ADULT EDUCATION TRENDS AND ISSUES IN EUROPE

Second Draft of Study

I have read the draft sent to me for comments. This is an excellent study that covers a lot of ground and highlights issues of great importance for the development of Adult Education throughout Europe. It covers a whole range of issues from immigration to old age, and discusses such topics as funding, regional partnerships and intergenerational learning. The document can be truly inspirational for anyone seeking to influence the development of adult education in his/her own country, region or municipality.  In EU member states, this is a very important current occurrence as governments engage in attempts to develop national lifelong learning strategies for which the EU Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (henceforth EU LLM) serves as an important source of reference.  The study will also serve as an important text for courses at University in the areas of comparative adult education. In short, publication of this document is urgent and therefore eagerly anticipated.

I particularly liked the second part of the study concerning certain points made with respect to aging, decentralization, partnerships, finance and intergenerational learning. As an adult educator, I wince when faced with the term ‘human capital’ and to a lesser extent ‘social capital’ since I find that these terms keep us trapped in the logic of capital accumulation. I am more concerned with the first of the two terms that I consider passé and unappreciative of the full range of subjectivities that characterise the adult learner. This is a point made throughout the study itself where much emphasis is placed on adult education that extends beyond the simply vocational. I am sure a better term could be found – vocational preparation? I would much prefer this to the euphemistic ‘human resource development’ that is the more fashionable term nowadays. As for ‘social capital’ this has become an important buzzword in adult education parlance over the last decade or so and it is used not in the critical way Pierre Bourdieu used the term (as part of his analysis of power within Capitalist society) but more in the manner of Robert Putnam and James Coleman. I see the importance of greater social cohesion and social solidarity as being conducive to as well as the product of lifelong learning within the community but my own personal reluctance to use the term ‘social capital’ is based on the feeling that it somehow keeps us trapped within the logic of capital accumulation and is therefore hardly an ideal concept to use to emphasise the broader dimensions of adult learning that extend beyond the vocational and congenial social requirements of a capitalist society. Furthermore, it can accommodate the current Neo-liberal discourse that places the emphasis for prosperity on individuals, groups and communities rather than on the State. The State thus continues to abdicate its responsibilities in consolidating public goods and adopting equity measures.  The blame for failure is therefore placed squarely on individuals, communities and groups – “they lack social capital”. Furthermore, as some studies have shown, greater trust, affiliation and networking, some of the key indicators of ‘social capital,’ can be exclusionary and lead to narrow as opposed to more general social interests. 

The issue of Neo-liberalism and current trends in European adult education warrants a further comment.  The EULLM has been adopted in many countries, especially new EU member countries and aspiring ones, as an important point of reference in developing national lifelong learning strategies. It has, however, been the subject of critique in various quarters, including EU working groups, for its excessive vocationalism and its gesturing in the direction of Neoliberalism.
 I think that cognisance of the various strictures levelled at the Memorandum and EU lifelong learning policies more generally, especially with regard to their somewhat Neoliberal ideological underpinnings, should be shown in a report such as this.

I now dwell on two crucial issues given adequate importance in the report, the issues of Immigration and Ageing. These two issues must be central to any report mapping out trends and current issues in European Adult Education. I have written a lot about this in relation to the Mediterranean. Regarding what is stated on page 33, I must underline that it is not only Ireland and Greece that have turned from exporters to net importers of migrants but also Italy, including Southern Italy, Spain and Malta. Malta's case is worrying since we have a microstate which is a frontier state with regard to North Africa from where a lot of migrants from sub-Saharan and north Africa cross over the new Rio Grande’ that is the Mediterranean.
 A micro-island state like Malta (New EU member state) and its nearby Italian island of Lampedusa are swamped. This generates xenophobia and racism (evident in many parts of Europe but writ large in these micro contexts under these circumstances) and so there is a need for anti racist adult education to be stepped up in these places and elsewhere targeting all those engaged in work relating to immigration (ex. immigration officers), journalists, army, police etc.  As elsewhere, this occurrence of massive immigration from North Africa has led to the emergence of ultra-right, neo-fascist movements, and violence is being perpetrated against immigrants and the property of those who write in favour of or support immigrants and the development of a multi-ethnic society.  Anti-racist education should be stepped up across the whole gamut of educational provision in such places. There is also the need for detention centres, where immigrants are kept until a decision is made whether they should be granted refugee status or not, to be transformed into lifelong learning centres. These centres would provide programmes in adult education for integration and also resettlement - resettlement into European countries. Small frontier EU member countries cannot tackle this massive immigration situation on their own and require support from other larger European countries that can accommodate migrants. These countries, or some of them, have a moral obligation towards migrants from Africa, having been responsible for the underdevelopment of Africa through their colonial policies in the past.  This support can include the provision of material and resources for an adult education programme that involves the teaching of such areas as the language and culture of the country or countries where these immigrants can resettle.  

The discussion on the aging population is enlightening and highlights one of the main issues facing adult education policy makers at present. The issue of pensions is a crucial one these days and it is one of the areas where social class politics seems to be coming back to the fore. I think the recommendations made in the draft document are plausible, as indeed there is a key role for adult education to play here. However, the current situation regarding the raising of the retirement age and the need to engage people over 60 in the labour force to counter the perceived non-sustainability of the current pensions schemes can lead us to view the education of older adults only in economistic terms.  There is an urgent need for the provision of general adult education targeting the many old people's homes that are mushrooming everywhere in Europe. Adult Education should constitute an important feature of activity in these homes that can serve to improve the quality of life of the residents and therefore make the prolongation of life desirable. There is need for the preparation of a specialised cadre of adult educators who can provide meaningful educational experiences among older adults in these homes. Once again, let us not allow the pensions crisis to restrict the adult education of older adults to simply vocationalism. 

The discussion regarding family programmes is insightful and here perhaps one should make reference to the area of parent education that is given a lot of prominence in many parts of Europe, also with regard to the issue of parental involvement in their children’s schooling. The work of Sheila Wolfendale is particularly instructive here. Countries with a strong tradition in this field include the United Kingdom and Cyprus, the latter with its Pancyprian School for Parents that dates back to 1968.

One other important element missing from this study is a concern with the development of adult education for planetary consciousness. Biodiversity should be an important concern among adult and popular educators around Europe as we continue to live in a system in which the earth is subjected to rhythms it cannot withstand and the rest of the universe continues to be conceived of as an object of commodification in a predatory and plundering economic system with global tendencies. We need to conceive of active citizenship in terms of improving not only social relations but also human earth relations. Fortunately there exist movements and organisations that promote this view of learning; their work needs to be acknowledged and fore-grounded. Unless we learn to develop a bio-centric worldview by which see ourselves as being rooted in rather than in control of nature, we will continue to witness ecological degradation.  Mainstream European adult education needs to learn from the work of several NGOs active in transformative eco-pedagogical action within the context of the Earth Charter. More efforts should be channelled in the direction of adult education programmes that not only serve to redistribute wealth but enable learners to redefine wealth itself
 with a view to enhancing the quality of life on and with the rest of the cosmos. Alas, much of the Neoliberal discourse that informs many of the documents concerning lifelong learning in Europe militates against this aspect of adult learning.  It is a discourse that often promotes market-driven rather than life-centred values.

With regard to barriers denying or limiting access to adult education, the issue of gender is of central importance, especially in southern countries where there is not a supporting gender inclusive social framework.  My research on University Continuing Education in Malta points to this. But there is other international research that makes the same point.
  Also in countries where moonlighting and additional part-time work exists on a large scale (often to make up for lack of full time employment), people have little time to engage in adult education projects especially those held in the evening. The emergence of part-time work in many parts of Europe, and not only the South, which constrains persons to flit from one part-time job to another during the day to make up for a lack of a decent full time job, could be a threat to participation in adult education of the formal and non-formal types.

I now turn to the first part of the study where an overview is provided of important historical landmarks in adult education. This is a very interesting section that maps out the development of adult education in Europe, also drawing on some important theoretical discourses. However I do detect an ethnocentric bias in some of the discussions and some false statements.  That one gives pre-eminence to Northern European countries in adult education is understandable, given the important contributions these countries have made to the development of adult education over the years. Certainly the names of Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig and Kirsten Kolde come to the fore. The strength of the Northern European countries’ economies have also helped sustain initiatives. I would also mention, however, as part of the Northern tradition, the emergence of trade union education and workers’ education more generally, with the work of John Fisher
 on TGWU education in England being an important source, as well as the writings of Brian Simon.
 Importance should also be given to what is referred to as ‘independent working class education’ in countries such as Britain, Germany and elsewhere.
  This type of education, that devotes great importance to radical and alternative adult education, predates the war years.  

To say that little attention was given to adult education in the socialist countries before the late 1980s (p.17) is simply not true and wide off the mark. The former Yugoslavia, for instance, established a reputation for its workers' universities as well as workers' education programmes; the latter are to be seen within the context of the concept of self-management.
 It was from Yugoslavia that Malcolm Knowles borrowed the concept of ‘andragogy’. In addition, there were programmes of adult education in many of the former Yugoslavia’s universities. If anything, it is now that adult education seems to be taking a nosedive in many of these places where the emphasis is more on HRD than anything else. Workers’ universities in FYRM are nowadays training agencies.
 However countries such as Slovenia and Croatia, that formed part of the old Yugoslavia, have continued to develop their adult education sectors in commendable ways and deserve some consideration in a report of this kind. Slovenia
 in particular deserves mention and the contact person for information would be Ana Krajnc. Furthermore, as stated elsewhere in the report, adult education often occurs in the context of other all-embracing areas such as 'cultural programmes' etc. The old Soviet Union with its proletkult and debates about culture and cultural associations suggests that adult education, even if not called as such, did exist though under a different name. The writings of Lunacarskij are an important source of reference here. I certainly think that this formulation (re former socialist countries) needs to be revised with due consideration given to adult education in former communist countries, irrespective of whether one can derive insights from them or not. 

Furthermore, the South, and notably Spain and Portugal, witnessed a growth of adult and popular education initiatives especially following the overthrow of Fascism and during the transition to democracy. Here the influence of Latin America is notable, especially the popular education tradition and the work of Paulo Freire.  I think this ought to be mentioned in the historical part concerning adult education in Europe. This applies also to many parts of Italy where there is a great interest in the work of Freire and the educational programmes of the landless peasants movement (MST) in Brazil. Furthermore, Spain seems to have been making significant strides in adult education. I am particularly impressed by organisations such as CREC (Centre de Recursos I EducaciÓ Continua, Valencia) that provides resources for adult educators consisting of works of relevance to adult educators translated from different languages into Catalan. It is important the adult educators have an adequate range of resources on which to draw. These should not be ‘mix and stir’ recipes but substantive material that help the educators develop a philosophy of education and stimulate their imagination. Experiments cannot be transplanted in ‘cargo cult’ style but must be reinvented, as Paulo Freire would say. CREC seems to be instructive in this regard. The same applies to the Catalan organisation in Barcelona that produces the periodical Dialogos. Educación y formación de personas adultas.
Alas, 'Northism'
 dominates the writing in this section.  Once again, one should recognise the North's pre-eminence in this field but the South had its moments and key figures too. Among these figures are the Italians Aldo Capitini, with his concepts of public education for peace and communal grassroots democracy and Lorenzo Milani who turned the conventional scuola popolare of San Donato di Calenzano into a veritable peasant and working class citizenship school with the emphasis on humanistic and political education. 

One must not forget the influence of religious institutions in the development of adult education in Southern Europe with medresses in Turkey
 and other Eastern Islamic states providing Islamic adult education, the Catholic Church and its larger social network (eg. Caritas, Catholic Action) providing social purpose adult education of Catholic inspiration (often decried for its assistenzialismo) and the Orthodox Church providing social adult education in Greece and Cyprus.
 In more recent times, Catholic education is certain areas of Spain, Portugal and Italy also took on a progressive orientation influenced by the teaching of Milani in Italy or liberation theology in Latin America. The church, in this case the Catholic Church, becomes a site of contestation in these circumstances, with adult education playing an important part. 

In certain parts of the Euro-Mediterranean, there was a tradition, in the past, of associating adult education with adult literacy owing to the high levels of illiteracy prevalent in a largely agrarian context. In certain places, with high levels of migration in the past, the literacy programmes included programmes in the languages of foreign countries where these prospective migrants intended to settle (ex. English in Malta because of migration to Australia, Canada and the USA).

I feel that Malta should be mentioned when references are made to the Mediterranean countries. It gets little mention with respect to the to the other EU members, including new member states. This is probably owing to the fact that little data from Malta was made available, although adult education in the micro island state has featured in the published international literature. I avail myself of this response to provide some useful information concerning recent developments in Malta. Adult education has been given prominence in national policy documents concerning education.  There is provision in its new National Minimum Curriculum document for the idea of converting schools into community learning centres to achieve economies of scale and to turn schools into multipurpose community learning sites with appropriate physical and other adjustments.  In microstates, the costs per capita of resources are higher than in larger states and so there is an emphasis on multifuctionalism.  The rationale for this conception of schools as multipurpose and intergenerational community learning sites is provided in a recent book of mine.
  The Minister of Education commissioned a group to prepare a draft for a National Lifelong Learning Strategy. This draft was concluded by 2004 but as yet has not been placed in the public domain.

Finally, regarding your mention of an 'educated society' earlier on (p.11), I think there should be reference to an important book published by Peter Lang in 2004 which contains an entire chapter on the topic (the idea of an Educated Public), well researched and theoretically, very sophisticated.
 I also suggest you consult the entries on the Mediterranean, Europe and the Middle East in Leona English's 2005 International Encyclopedia of Adult Education published by Palgrave-Macmillan.

Peter Mayo,

University of Malta
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