context of Mobility and Competition, 
developed in the framework of the CONFINTEA VI 
Preparatory Conference (2008), underlines, there is a 
need for a more integrated ALE approach that addresses 
economic development, social cohesion, equity and diver-
sity, democratic citizenship, sustainable development, and 
community and personal development (UIL, 2008, p. 2).

POLICy 

•	 Make	real	lifelong	learning	systems	a	reality

Europe and North America need lifelong learning sys-
tems that include exchange and equality at policy level 
between formal, non-formal and informal education and 
learning. ALE has a vital role to play in overcoming sig-
nificant societal challenges, and therefore needs to be a 
key part of all lifelong learning strategies at regional and 
national level. Holistic policy-making is required, linking 
all levels from regional to national contexts, including lo-
cal and regional grassroots development.

By integrating adult education into existing initiatives, 
strategies and policies, learning is mainstreamed and, con-
sequently, so are social inclusion strategies for disadvan-
taged groups. Stronger structural support is needed for 
non-formal adult education (providers) through legisla-
tion, institutional development and continuous financing.

•	 Recognize	the	importance	of	non-formal	
 adult learning 

In times of crisis and/or instability, employability has 
become the focus of most countries’ interest in adult 
education; hence, some policy-makers tend to under-
estimate the possibilities of non-formal adult learning. 
However, recent European political developments show 
that a renewed emphasis on learning for active citizen-
ship, democracy, sustainable development and European 
cohesion is necessary. It is essential to recognize the im-
portance of non-formal adult education in strengthening 
democratic society and promoting and sustaining active 
citizenship, as well as the wider benefits of adult educa-
tion and lifelong learning. 

4. CONCLusIONs ANd RECOMMENdATIONs
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dynamic civil society. Also, a consensus will be needed on 
the equivalency of diverse types of education experience. 
Accordingly, the tools to collect this information have to 
be standardized to improve cross-national comparability 
of results.

•	 Reach	out	to	and	empower	disadvantaged	
 and  under-represented groups

The diverse nature of modern societies needs to be ac-
knowledged: populations are composed of people with 
diverse backgrounds, social living conditions, legal sta-
tuses and educational opportunities. Stronger ALE poli-
cies which effectively remove, or at least reduce, existing 
barriers are badly needed. There is a justifiable urge to 
analyse the functioning of legal and financial frameworks 
in terms of their promoting – or hindering – the participa-
tion of disadvantaged groups.

•	 RVA	is	a	key	tool	in	order	to	promote
 lifelong learning 

The integration of informal and non-formal learning in 
European and national qualification frameworks is a cru-
cial development. An integrated system needs to have an 
emphasis on recognition of prior learning, validation of 
all kinds of learning, and a coherent approach that allows 
for smaller steps and achievements at lower levels to en-
sure more flexible learning pathways, to encourage learn-
ers and build their self-confidence, as well as to create 
a more comprehensive understanding of competences. 
Therefore, it is important to introduce more visibility to 
RVA, in particular targeting people from disadvantaged 
groups who might need validation the most. This report 
includes several inspiring examples, such as RVA sys-
tems for learners with disabilities recently established in 
Portugal, that show the beneficial role that RVA can play 
in social inclusion.

•	 Improve	monitoring	of	ALE

The available monitoring tools are not even close to 
capturing the increasing diversity of ALE, as they gen-
erally tend to focus on formal learning and education. 
Additionally, not all countries from the regions regularly 
collect nationwide data on participation in ALE. The most 
recent data on North American participation dates from 
2010 or even earlier. National systems to monitor ALE 
are crucial, while diversity in contexts and variations in 
national capacity for collecting and analysing data must 

•	 Support	civil	society

Regional and national umbrella organizations ensure the 
advocacy, representation and consultative ability of ALE 
stakeholders. Structured dialogue between ALE stake-
holders is needed, as this fosters cooperation between 
ALE providers, decision-makers and community groups. 
It also facilitates the consultation process with the public 
sector through a common point of view and combined 
forces.

FINANCING 

•	 Prioritize	and	increase	investment	in	adult	learning

Public investment in ALE is crucial: many ALE stakehold-
ers raise financial issues. With ALE spending below 0.4 
per cent of public education budgets in several countries 
in Europe and North America, many ALE providers are 
underfunded; consequently, learners are left behind. 
Increasing investment in ALE is paramount, especially for 
those who left initial education without any qualifications 
and those who are living in disadvantaged conditions.

•	 Collect	comprehensive	data	on	ALE	spending

Worryingly, the GRALE III report shows that several 
countries in Europe and North America are unable to es-
timate the percentage of public education spending that 
is attributed to ALE. Without improved data-collection 
systems within the ministries responsible for implement-
ing ALE policies, the BFA commitment to ‘increased in-
vestment in adult learning and education’ cannot be 
achieved.

PARTICIPATION, INCLusION ANd EquITy

Countries should promote access to ALE. Low levels of 
participation in ALE, particularly among socio-economic 
groups that would benefit most from further learning, 
remains a concern. Equitable access to, and participa-
tion in, ALE need to be promoted and supported through 
concrete measures, such as adult learners’ weeks and 
learning festivals, targeted especially at those adults who 
are otherwise least likely to participate. This involves 
strengthening the full range and quality of ALE provision, 
the development of lifelong guidance systems, and the 
promotion of key competences needed to address indi-
vidual, social and economic change and gender and so-
cial inequalities, and to contribute to social justice and a 
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46 http://www.ae-pro.eu/ [Accessed on 7 July 2017].

are in line with available resources in different countries 
and contexts’ (UIL, 2016), and that promotion of peer 
review and peer learning was essential. Groups of coun-
tries with comparable profiles should establish networks 
within existing organizations to generate and exchange 
information on the quality of adult education. 

The European Commission working groups are centred 
on peer-learning activities that encourage Member States 
to exchange their experiences and learn from each oth-
er’s initiatives and policies. 

On the level of civil society, the European Association for 
the Education of Adults has created an online peer-learn-
ing platform46 that encourages adult education staff from 
across Europe to learn from presented examples and to 
contribute their own experiences.

•	 Invest	in	ICT	and	OER	for	flexible	
 and accessible learning 

Information and communication technology (ICT) as well 
as open educational resources (OER) are important tools 
in providing quality learning, as endorsed in RALE. Their 
flexibility, affordability and accessibility provide a huge 
potential in reaching out to disadvantaged learners as 
well as supporting ALE staff in their professionalization. 
More investment in ICT and OER is needed to exploit 
their value for quality ALE, coupled with increased ef-
forts to improve digital skills of all learners and ensure 
that digital tools represent a learning opportunity, not a 
barrier.

•	 Quality	systems	need	to	take	the	specificities	
 of the sector into account

The working groups on quality in adult education had 
long discussions about the recommendations and sys-
tems that had been established in the higher education 
and VET sectors in Europe, where the ALE sector has a 
number of characteristics not mirrored in other sectors. 
These include fragmentation, numerous small grassroots 
organizations, etc. Any quality system, therefore, needs 
to take into account the scale, scope and appropriateness 
of quality measures. 

be accounted for. Mechanisms that track adult education 
and learning opportunities, including those geared to the 
sustainable development agenda, are essential and will 
help countries collect and compare information.

quALITy 

Policies, structures and measures to assure the quality of 
learning should be developed. Quality in adult learning 
can only be addressed through an approach covering all 
sectors of education and training, and more systematic 
evidence-based evaluations of ALE quality approaches 
and tools. Existing resources need to be complemented, 
developed and integrated into a consistent framework 
(European Commission, 2013b, pp. 6–7). 

•	 ALE	needs	the	best	trainers	and	staff

There is a universal demand for the development of staff 
capacities through high-quality education and in-service 
training. Employment conditions for ALE staff, in spite of 
the commitments made in the BFA, remain precarious 
in many countries, with educators working part-time, as 
volunteers or freelancers, sometimes without access to 
social security. Training and professional development to 
ensure high-quality learning are crucial, in particular for 
those working with disadvantaged groups. However, the 
majority of countries in Europe and North America report 
‘inadequate’ access to in-service training.

•	 Need	for	further	research	

One of the main challenges to research and evaluation 
in the adult education sector is the huge complexity and 
diversity of educational provision. Therefore, if the sec-
tor wants to show its benefits more widely, research, 
data-collection and analysis must all be improved. It is 
recommended to develop standardized, valid and reliable 
instruments representing the entire range of educational 
activities in adulthood. More coherent studies and mod-
ules for understanding the effects and causes of ALE in 
greater details are needed. 

•	 Need	for	peer	learning	and	review

GRALE III concluded that efforts to improve data ‘need 
to set careful priorities and ensure that their ambitions 

http://www.ae-pro.eu
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INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION 

Despite being referenced in SDG 4, the critical role of ALE 
has been overlooked in the other SDG targets. For the 
SDG changes to take place in such a short period of time, 
campaigns with an active education component will be 
necessary. This is where the intersectoral nature of the 
new agenda will come into full force, but also where vari-
ous facets of adult education and learning opportunities 
will need to be explored and monitored.

•	 Involvement	of	civil	society

Increased cooperation between local authorities and civil 
society is a starting point for strengthening the voice of 
citizens and encouraging their national governments to 
implement the SDGs. We cannot overestimate the role 
of civil society in raising general public awareness on the 
SDGs and in pushing their implementation. Civil society 
organizations ought to monitor the implementation proc-
ess and encourage authorities to use citizen-generated 
data.

•	 Provision	of	information	and	cooperation

Active citizens are paramount for achieving the SDGs, 
and ALE can ensure that no one is left behind in the proc-
ess. Provision of information and engaging in coalitions 
expands ALE’s space for manoeuvre. 

this report clearly demonstrates that there is an  urgent 
need to prioritize, promote and invest in ALE for all. 
there is still a demand for a holistic attitude towards 
the  benefits of education, beyond qualifications, cer-
tifications and economic benefits, acknowledging that 
education often impacts at the individual level, and 
in workplaces and communities. We need a ‘learning 
world’ where everyone can and wants to participate in 
learning.
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the BFA committed to:

a) implementing integrated fully-costed  policies, 
well-targeted plans and legislation for 
 addressing adult literacy, education for young 
people and adults, and lifelong learning;

b) designing specific and concrete action plans 
for adult learning and education, which are 
 integrated with EFA, UNLD, MDG as well as 
 other  national and regional development plans, 
and with LIFE activities where those exist;

c) ensuring that adult learning and education are 
included in the ‘ONE United Nations’ initiative, 
‘Delivering as One’;

d) establishing appropriate coordination 
 mechanisms, such as monitoring  committees 
 involving all stakeholders active in adult 
 learning and education;

e) developing or improving structures and 
 mechanisms for the recognition, validation 
and  accreditation of all forms of learning, by 
 establishing equivalency frameworks.

2. wE woUld likE to Ask yoU to givE AccoUnt 
oF yoUr ExpEriEncEs And yoUr knowlEdgE 
 rEgArding thE implEmEntAtion oF thE FivE BFA 
Action ArEAs:

a) Policy: towards lifelong learning

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area 
in your  region (also in the light of the changing 
 environment). this can possibly include  national 
(practice)  examples,  achievements, limitations, les-
sons learned, gaps,  enabling factors and  barriers, 
challenges, etc.

sTAKEhOLdER quEsTIONNAIRE FOR  
ThE  PAN-EuROPEAN REGIONAL REPORT ON 
 CONFINTEA VI RECOMMENdATIONs

1. BAckgroUnd For thE qUEstionnAirE

The Belém Framework for Action (BFA, 2009) provided 
a set of recommendations for further developing adult 
learning and education (ALE) in UNESCO Member States 
from a global perspective. In Vilnius (2013), a European 
regional CONFINTEA follow-up conference was organ-
ized to prepare a regional action plan, which identified 
priority actions to implement the BFA in Europe against 
the background of regional specificities. In 2015, the 
UNESCO Recommendation on ALE (RALE) was adopted; 
it complements the BFA in view of the Education 2030 
agenda. 

Currently, the European Association for the Education 
of Adults (EAEA) is developing a regional report on 
outcomes and results of the recommendations, i.e., the 
implementation of the Belém Framework for Action in 
the Europe, and outcomes of the regional action plan 
as resulting from the Regional CONFINTEA Follow-Up 
Conference in Vilnius. This report will provide significant 
information for the CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review in 
2017, which will take stock of developments since 2009 
and adopt a strategy for further implementation of the 
BFA until CONFINTEA VII (2021) as well as comple-
ment findings of GRALE III (third Global Report on Adult 
Learning and Education, September 2015).

We thank you very much for your outstanding support! 
Your help is a valuable contribution to the CONFINTEA 
process and therefore to global adult learning and 
education! 

ANNEx 2: 
ExPERT quEsTIONNAIRE
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the BFA committed to:

a) creating and maintaining mechanisms for 
the involvement of public authorities at all 
 administrative levels, civil society  organizations, 
social partners, the private sector,  community 
and adult learners’ organizations in the de-
velopment, implementation and evaluation 
of adult learning and education policies and 
programmes;

b) undertaking capacity-building measures 
to  support the constructive and informed 
 involvement of civil society organizations, 
community and adult learners’  organizations 
in policy and programme development, 
 implementation and evaluation;

c) promoting and supporting intersectoral and 
inter-ministerial cooperation;

d) fostering transnational cooperation through 
projects and networks for sharing know-how 
and innovative practice.

the BFA committed to:

a) accelerating progress towards achieving the 
CONFINTEA V recommendations to seek 
investment of at least 6 per cent of GNP in 
education, and working towards increased 
investment in adult learning and education;

b) expanding existing educational resources and 
budgets across all government departments 
to meet the objectives of an integrated adult 
learning and education strategy;

c) considering new, and opening up existing, 
transnational funding programmes for literacy 
and adult education, along the lines of the 
actions taken under the EU Lifelong Learning 
Programme;

d) creating incentives to promote new sources of 
funding, such as from the private sector, NGOs, 
communities and individuals, without prejudic-
ing the principles of equity and inclusion;

e) prioritising investment in lifelong learning for 
women, rural populations and people with 
 disabilities.

the BFA committed to:

a) promoting and supporting more equitable 
 access to, and participation in, adult  learning 
and education by enhancing a culture of 
 learning and by eliminating barriers to 
 participation;

b) promoting and supporting more equitable 
 access to, and participation in, adult  learning 

c) Financing

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area in 
your region (also in the light of the changing envi-
ronment). this can possibly include national (prac-
tice) examples, achievements, limitations, lessons 
learned, gaps, enabling factors and barriers, chal-
lenges, etc.

d) Participation, inclusion and equity

b) Governance

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area in 
your region (also in the light of the changing envi-
ronment). this can possibly include national (prac-
tice) examples, achievements, limitations, lessons 
learned, gaps, enabling factors and barriers, chal-
lenges, etc.
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and education through well-designed and 
targeted guidance and information, as well 
as  activities and programmes such as Adult 
 Learners’ Weeks and learning festivals;

c) anticipating and responding to  identifiable 
groups entering trajectories of multiple 
 disadvantage, in particular in early adulthood;

d) creating multi-purpose community learning 
spaces and centres and improving access to, 
and participation in, the full range of adult 
learning and education programmes for  women, 
taking account of the particular demands the 
gender-specific life course;

e) supporting the development of writing and 
literacy in the various indigenous  languages 
by developing relevant programmes, 
 methods and materials that recognize and 
value the  indigenous cultures, knowledge and 
 methodologies, while adequately developing 
the teaching of the second language of wider 
communication;

f) supporting financially a systematic focus on 
disadvantaged groups (for example indigenous 
peoples, migrants, people with special needs 
and those living in rural areas) in all educational 
polices and approaches, which may include 
programmes that are provided free of charge or 
subsidised by our governments, with incentives 
for learning such as bursaries, fee remission and 
paid study leave;

g) providing adult education in prison at all 
 appropriate levels;

the BFA committed to:

a) developing quality criteria for curricula, 
 learning materials and teaching methodologies 
in adult education programmes, taking account 
of outcomes and impact measures;

b) recognizing the diversity and plurality of 
 providers;

c) improving training, capacity-building, 
 employment conditions and  professionalization 
of adult educators, e.g. through the 
 establishment of partnerships with higher 
 education institutions, teacher associations and 
civil society organisations;

d) elaborating criteria to assess the learning 
 outcomes of adults at various levels;

e) putting in place precise quality indicators;
f) lending greater support to systematic 

 interdisciplinary research in adult learning 
and education, complemented by knowledge 
 management systems for collection, analysis 
and dissemination of data and good practice.

e) Quality

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area in 
your region (also in the light of the changing en-
vironment). this can possibly include national 
 (practice) examples, achievements,  limitations, 
lessons learned, gaps, enabling factors and 
 barriers, challenges, etc.

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area 
in your region (also in the light of the changing 
 environment). this can possibly include  national 
(practice) examples, achievements, limitations, 
 lessons learned, gaps, enabling factors and 
 barriers, challenges, etc.
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tHE UNESCo Recommendation on Adult Learning 
and Education recommends 

 to promote the development and  strengthening 
of adult learning and education, Member 
States should consider increasing cooperation 
between all relevant stakeholders. Sustained 
international cooperation implies:

a) promoting and stimulating development within 
the countries concerned through  appropriate 
institutions and structures adapted to the 
 particular circumstances of those countries;

b) creating a climate favourable to international 
cooperation with a view to capacity-building in 
developing countries in different areas of adult 
learning and education and encouraging mutual 
cooperative assistance between all countries 
regardless of their state of development, as well 
as making full use of the advantage presented 
by mechanisms of regional integration to 
 facilitate and strengthen this process;

c) ensuring that international cooperation does 
not merely involve the transfer of structures, 
curricula, methods and techniques that have 
originated elsewhere.

 Member States, as part of the international 
community, should consider sharing their 
 experiences, increasing and improving mutual 
cooperative assistance, and help build each 
other’s capacities in adult education, taking into 
account their national priorities. This implies:

a) fostering the regular exchange of  information, 
documentation and materials on  policies, con-
cepts and practices and relevant  research, as well 
as adult learning and  education  professionals at 
national, regional and  international levels. The 
use and transfer of new information and com-
munication  technologies should be maximized 
and the mobility of  learners between Member 
States should be facilitated;

b) enhancing South-South, North-South and 
 triangular cooperation, giving priority to 
countries where the education deficits are the 
widest, by applying findings from international 
reports and research;

Please give account of the current developments 
and implementation status of this action area in 
your region (also in the light of the changing en-
vironment). this can possibly include national 
 (practice) examples, achievements,  limitations, 
lessons learned, gaps, enabling factors and 
 barriers, challenges, etc.

4. FinAl FUrthEr rEcommEndAtions

Please include here any recommendations for 
 further advancing ALE in Europe/North America.

3. intErnAtionAl coopErAtion



The Sixth International Conference on Adult Education 
(CONFINTEA VI), held in Brazil in December 2009, 
closed with the adoption of the Belém Framework for 
Action, which recorded the commitments of Member 
States and presented a strategic guide for the global 
 development of adult learning and education from a 
 lifelong learning perspective. The third Global Report on 
Adult Learning and Education (GRALE III), published in 
2016, drew on survey data to evaluate progress made 
by countries in fulfilling the commitments made in Brazil, 
while also highlighting some of the contributions adult 
learning and education can make to the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. The CONFINTEA VI  Mid-Term 
Review, in Suwon, Republic of Korea, in October 2017, 
takes stock of progress made by Member States in the 
past eight years, looking ahead to GRALE IV in 2019. 
This regional report, one of five produced for the 
 Mid-Term Review in  cooperation with the International 
Council for Adult Education (ICAE), examines progress in 
 Europe and North America,  exploring the  contribution 
of key policy  agreements and  frameworks and offering 
 recommendations in advance of CONFINTEA VII in 2021.
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