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Editorial

Seriously useless learning

Johanni Larjanko
Editor-in-Chief

R

;

Most people do not know about adult education. Learning
takes place in school, happens when you are a kid and is
about learning how to read and write. Yes, we have places
on earth where schools do not exist. There are many who
will never see the inside of a classroom. Yes, literacy and nu-
meracy are fundamental to being able to function in most
societies today. We need them to manage life in the world.
This is true for children, and for adults. The lack of even the
most basic skills training keeps many in a vicious cycle of
poverty and despair. The world has acknowledged that.
There are now international agreements in place to fix this. |
am talking about the SDGs, the Sustainable Development
Goals. So we have targets, specific numbers, agreed dates.
This is not a new thing. We have had the same in the past.
The results are mixed but fall well short of the agreed targets.
Our solution has been to redesign our agreements and try
again. Today the world agrees that by securing an education
for all we will help people out of this vicious cycle. And who
can argue with that? Unfortunately this usually ends with an
extensive focus on primary education.

The thing is, you need to educate the parents too. Adult
education has a proven track record of improving peoples'
lives. It actually helps empower them. However, many in our
field try to argue for an increase in funding and a raise in

status for adult education using socio-economic arguments.

If and when adult education is actually discussed, words like
entrepreneurial competences and employability are popular.
Adult education helps you get a job, and thereby improves
your situation, the argument goes. It “fosters social cohesion
and builds “social capital”. And who can argue with that?

”
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Let me be provocative and throw a spanner in the works here.
If we, as adult educators, try to emulate the econo-speak of
the corporate world, we will always lose. Why? Because learn-
ing is about more. Learning is not a commodity on a market.
We are not numbers. And learning is not about transferring a
predefined set of desired skills or behaviours. We learn be-
cause we are human. We learn because that is in our fabric.
The greatest gift we can give others is the spark of curiosity
and questions, not the answers. Learning is fragile. It is a jour-
ney where we do not know the final destination. To embrace
this approach to lifelong learning is to accept uncertainty. It
is to recognise that we are not in control. Developing a coun-
try is not copying the blueprint from someone else. Adult
education has many important roles to play, and the impact
is unquestionable. It is just not always the roles and impact
we usually mention.

A good adult educator is one that listens more than dic-
tates. A good adult education system encourages taking risks,
accepts failures and allows seriously useless learning, know-
ing full well that it is in the unexpected where we may reap the
biggest reward of all. Independent, resourceful and happy
people.
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Abstract — We live longer, in an increasingly
global world. Our workplaces develop, and we
are affected by climate change. We need adult
education to cope with these changes. At the
same time, the sector is languishing all over
the world. This article focuses on the ways in
which adult education and lifelong learning
are present in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development. It highlights several contradic-
tions in the new Agenda, and calls for innovative
engagement and advocacy.

4 Adult Education and Development

Relative to other areas in education, progress in adult literacy,
adult basic education and other opportunities for lifelong
learning has languished in recent years and in much of the
world. Whether due to lower prioritisation in Ministries of
Education, minimal donor support, weak data-reporting mech-
anisms, or the absence of sustained private investment, the
momentum behind expanding access to Adult Learning and
Education (ALE) has slowed.

By contrast, global trends accentuate the value of, and
the need to invest in, ALE. To name a few: Adults are living
longer, and they are generating more demand for learning
throughout life in diverse settings and formats. New technolo-
gies, growing automation, and shifting locations of production
are influencing the skills needed by, and career trajectories
of, workers in evolving labour markets. National populations
are growing more diverse, partly due to intensified migration,
thus highlighting the need for new approaches to promote
social integration and solidarity. Adults are expected to be-
come more resilient to the effects of climate change, extreme
weather and natural disasters. Growing numbers of refugees
and displaced people increase the need for adult education
in emergencies, as well as for opportunities for (re)training
and skill acquisition. Given these trends, international inter-
est in ALE should be booming.

Within these contrasting forces, the new development
Agenda, known as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment1, highlights the multifaceted roles and impacts of
adult education on sustainable development. References to



ALE and lifelong learning are found in many of the Sustainable
Development Geals (SDGs) — sometimes explicitly, several
times implicitly. Consequently, in my view, a huge window of
opportunity has opened up for ALE advocacy.

Lifelong learning in the Post-2015 development agenda

As negotiations over the Post-2015 development agenda
ensued, support for a stand-alone goal on education, while
initially uncertain, proved to be substantial. The background
brief submitted to the 4th session of the Open Working Group
on Sustainable Development Goals (OWG) in June 2013 re-
ferred to education as "a fundamental human right and the
bedrock of sustainable development”, and gave examples
of its impact on a range of social, economic and political
outcomes? (Wulff 2018).

Public support for education’s inclusion in the emergent
agenda was also widespread. In 2013, the UN conducted
a series of "global conversations”. The one on education en-
gaged nearly 2 million people in 88 countries. The UN also
launched the MY World survey, asking people which global
policy priorities mattered most to them and their families. By
December 2014, more than 7 million people had responded
and overwhelmingly chose “a good education” and “better
healthcare” as top priorities (UN 2014).

Once the broad international support for education was
established, the next question became what kinds of “edu-
cation” would the international community agree to in its
education goal? Support for quality primary education was
strong, but the priority of other levels and types of education
was unclear. Some saw consensus only possible around a
slightly enlarged goal of universal completion of basic edu-
cation, to which learning targets would be added. Others
sought agreement in broadening the nature and scope of
global education priorities (Wulff 2018).

The end result came as a surprise to many. The final
formulation of the education Goal and 10 targets (SDG4)
represented an unprecedented vision of education and life-
long learning (Wulff 2018). SDG4 draws on, but goes signi-
ficantly beyond, all previous international commitments to
and targets in education. It prioritises early childhood, uni-
versal completion of primary and secondary education, and
equal access to post-secondary education. It focuses on
relevant learning outcomes, including foundational skills and
others for rapidly-shifting labour markets. It promotes access
for marginalised populations, and it highlights values and be-
haviour that foster gender equality, global citizenship and
environmental protection.

The strength of the proposed goal derived, in part, from
the many ties that education was perceived {(or known) to
have with other SDGs. The new development agenda - de-
signed to be universal, indivisible and interlinked — encour-
aged integrated policies and intersectoral planning (Persaud
2017). Given this vision, a broad impactful Goal on education
was a snug fit.

After years of intense negotiation, 193 UN member states
adopted the Sustainable Development Agenda, with its 17
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SDGs and 169 targets, on 25 September 2015, In addition to
the expanded vision of education articulated in SDG4, the
other 16 SDGs included numerous direct and indirect refer-
ences to education, including ALE (ISCU and ISSC 2015).
As John Oxenham noted: “Each of the 17 Goals has a set of
targets, and each set has at least one target that deals with
or implies learning, training, educating or at the very least
raising awareness for one or more groups of adults. Goals 3
[health], 5 [women], 8 [economy], @ [infrastructure], 12 [con-
sumption] and 13 [climate] especially include targets that im-
ply substantial learning for ranges of adults — and organised,
programmatic learning at that” (Rogers 2016: 10).

The impact of education on many SDGs is also apparent
in two other ways (UNESCO 2016: 368ff). First, by disaggre-
gating SDG indicators by education levels, the potentially sa-
lient ties between education (or more educated adults) and
various development outcomes becomes overt, often con-
firming longstanding research. Second, progress in the 2030
Agenda depends on utilising education to build capacity in
countries. Improvements in health and sanitation services,
agricultural productivity, climate change mitigation and crime
reduction are contingent on training professionals and edu-
cated workers who can implement policies, lead information
campaigns, and communicate with targeted communities.

So near, and yet so far

If adult learning and education is so strongly present in the
SDGs, ali is well, right? Well, not quite, as the following con-
tradictions show.

Contradiction one

Although SDG4 formally recognises lifelong learning, still
policy and political realities remain focused on the trans-
formative power of schooling children and youth, and pro-
moting foundational skills.

Never before has the notion of “lifelong learning oppor-
tunities for all" been articulated as an international develop-
ment priority. Lifelong learning comprises all learning activities,
from the cradle to retirement and beyond, undertaken with
the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences,
within personal, civic, social and employment-related per-
spectives (UIL 2015). Lifelong learning involves multiple and
flexible learning pathways, entry and re-entry points at differ-
ent ages, and strengthened links between formal and non-
formal structures (see Figure 1).

And yet, despite this recognition of lifelong learning,
progress in formal education, up to and including tertiary ed-
ucation, remains at SDG4's core. Increasing access to pre-
primary education, ensuring universal completion of primary
and secondary education leading to relevant learning, and
making technical, vocational and higher education available
and affordable, garner the most attention. The means to do
so — improving facilities, creating effective learning environ-
ments, increasing the supply of qualified teachers — are also
prioritised.
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Figure 1 - Lifelong learning includes education opportunities through all stages of life

Formal: Early Primary Lower Upper Post-sec- Short-cycle | Bachelor's | Master’s or | Doctoral or
leads to a childhood education secondary | secondary | ondary tertiary or equiva- equivalent equivalent
recognised | education (ISCED 1) education education nen-tertiary | education lent (ISCED 7) (ISCED 8)
award (ISCEDQ) (ISCED 2) (ISCED 3} education (ISCED 5) (ISCED 6)
diploma, or {ISCED 4)
certificate
I Special needs education, vocational, technical and professional education
Second chance Apprenticeships, practical applied learning, residential practices
education

QF: validate | Qualifications | QF Level2 | QF Level3 | QF Level4 | QF Level 5 | QF Level 6 | QF Level 7 | QF Level 8

non-formal Framework

and infor- Level 1

mal learning
Non- Early Youth and adult Work skills training, professional development, internetships
formal: childhood literacy programmes
leads to a care
non-formal Qut-of-school Life-skills training, health and hygiene, family planning,
certificate programmes environmental conversation, computer training
or none at
all I Social or cultural development, organized sport, arts, handicrafts
Informal: Family- I Self-directed, family-directed, socially-directed learning: workplace, family, local community, daily life
no award based

child care | Incidental learning: reading newspapers, listening to radio, visiting museums

Source: UNESCO 2016: 8

Adult education, by contrast, receives minimal attention.
Countries are expected to improve adult literacy rates, ad-
vance policies that promote the acquisition of relevant skills
for decent work, and eliminate gender disparities and other
forms of inequality in ALE. But the term "adult education”
is not explicitly mentioned in any SDG4 target. The only rec-
ognition of adult education is found in the global indicator
for target 4.3, which measures the participation rate of adults
in formal and non-formal education and training in the pre-
vious 12 months. Given that “lifelong learning opportunities”
are invoked in the goal itself, one would have expected a
serious country commitment to expand ALE. Such is not
the case.

Contradiction two

While many SDGs (apart from SDG4) make reference to dif-
ferent forms of adult learning, ongoing efforts to define and
measure ALE, and disentangle its effects from those of formal
education, are in short supply.

In numerous arenas of development policy, evidence of
the impact of having more highly educated citizens is exten-
sive, having accumulated over decades.
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For instance, countries with higher levels of educational at-
tainment have less poverty, improved health outcomes,
greater economic growth and increasing social cohesion
(UNESCO 2013, 2014). Evidence of the demographic effects
of education (on fertility, mortality, nuptiality and migration) is
extensive. Expanding access to education, which influences
marriage and family preferences, social norms and cultural
practices, accelerates the decline in fertility and the demo-
graphic transition.

With the global population reaching 9.7 billion by 2050,
it is estimated that crop yields need to increase by 70 % to
keep up. Agricultural extension programmes and farmer field
schools, when designed well, have helped improve crop
yields, increase food security and reduce vulnerability to
poverty (FAO 2016; Waddington et al. 2014).

Measures of completed schooling are also associated
with increased environmental awareness, concern and,
sometimes, action. For example, higher levels of schooling
increase a person’s concern for environmental protection
(Lee et al. 2015).2 Educated citizens with greater concern for
the environment are more likely to get involved in activities to
protect the environment. Education also gives citizens skills
needed to adapt to the adverse effects of climate change.



A survey in ten African countries showed that farmers with
more education were more likely to build resilience through
adaptation (UNESCO 2016).

As these examples illustrate, there is often ample evi-
dence of the impact of education on aspects of sustainable
development. That said, it is difficult to disentangle the de-
velopment effects of participation in adult education, profes-
sional training or other lifelong learning opportunities from
those of the quantity and quality of formal education. (The
fact that more highly-educated adults are more likely to take
advantage of adult education opportunities makes disentan-
gling these two types of evidence even more complex).

Evidence in most literature reviews bearing on the nexus
between education and sustainable development usually
concentrates on measures of formal education, and not on
the impact of adult education participation. Studies of the
impact of ALE tend to be limited in scope and uneven in qual-
ity. Check, for example, the Global Report on Aduit Learning
and Education (2017), which compiled an extensive body of
evidence to assess the impact of ALE on health and well-
being, employment and the labour market, as well as social,
civic and community life. Social scientific research of ALE
in many of these areas simply lacks rigour, or geographical
scope, or both,

In short, the inclusion of education as a driver of sus-
tainable development contains many references to ALE, and
yet the evidence used to justify its inclusion mainly relies
on measures of formal schooling, and less frequently on sys-
tematic studies of the outcomes of participation in ALE.

“There are no standardised ways to
define, measure and monitor the
outcomes of participation in ALE.”

Contradiction three

SDG4 shifted educational priorities from access and com-
pletion to quality and learning, in part due to advances in the
measurement of learning in international assessments. No
similar guantum leap has taken place in the field of ALE:
There are no standardised ways to define, measure and mon-
itor the outcomes of participation in ALE.

One central aspect is the focus on results such as
learning outcomes, rather than on access, participation or
completion. International policy interest in learning and its
measurement has proliferated since 2000. For example, the
World Bank added measures of learning in almost all its
education projects, and in 2011 published a new strategy
document, Learning for All. At the same time, country partici-
pation in learning assessments — both international (TIMSS,
PIRLS, PISA) and regional (SACMEQ, PASEC, TERCE) - in-
creased (Kamens and Benavot 2011). A major comparative
assessment of adult literacy was established (PIAAC). By
focusing on the global competition for skilled labour and
emerging knowledge societies, the media highlighted the
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critical role of learning. Research into the impact of cognitive
skills (measured by test scores) on economic growth gained
visibility (Hanushek and Woesmann 2008, 2012).

With reference to adults, however, learning outcomes in
SDG4 are narrowly defined as: literacy and numeracy (target
4.6), skills for employment and decent jobs (4.4), and knowl-
edge and skills for sustainable development (4.7). No other
forms of adult learning are recognised or valued. Moreover,
global indicators for these targets align only partially to their
stated intent. Skills for decent work (4.4) are reduced to
adults acquiring ICT skills; knowledge and skills for sustaina-
ble development (4.7) are reduced to mainstreaming educa-
tion for sustainable development and global citizenship edu-
cation in policies, curricula, teacher training and student
assessment. These indicators represent problematic proxies
of SDG4 targets. Unfortunately, there are few initiatives to
improve upon them using innovative measurement strategies.
Since we lack relevant global indicators, and there is little in-
centive to take up the measurement challenges, it is unlikely
that we will see any progress on these adult education tar-
gets in the future.

Won the battle, but lost the war?

In debates over the new sustainable development agenda,
advocates of adult education had pushed for language high-
lighting the specific role and value of ALE, but their sug-
gested formulations were often stymied. Rather, they were
asked to support the big tent idea of lifelong learning, as-
suming that adult education would find its rightful niche. Per-
haps now in hindsight, as contradictions amass, it is increas-
ingly clear that the shift to “lifelong learning” is doing little to
mitigate the many challenges and impending marginalisation
facing adult education. Although the international community
created an exceptional global education agenda, comprehen-
sive in scope, realities are giving way to prioritisation in plan-
ning, resource allocation and funding. More often than not,
the provision of clear education pathways for aduits remains
an ardent dream — despite the urgency to address the ef-
fects of climate change, economic and health inequalities,
democratic deficits and more.

It is ironic that this process is unfolding when the 2030
Agenda is chock-full of references to ALE, both explicitly and
implicitly. And while the international development rationale
for adult education is there for all to see, ALE advocates have
yet to find ways and means to transcend the conventional
boundaries of their field and seize upon the opportunities
accompanying the sustainable development agenda. There
are indeed many challenges — conceptual, definitional, meas-
urement-related and financial — but they deserve to be ad-
dressed compellingly and persuasively by new ideas and ap-
proaches. If not, in 2030 we shall lament once again how
important ALE is, but how little it is valued in reality.



Notes
1/ https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda/

2 /It was produced by UNESCO, UNICEF, UNFPA, WFP, ILO, ITU,
UNV, OHCHR, PSO, UNDP, and IFAD. https://bit.ly/2Lfcgcu

3 / http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs.jsp
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