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3 

 

Crises such as (the COVID pandemic and climate emergency) 

not only illuminate the injustices of our world, they also shine a 

light into other possible worlds, they make everything around 

us bright and different futures thinkable, for a short while at 

least. (Paul Stanistreet, 02/05/2022) 

Introduction 

On the eve of yet another CONFINTEA, it is salutary to recall the origins of the International Council of 

Adult Education (ICAE). ICAE was gestated during the fourth CONFINTEA held in Tokyo, Japan, in 1972 

and formally baptised and registered in 1973. The International Conferences were, according to 

UNESCO’s formal procedures, interministerial meetings at which delegations appointed by national 

governments debated the futures of what was then called adult education. Whilst UNESCO elevated 

adult education to a government responsibility and endeavour, a brief historical review quickly reveals 

that adult education was, and continues to be a child of civil society reared and nurtured by a large 

spectrum of organisations including churches, universities, trade unions, political parties, social 

movements, community groups, professional associations etc. Civil society organisations, local 

community groups and social movements have been and continue to be at the fore, and the major 

providers of adult learning and community education. While the other providers (government, private 

sector) contribute to building individual capacities that contribute to a better future, civil society 

organisations, community organisations and social movements involved in ALE allow us not just to build 

our individual futures, but imagine, learn and contribute to achieving alternative futures. 

On the whole, government statistics on adult education refer to formal, more institutionalised initiatives 

which either under-represent or simply do not represent those educational activities developed by civil 

society organisations particularly, but not exclusively, in the field of liberal, popular and community 

education and citizenship skills. The ICAE then was conceived as a counterpoint and complement to 

UNESCO in that it set out to represent the voice of civil society so often unheard and undervalued and 

to establish the right of these initiatives to public funding and support. 

Whilst efforts have been made to make the Confintea processes more democratic, transparent and 

participative, the regional reports prepared for the VII CONFINTEA reveal a tendency to inform about 

governmental initiatives more than those organised by civil society. In many cases this is due to the lack 

of systems and mechanisms for collecting information and data on what are considered nonformal 

activities. This was further compounded by the decision to replace the standard national CONFINTEA 

reports by the questionnaires used for the GRALE reporting process, which contributed to create a 

different kind of dynamic regarding the circulation of information. Civil society was not granted access 

to contacts with focal points responsible for providing the information for GRALE and has not been able 

to access the information provided. Similarly, the CONFINTEA Consultative Committee was not granted 

access to the draft version of GRALE despite its requests. Hence the logic behind preparing a Spotlight 

Report is to shine light on those educational and learning activities which frequently remain in the 

penumbra but which at the same time express the joy of learning as well as the immense effort so many 

millions of young people, adults and older adults make to expand their knowledge of themselves and 

of the world in which they live.  
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The engagement of civil society, in all its rich diversity, has been the decisive factor in the creation of 

Education for All as a global movement, and a main force in supporting millions of young people and 

adults worldwide in achieving their right to education. 

Despite this invaluable contribution, we witness retrograde tendencies in many countries - shrinking 

space for civil society, the rise of authoritarian regimes which weaken democratic processes, resulting in 

a restriction on the space for the voices of all people, especially the most marginalized. There are also 

fewer opportunities for broad-based dialogue on education and more limited involvement of civil 

society in government policy and planning processes.  

Whilst acknowledging the role played by civil society in the development agenda and the critical 

importance of SDG 4 - Education 2030 – for the success of that Agenda, we recognise the many 

challenges which lie ahead and for which civil society will constitute an insubstitutable protagonist: 

• innovative potential of civil society, especially its ability to design and implement innovative 

educational and learning practices, as well as its depth of experience in working with important 

often hard to reach sectors of society, including women, indigenous people; unemployed; those 

deprived of their liberty; people with disabilities, offering not only knowledge and skills, but also 

contributing to their own empowerment, thus shaping them as active and critically engaged 

citizens, give visibility to the invisible and supporting the most vulnerable; 

• learning and working to address gender inequality will continue to be of crucial importance to 

ALE and to civil society and requires actively engaging with women, as well as individuals of 

different gender identities; 

• the role of civil society as the ‘critical friend’ and social actor that can influence policy and help to 

hold government accountable and to monitor commitments; 

• civil society as the partner with responsibility for a large part of the action-oriented learning, 

helping people in real work and life situations and crises, organising and learning as part of social 

movements around housing, water, sanitation, gender based violence, environment etc; 

• the urgency of the current situation requires a transformative approach and not ‘business as usual’ 

– the role of civil society organisations dedicated to ALE is to challenge the rigid patterns, social 

structure, architecture of power and traditional relationships that harm individual and social 

development.  

This Report begins by resuming those core values and principles which have come to guide ICAE’s work 

over the past 50 years - values and principles which exist independent of the challenges which the 

Council has faced over the years. It then points to those fields in which ICAE considers it crucial to invest 

in order to guarantee adult learning and education of quality and social relevance for the learners. We 

look briefly at what have been the achievements and the principal difficulties over the last decade since 

CONFINTEA VI in 2009, before presenting brief profiles of the challenges faced and the 

recommendations outlined by civil society in each of ICAE’s regions. These regions correspondent to 

the ICAE’s organisational structure which differs from the geopolitical division used by UNESCO. Hence, 

we have reports from Africa, the Arab region, North America, the Caribbean, Latin America, Europe and 

Asia and the Pacific. We conclude with the ICAE AND GLOBAL CIVIL SOCIETY MANIFESTO – 2022: 
Adult Learning and Education - because the future cannot wait, which consolidates the common 

challenges present in the regional reports and recommendations concerning the future development of 

ALE. The Manifesto was presented, discussed and approved at the International Forum of Civil Society, 

held in Marrakesh on 14th June 2022. In line with the participatory and democratic spirit of ICAE, we 

propose that specific recommendations to be included in the Marrakech Framework for Action shall be 

debated and decided by the participants at the International Forum.  
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CORE VALUES AND PRINCIPLES 

During the last two years, the ICAE has been called upon to contribute documents for the 5th GRALE 

and to the International Commission on the Futures of Education. The resulting documents were based 

on the collective efforts of the Executive Committee and many other contributors. The core 

values/principles upon which ICAE’s understanding of ALE are founded were drawn from these two 

documents as well as the historical documentation of the Council. 

• Education as a fundamental human right, a common good and a collective endeavour: 

o ALE advocates for education as a human right and builds on the broad principles that 

underpin human rights – inclusion and equity, cooperation, participation and solidarity, 

as well as collective responsibility and interconnectedness. It is governed by the following 

two foundational principles: 

 Assuring the right to quality education throughout life. 

 Strengthening education as a public and a common good. 

o ALE is a basic right that also protects the rights of all, contributes to civic and democratic 

education and motivates relevant local action. 

o It promotes citizenship education, especially democratic global citizenship education. 

o It protects and defends educators who help to raise awareness and teach about human 

rights in times of crisis to ensure that democratic values are safeguarded. 

• Learner centred: ALE can only help adults and older people to meet the challenges of the 

dynamic changes in our local and global environments, in political, social, economic and cultural 

fields and to untangle and solve the problems they face across the different stages of their roles 

in life and work, if it places their learning needs at centre stage. 

• Participatory, inclusive and emancipatory: only approaches that are genuinely participatory 

and inclusive - encompassing the diversity of groups (people of different age, race, ethnicity, 

religion, caste, HIV status, disability, gender, sexual orientation, poverty, migration and refugee 

status, area of work, and geographic location...), and which seek to question current paradigms, 

dominant social structures and global power relationships and to inspire transformation and 

innovative actions towards more distributive justice, can claim to be future-oriented. 

• Democratic: ALE embraces empathy and solidarity whilst empowering people to challenge the 

power relationships, structural inequalities and financial interests behind the problems. It 

contributes to co-creating a vision of a society that values justice, solidarity and socio-ecological 

well-being – well-being understood not as a synonym for comfort, wealth and ownership, but as 

rooted in furthering personal growth and fulfilment, relationships of friendship and love and a 

sense of community.  

• Lifelong: education throughout life is built upon inclusive and equitable quality learning 

opportunities and outcomes. This includes adult learning in all of its many creative manifestations, 

in work and life, formal, non-formal and informal. From the perspective of LLL, meaningful 

learning should not be construed as happening in schools alone or reduced to this period of the 

life-course. The power to decide and create change in our homes, in our communities, in our 

countries and in our planet, rests on the ability of adults to learn and work alongside our children 

and youth, recognising that adulthood is by far the longest period in the lives of the majority of 

humans. Learning is both a core characteristic of the life-course and an individual and communal 

development goal. 
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KEY STRUCTURAL COMPONENTS OF ALE 

The successful implementation and expression of the core values and principles of ALE, requires the 

investment of human, financial and intellectual resources in the following key structural components of 

ALE: 

• Professionalization: 

o strengthening the institutional structures (like community learning centres, for delivering 

ALE) and securing the role of ALE staff; 

o improving pre-service, in-service and continuing formation, further education, training, 

capacity building and employment conditions of adult educators; 

o developing appropriate content / curricula and modes of delivery adequate for adult 

learners, based on research results. 

• Physical and legal structure: 

o Quality ALE can only be achieved on a large scale if and when it has adequate mechanisms 

of governance and support structures similar to other sub-sectors of schooling, vocational 

or higher education.  

o ALE requires its own regulations on policy, legislation, and finance to operate effectively 

and create and sustain opportunities for the education and learning of adults which cover 

all spheres of life and work. 

• Methodologies and materials: 

o Whilst work and, increasingly, decent creative work, will remain an essential part of life, 

ALE will also be concerned with our collective needs for learning in order to live healthier, 

fuller and more emotionally, spiritually and intellectually satisfying lives. The spirit of 

ecological justice requires a new understanding of our roles as cohabitants, together with 

other multiple forms of life, of this planet earth together with responsibility for the use of 

its natural resources. Learning how to live together as members of local and global 

communities presents new challenges.  

o Creative, flexible, community, tailor-made approaches can capture learning needs of 

different target groups, together with the diverse forms, contents and methods of 

learning to attend to those needs. 

o The capacity of civil society to design and implement innovative educational and learning 

practices, and its experience in reaching marginalised sectors of society - including 

women, indigenous people, unemployed, people with disabilities, rural populations, 

people deprived of their liberty, and others – and in providing them with the knowledge 

and skills, which contribute to their formation as active and critically engaged citizens, 

gives visibility to the invisible and supports those who are most in need; 

o The urgency of the current crisis requires truly transformative approaches which challenge 

the rigid patterns and social structure, the architecture of power and traditional 

relationships that harm individual and social development.  

o New forms of active citizenship require new ways of community organizing, alternative 

forms of sustainable living and new sites and forms of learning. Innovative grassroots 

movements often prove to be more agile and effective than governments in addressing 

the symptoms of these complex problems. These alternative visions and movements 

inspire the co-creation of new learning environments, such as learning cities (and 

rebelling cities), learning territories and public spaces as the new sites for ALE. 
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• Finance and other resources 

o ALE is the least supported link in the overall lifelong learning chain. Much research 

confirms that ALE remains globally underfunded in many countries and receives less 

overall funding compared to other areas of education. 

o Although the diversification of funding is part of the solution and different funding 

models may be used in different sub-sectors of ALE, state funding remains one of the 

primary funding streams, consistent with the concept of education as a public good, 

especially when it comes to literacy and basic education of adults, and to ALE for deprived 

and marginalised groups. 

• Policies, strategies and planning 

o Intersectoral policies are a prerequiste for ALE. Despite the complexity involved, 

governance at national, regional and global levels requires an intersectoral policy 

framework which provides guidelines related to education, qualification, training and 

learning for young people and adults in all those levels of government.  

o The potential of intersectorality as a major stimulus to the promotion of policy and action 

concerning LLL should be recognised, particularly in relation to policies focusing on 

individual holistic growth and development in all areas of life - family, community, work, 

leisure, etc. 
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FROM BELEM (2009) TO MARRAKECH (2022): A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE 

CONFINTEA VI took place in the wake of a financial crisis and a pandemic caused by the H1N1 virus and 

we have now come full circle with the Sars-CoV-2 pandemic and another financial crisis preceding 

CONFINTEA VII. Between these two poles we can point to four global movements which have steadily 

gained force over the intervening years with profound effects for education in general and adult 

education in particular. Despite the international agreements – the Paris Climate Agreement in 

December 2015 and COP26 in November 2021, and global agendas – the Sustainable Development 

Goals of 2015, the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, the Education for All Initiative 

and the Millennium Development Goals, the climate crisis continues to deepen. According to the latest 

report from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], half the world’s 

population is ‘highly vulnerable’, with the risk of whole communities being erased and many others 

threatened with extinction. At the same time, as Paul Stanistreet writes “The climate emergency, and the 

“closing window” now left for humanity to act (Harvey 2022), is a signal, one we can scarcely ignore any 

more, that we are in the death throes of the era of Western industrial and technological advance. Yet, 

for all of this, the hope of something radically better still amounts to not much more than a few thin 

straws in the wind.” Nothing threatens the future so inexorably as climate change. António Guterres’ 

warning on 18th May was equally stark: “We must end fossil fuel pollution and accelerate the renewable 

energy transition, before we incinerate our only home.” It is impossible to ignore the pedagogical 

dimension of this emergency which demands a reset on how we think about the relation between 

education, development, work and the future of humanity. 

Closely related to the climate emergency is the global demographical movement with life expectancy 

growing and healthy ageing processes placing new demands on public services, including education as 

well as the issue of intergenerational connections and commitments generating new demands and 

tensions. 

The digital revolution has advanced at a frightening speed. Discussions concerning a new inclusive 

understanding of education as a fundamental human right have pointed to the need to include access 

to the digital as a new dimension of this right given its importance for participating in education and 

for the exercise of citizenship. At the same time, the digital can be seen to have a double dichotomous 

potential: it can lead to a more individualised private kind of activity as clearly evidenced during the 

COVID pandemic whilst also having the potential to open new collective spaces for learning and 

exchange. It is worth taking note of António Nóvoa’s warning that our problems are not so much 

technological as pedagogical. 

Lastly, the fourth global movement intimately articulated with the advance of digital and other 

technologies including artificial intelligence points to a future in which an increasingly large proportion 

of the population will no longer find occupation in the labour market which will lead to a redefinition 

of work and its relation to ‘free or leisure time.’ After decades of ALE increasingly focused on preparation 

for work or reskilling the changing nature of the labour market suggests that the demand for that 

dimension of adult education which CSOs traditionally developed aimed at personal and cultural 

development and quality of life will grow significantly.  

Data collected during the decade between Confinteas VI and VII suggest that ALE in all its expressions 

- as adult literacy, basic education and popular and community education, has not prospered. The 

reasons for this are multiple as Benavot (2018) suggests – the low priority given to ALE by Ministries of 

Education, diminishing donor support, the absence of sustained private investment, the weak data-

reporting mechanisms and this despite the effort implicit in the elaboration of five Global Reports on 

Adult Learning and Education (GRALE).  
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During this twelve-year period, four GRALEs were produced with the fifth due to be launched during the 

Conference in Marrakesh. The first in 2009, aimed to gather data through 154 narrative national reports 

as the basis for meaningful discussions during CONFINTEA VI. GRALE 2, published in 2013, drew on data 

from 141 countries and had a thematic focus on literacy. GRALE 3 was published in 2016, shortly after 

the UNESCO General Conference adopted the Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education 

(UNESCO, 2016b). Based on a survey in which 139 countries participated, the report monitored the five 

BFA structural pillars as well as including a thematic focus on the impact of adult learning and education 

on health and well-being; employment and the labour market; and social, civic and community life. 

GRALE 4 took stock of achievements in the five key areas of policy, governance, funding, participation 

and quality and, in addition, focused on the issue of participation in adult learning and education making 

the case both for increasing and for widening participation. 157 Member States responded to GRALE 4. 

Whilst the GRALES clearly represent a significant advance compared with the total lack of monitoring 

instruments related to the previous Confintea processes, they continue to reveal the weakness of data-

reporting mechanisms for ALE and particularly for the type of non-formal, popular or community 

educational activities promoted by CSOs. 

Whereas the Hamburg Declaration on Adult Learning, approved at CONFINTEA V, established an 

Agenda for the Future, the Belem Framework for Action opted to reinforce the existing goals set out in 

the Millennium Development agenda and the Education for All Initiative and restricted itself to a set of 

recommendations and commitments. An analysis of the global reality of ALE points to a growing 

polarization between visions and practices of ALE in industrialized countries and in countries in the 

global south and emerging economies. In the first, what predominates is an instrumental interpretation 

of ALE in which emphasis is given to training, professional qualification and reskilling (where increasingly 

necessary) with a view to guaranteeing economic competitiveness. In countries from the Global South 

and emerging economies, activities tend to have as their focus compensatory and second chance 

schooling for young people and adults with an emphasis on the acquisition of literacy. The vision of 

lifelong learning promoted in Hamburg is frequently present in educational discourse but largely absent 

in practice. 

In Suwon, at the CONFINTEA VI + 6 Midterm Review, the final report registered some timid progress 

with relation to the global situation in 2009 but went on to list a number of remaining challenges which 

included the lack of adequate ALE policies and legislation and the absence of basic coordination 

mechanisms at the national level. The issue of funding by governments and development partners 

remained critical with 42% of countries spending less than 1% of their education budgets on ALE as 

does the question of participation especially among women and vulnerable communities. The lack of 

funding contributes to difficulties surrounding the professionalization of the field with adequate initial, 

in-service and continuing training for all levels of staff. The gender gap and literacy also remain on the 

list of priority challenges with women making up three fifths of the global number of illiterate people. 

The sum of the challenges and global trends facing humanity at present would suggest the critical 

relevance of ALE and the urgency of investing more in the field. Data collected for GRALE and other 

ends suggests that there is a classic mismatch between potential demand and the recognition of the 

importance of that demand. The four global movements sketched above related to climate change, 

demography, the digital revolution and work to which we can perhaps add migration and conflicts, wars 

and invasions can only be effectively faced by an adult population which has access to diverse forms of 

information, learning and education in manifold settings and formats and throughout their life span. 
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The majority of these challenges are in effect part and parcel of the Sustainable Development Agenda 

and whilst there is a broad understanding that many of the goals can only be achieved with the 

intervention of ALE, there is no reference to ‘adult education’ or ‘adult learning and education’ in any 

SDG4 target. This has led to a marginalisation of adult education and to the impression that ALE belongs 

to the past and LLL to the future.  

This relative invisibility of ALE in the Sustainable Development Agenda is further complicated by the fact 

that just as the Belem Framework of Action opted for reinforcing the MDGs and EFA goals so it would 

appear that the tendency of the Marrakesh Framework of Action (MFA) will be to reinforce the SDGs. 

Whilst recognising the strategic relevance of the concept of lifelong learning as an overarching concept 

its dominance in the SDGs has tended to obscure and marginalise the vital role which ALE plays in 

servicing the learning needs of the adult population. In this sense the MFA needs to make explicit the 

strategic role which ALE will play if the SDGs are to be achieved by 2030. This underlines the importance 

of the We are ALE campaign which ICAE, with the support of DVV International, has launched and 

continues to propagate in order to clarify that whilst LLL expresses the spirit of the age, without concrete 

support for its constituent parts it is nothing. In this sense, the MFA needs to affirm the pivotal role 

played by ALE in making LLL a reality. 

Education is generally considered as part of the solution for the multiple challenges facing humanity. 

Recently, however, education has become part of the problem to be solved. Nonetheless, as Benavot, 

Hoppers, Lockhart and Hinzen affirm, there is “Growing evidence (to suggest) that life on Earth hangs in 

the balance and ALE must be part of a comprehensive solution” (2022, p.7.). A recognition of the 

continued relevance of ALE and its multiple roles is to be found in the Reimagining our Futures Together 

report which conceives ALE as a means to help people: 

find their way through a range of problems and increases competencies and 

agency. It enables people to take more responsibility for their future. 

Furthermore, it helps adults understand and critique changing paradigms and 

power relationships and take steps towards shaping a just and sustainable 

world. A futures orientation should define adult education, as much as 

education at all moments, as an education entangled with life. Adults are 

responsible for the world in which they live as well as the world of the future. 

Responsibility to the future cannot be simply passed on to the next 

generations. A shared ethic of intergenerational solidarity is needed (UNESCO 

2021, p. 115). 

For civil society this constitutes an invitation, a challenge and a responsibility which cannot be declined.
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REGIONAL SPOTLIGHT REPORTS 

The complexity of the current global conjuncture and the limitations which the COVID pandemic has 

placed on the usual preparatory dynamic for the CONFINTEA resulted in the national reports, in ‘normal’ 

circumstances, presented at the regional conferences being replaced by reports prepared by national 

governments for GRALE V in which, in the large majority of the cases, CSOs had little opportunity to 

influence. All the regional consultations were held on line. In some, CSOs participated actively in 

decisions on the structure and contents of the programmes. The results of these regional consultations 

were condensed into reports of approximately 10 pages, in which by their very nature the quality and 

quantity of information, data and analysis is significantly less than previously. In general, the data and 

information provided focuses more on government actions than it does on civil society actions – the 

more non-formal, liberal, popular education dimension of ALE. This reduction of what could be 

described as a state of the art of ALE to the regional standardized profiles results in less transparency 

and less freedom of information with regard to ALE globally. This constitutes a further justification for 

civil society producing its own Spotlight report in order to attempt to shed light on developments in 

the field of ALE since the last Confintea, in Belém de Pará (Brazil), in 2009. As mentioned above, these 

regional profiles correspondent to the ICAE’s organisational structure which differs from the geopolitical 

division used by UNESCO 

1. Africa 

Africa consists of 59 different countries with a total land area of 30 million km² (12 million square miles), 

making it the second largest continent in the world after Asia. This corresponds to a share of 20% of the 

habitable earth surface. The total population of the 59 countries is 1.34 billion, which represents 17.3% 

of the world's population and accounts for the fastest rate of population growth in the world. On the 

other hand, the continent accounts for around 2.8% of global economic output.  

Whilst the region has experienced annual growth in GDP of between three and five percent it is 

important to remember that Africa is, traditionally, a more rural area, despite increasing urbanisation 

and migration from rural areas to larger cities. Migration between countries has also increased due to 

economic hardship and climate change, which in turn, has precipitated an increase in xenophobia.  

The economic importance of African countries is low compared to other continents. In 2017, for example, 

per capita income in Africa was 43 per cent lower than in South Asia, compared to 12 per cent in 2000. 

When measured according to the human development index (HDI), strong inequalities remain between 

and within countries. The average income in the least industrialized continent is almost consistently at 

the lowest end of the scale in a global comparison. However, we need to recognise that an enormous 

proportion of the population is active in informal economies. This means that in the many agricultural 

regions, the inhabitants are self-sufficient and therefore the economic indicators developed by western 

industrial nations used for data collection and measuring ‘progress’ and ‘well-being’ may not capture 

the true essence of the African economy. It is estimated that 30% of the population of sub-Saharan 

Africa feed themselves completely and that a further 50% will cover at least large parts of their own 

needs through agriculture, livestock breeding and other ways that cannot be measured using traditional 

western economic indicators. This means that the countries' tax revenues and the resulting possibilities 

for financing infrastructure, education and health care are correspondingly low. 
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In broad terms, Africa continues to face rapid population growth, recurrent political instability and 

corruption, major security crises, food insecurity and hunger, inadequate health systems, unacceptable 

levels of violence, particularly related to women, the adverse impacts of climate change together with 

the COVID-19 pandemic and one of the lowest levels of vaccination globally. Despite this, since the early 

2000s there has been a decline in infant mortality and an increase in school enrolment rates until at least 

the onset of the pandemic. 

The negative impact of this accumulation of phenomena on ALE in the region is visible. While the adult 

illiteracy rate has decreased since CONFINTEA VI in 2009, this has been achieved at a much slower rate 

when compared to other parts of the world. In statistical terms, whilst the global literacy rate rose to 86 

per cent in 2016 (UIS, 2017, p. 1), the overall literacy rate in Sub-Saharan Africa was an estimated 65 per 

cent (ibid., p. 7). 153 million of the world’s population of 770 million illiterate young people and adults 

(aged fifteen and over), live in Africa of whom two thirds are women (World Bank, 2022).  

Many countries on the continent are embarking on the Fourth Industrial Revolution with its associated 

digital technologies. However, poor energy infrastructure exacerbates an existing digital divide within 

and between countries on the continent and the rest of the world. Greater investment in training and 

the development of IT capacities is urgent. 

This clearly suggests a series of challenges which ALE faces on the continent: 

1. What kind of Africa do we want and what will be the role of ALE in this process? What kind of 

ALE do we need, to get to where we want to go?   

2. Communities faces the triadic challenges of inequality, poverty and unemployment. 

3. Young people are faced with huge challenges related to employment and unemployment, to 

migration and to adapting to new social, cultural, linguistic and economic contexts. 

4. Corruption, terrorism, insecurity and political instability create backdrops which make the 

development of transformative education practice with young people and adults more complex. 

5. Community food, health and energy systems need much greater attention. 

6. The transition from a largely rural subsistence economy to that of a modern capitalist economy 

represents an enormous challenge.  

7. The lack of priority given to ALE as clearly mirrored in educational budgets translates into 

difficulties in implementing national policies which civil society organisations can do little to 

compensate. 

8. The strong focus on the formal economy and labour market needs rather than on community 

needs and interests weakens the very fabric of African society. 

9. Great emphases are placed on the formalisation of adult education and the development of 

qualification-based programmes. This undermines the significance of non-formal adult 

education.  

10. Civil society organisations could play an important role in adult education but have been 

weakened by poor support. 

  



 

13 

Based on the foregoing, the following recommendations emerged from the process of consultation: 

1. In the general context of the Marrakech Framework of Action it is essential to include and 

emphasise the right to environmental justice. 

2. Stable, adequate, specific and guaranteed funding as well as a collaborative approach between 

all adult education stakeholders (government and CSOs) is necessary for the development of 

ALE.  

3. Many government departments provide some form of support to adult education due to the 

transdisciplinary nature of adult education. Innovative funding formulae based on the 

transdisciplinary nature of adult education should be created 

4. Support should be provided to the multitude of life-making activities prevalent in communities 

and the educational responses necessary to strengthen them.  

5. Encourage and support civil society organizations in the implementation of innovative 

programmes for adults and particularly the empowerment of women living in rural areas. 

6. Learners’ voices and participation should be an integral part of the decision-making process 

concerning the contents, format and delivery of ALE. 

7. Citizenship education should be fully integrated into the basic framework of ALE by CSOs, 

researchers and educators. 

8. Quality ALE can only be achieved by investing in building comprehensive adult education 

systems, based on a common understanding of adult education and the professionalization of 

those working in the field. 

 

2. Arab Region 

Although there is no globally accepted definition of the Arab region, all countries which are members 

of the Arab League are acknowledged as being part of the Arab world. The Arab League is composed 

of twenty-two countries inhabited by peoples of different ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds 

but sharing a common language. Classical Arabic is understood by most people and dominates written 

communication. With an estimated population of 439 million inhabitants, representing 5 per cent of the 

world’s population (UNDP, 2020), the region occupied an area of 13,132,327 km2 with a gross domestic 

product of $2.782 trillion (2018). 

The region has undergone dramatic changes during the last decade since CONFINTEA VI in all aspects 

of life, due to political events and conflicts that have resulted in civil war in some countries. This has led 

to one of the most severe refugee and displaced persons crisis: over 40 per cent of the world’s refugees 

and displaced people live in the region, with millions of Syrian, Iraqi, Yemeni and Libyan refugees and 

displaced persons requiring security, food, shelter, basic services including education, and employment. 

In addition to the refugee and displaced persons crisis, the region faces a series of challenges 

represented by population growth, low quality of learning outcomes among graduates, high youth 

unemployment and the inability of the economy to generate the jobs that meet the region’s 

employment needs. This is further complicated by the question of gender inequality. The Arab region 

has the lowest rate of female labour market participation in the world – 18.2 per cent compared to the 

global average of 47.5 per cent – (ILO, 2019). High rates of rural-urban migration and inadequate 

medical care are among the other challenges.  



 

14 

In the field of ALE, high illiteracy rates mean that literacy and basic skills are still the principle focus of 

adult education policies, legislation and formal and non-formal activities. Continued training, 

professional development and citizenship education remain low priorities. According to data from the 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), the region's literacy rate increased from 65.29 per cent to 75.14 per 

cent between 2000 and 2019, and the youth literacy rate increased from 82.06 per cent to 86.16 per cent 

(UIS, 2020). Despite this qualified progress, literacy rates among adults and youth are still below the 

global averages of 86.48 per cent and 91.73 per cent, respectively. 

As part of the follow up to the Belem Framework for Action, the Arab states adopted a regional 

statement known as the Sharm el-Sheikh Statement in 2015 to promote context-related adult education 

priorities. However, there is still a need to build a common vision and understanding of adult learning 

and education. Given the issue of immigration and refugees and the growing conflicts and wars in the 

region, ALE is no longer a priority for decision and policy makers in many countries of the region. 

The attention of the majority of countries is focused on security and political challenges which has 

impacted negatively on funding for education and for other programmes which promote human rights 

and active citizenship. 

In this context, the challenges for ALE are multiple. Funding for education in general and ALE is not 

sufficient and can be explained, at least in part, by severe financial and administrative corruption. At the 

same time in which ALE is marginalised or underestimated, it continues to be developed in a very 

traditional manner, using methods which lack creativity and innovation and focusing on a limited vision 

of literacy as the ability to read, write and understand basic mathematical functions. This is further 

complicated by the unavailability and lack of clear, specific and accurate data on education in general 

and ALE in particular. For civil society, the fragility of partnerships and networking with governments 

and the private sector, in the field of ALE imposes severe limitations on the development of alternative 

activities for which donor support is insufficient. 

This situation gives rise to the following recommendations on the part of CSO: 

1. The commitment by governments to establish specific funding for ALE to be developed in 

partnership with CSO and the private sector. 

2. The need to devote special attention to the issue of immigrants and refugees, considering the 

growing conflicts and wars in the region. 

3. Programme building should be based on participatory approaches which recognise the needs 

of learners and consider their specific cultural backgrounds and socioeconomic contexts. 

4. Curriculum development as well as the tools and methods used to evaluate and monitor policy 

need to ensure effectiveness. 

5. The quality of ALE will depend in good part on the training, qualification and continued 

professionalization of those in charge of ALE, including facilitators, teachers, supervisors, 

curriculum developers and those responsible for monitoring and evaluation. 

6. To combat gender inequality and other forms of discrimination, ALE should seek to empower 

women/girls and other marginalized, disadvantaged and vulnerable groups, contributing to the 
quality of their lives and to their economic independence. 

7. The concept of citizenship, linked to the concept of global citizenship and human and women's 

rights, should be included in ALE curricula and practices. 

8. Continuing pressure is required on government policy makers and implementers to adopt and 

develop public policies supportive of ALE in the spirit of lifelong and life-wide learning and 

education.  
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3. Asia-Pacific Region 

The Asia-Pacific Region is home to one third of the world’s population, including more than 60 per cent 

of the world’s youth, approximately 750 million young people aged 15 to 24. It is a highly diverse region 

regarding geography, population, politics, economics, wealth, ethnicities, languages and culture, and 

comprises five subregions: East Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia, Central Asia and the Pacific. 

By area, China is the largest country in the region followed by Australia, India, Indonesia, and Mongolia. 

The smallest country is Nauru, with an area of barely 21 km² (8 mi²). The region is also home to some of 

the world's most populous countries. China is the most populous nation in the Asia-Pacific region and 

the world, with about 1.44 billion people. India follows closely behind, with 1.39 billion. The third-most 

populous country in the region and the fourth-most populous in the world is Indonesia, with 276.3 

million people. The smallest country by population is either Tuvalu or Nauru, whose projected 

populations vary depending upon the source consulted, but which always fall between 10,000-12,000 

people. 

East Asia includes the People’s Republic of China, Japan, Mongolia, and the Republic of Korea. 

Southeast Asia is composed of Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the 

Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste and Vietnam. It is one of the fastest-growing 

regions in the world, with a population of over 630 million 

South Asia comprises Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and 

the Maldives. Its total population of around 1.7 billion represents a quarter of the world’s 

population. Furthermore, South Asia has the highest youth population in the world. 

The Central Asia region (CA) comprises the countries of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. 

The Pacific is a subregion comprising seventeen nations, which vary in terms of size, 

geographical features and ethnic diversity: Australia, the Cook Islands, Micronesia, Fiji, Kiribati, 

Nauru, New Zealand, Niue, Palau, Papua New Guinea, the Marshall Islands, Samoa, the Solomon 

Islands, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, New Caledonia and French Polynesia 

According to the findings of the third Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE III), 456 

million adults in the Asia-Pacific region are illiterate (UIL, 2016). However, there exists a huge disparity 

in the adult literacy rates reported across the region. This gap ranged from those in the nineties, such 

as 99.2% in Kyrgyzstan, 99% in Japan, 96.3% in Malaysia and Philippines, 95.8% in Vietnam and 92.3% 

in Sri Lanka, to 75.6% in Bangladesh, 58.0% in Nepal. The India and Pakistan reports registered an 

average literacy rate across their respective populations of 70% and 66%. 

The reports elaborated for ASPBAE’s Spotlight Report for GRALE 5 clearly pointed to the need to identify 

the disparities that these figures conceal for men and women and for rural and urban populations. For 

example, in Pakistan, literacy rates for men are higher than those for women. Literacy in the urban areas 

in Pakistan is also significantly better than in rural areas. In India, there is a high proportion of women 

among the non-literate population which suggests that even though the state has implemented several 

ALE programmes whose goal is to achieve higher rates of literacy, those policies have proven inadequate 

for addressing the gender barriers in education.  

The findings in the Indonesia report are similar. Despite the range of initiatives aimed at achieving 

gender equality, deep-seated gender disparities can be identified as the main reason the female 

illiteracy rate remains high. The majority of low-income families, for example, tend to prioritize their 

sons’ education over that of their daughters. Women then have fewer opportunities and less accessibility 
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to education; as a result, their opportunities to participate in the workforce are smaller as are their 

incomes. 

Funding for ALE remains a huge challenge. Adult education and lifelong learning are considered as an 

integral component for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, reports from 

the region prove that ALE remains on the periphery of the priorities in terms of national budget 

allocation resulting in diminishing financial allocations over time. Despite the significant initiatives and 

progress in some countries, in general funding for ALE remains inadequate and coverage insufficient for 

the marginalized, particularly in countries such as Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal, 

Pakistan, Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Vietnam. 

Education related challenges were exacerbated further by the pandemic, due to lack of infrastructure 

(internet, radio, television, and mobile phone) and insufficient funding. Campus closure and movement 

restriction led to the adoption of alternative strategies to continue the learning process. Whilst individual 

country reports present their own strategies and initiatives for citizenship education, it is clear that CSOs 

played a vital role in strengthening the initiatives which contribute to achieving the SDGs. Citizenship 

education emphasizes the responsibilities (duties and obligations) of family and society, for peace and 

conflict management, for the pursuit of social transformation and social emancipation, and for the 

recognition of human rights. Access to basic facilities, protection of the environment, disaster 

preparedness, and psychological and legal support are also included in the recognition of equal rights 

of the masses. 

Recommendations 

1. ALE policy and financing for the continued delivery of ALE: Governments and education 

policymakers should develop and implement gender-responsive, comprehensive and robust 

policies that promote ALE within an LLL framework; define concrete, gender-responsive budget 

plans; and lay down clear targets for ALE programmes. 

2. Equitable focus on vulnerable/disadvantaged youth and adults across countries: ALE budgets 

and programmes should be allocated equitably and target the most disadvantaged populations, 

e.g., women, migrants, refugees, older people, people with disabilities, those living in poverty, the 

unemployed, ethnic minorities, stateless people, etc. 

3. Support for disadvantaged youth and adults through digital literacy initiatives that mitigate 

the digital divide and complement existing low-tech and no-tech learning programmes. 

4. Provision of diversified content for learners with diverse needs through blended approaches 

combining ICT and face to face learning, provision of multilingual ALE and capacity building on the 

changing role of ALE facilitators and providers. 

5. Promotion of global citizenship education (GCED) and education for sustainable development 

(ESD) for youth and adults through ALE addressing urgent issues in the region such as climate 

change, conflicts and extremism. 

6. Establishment of NQFs for RVA: Countries should establish a system to recognize the various ALE 

programmes offered by CSOs, which cater primarily for marginalized communities. This in turn will 

enable learners who complete an ALE programme offered by a CSO to receive accreditation for the 

knowledge and competencies that they have acquired, thereby enabling them to seek decent work 

and/or engage in further learning.  

7. Promotion of youth and adult participation in ALE programmes: CLCs can serve as a platform 

to reach people, co-design education programmes and motivate them to participate in ALE. 
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8. Establishment of effective stakeholder partnerships and collaborations for the promotion of 
ALE: ALE has long been overlooked and underfunded by public bodies; for ALE to develop further, 

it now needs effective partnerships and institutionalised collaborations with CSOs at both the 

community and the national levels.  

9. Effective, evidence-based advocacy for the promotion of ALE: The establishment of effective 

ALE policies, funding mechanisms and programmes calls for strong government commitment to 

advocacy, which in turn requires the collection, analysis and disaggregation of high-quality empirical 

data. 

10. International cooperation and development partners must increase Official Development Aid 

(ODA) for ALE towards helping least developed countries and low-middle income countries in 

achieving universal literacy, especially accelerating cooperation for women’s literacy and education 

on specific themes such as skills education for decent work and digital literacy for marginalised 

youth and women, citizenship and environmental and climate literacy. 

 

4. The Caribbean 

The Caribbean Community comprises about 19 million people across 19 member states many of which 

have emerged from massive political domination to independence and self-governance. The region 

reports an annual GDP of approximately 89,173M. The four official languages of the CARICOM are Dutch, 

English, French and Spanish.  

The Caribbean region faces challenges of different orders related to the size of the economy, the 

geographical location of the island communities, their historical colonial past and the lack of defined 

adult education policies or strategic plans. Educational statistics reveal a literacy rate of 87%. 

In the field of ALE, the region shares many common challenges with other regions of the world especially 

as a result of the ongoing pandemic. Adults within the region will need help to navigate and adapt to 

an uncertain future and to be resilient. This will undoubtedly require new sets of health, economic, social, 

industrial and educational policies.  

Many countries in the region have identified crime, violence and corruption as a major deterrent to the 

economic growth and prosperity of their nations. Adult education with a focus on Peace education has 

a role to play in addressing this issue. 

Whereas there is evidence that some effort has been made within the region towards identifying and 

articulating different pathways for learning much more needs to be done to enable adult learners to 

gain access to higher levels of learning. This also includes the need to create a link between non-formal 

and formal education.  

More needs to be done in terms of the recognition and validation of non-formal learning across the 

region since a considerable proportion of adult education provision is supplied by civil society groups, 

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and community-based organizations (CBOs). 

Teacher quality and opportunities for professional development continue to be an issue within the 

region. In several countries there is a large number of untrained teachers and teacher training is in-

service based meaning that teachers are not trained before they start teaching. The notion that anyone 

can teach in adult education contexts is prevalent. This is further exacerbated by an inadequate number 

of teachers. Adult education teachers are very often volunteers rather than professionals. Teachers need 

to be trained and certified. 
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Structures and systems to enable strategic adult education interventions are lacking in many countries 

in the region. Consequently, the capacity to manage, monitor and evaluate adult education intervention 

is very low if not absent. 

This all points to a major policy gap in the region: 

• A survey of thirteen countries within the Caribbean revealed that none of the countries had 

articulated an adult education policy or strategic plan. Rather, adult education is subsumed as 

a subsection in the educational policy of some countries. 

• Mechanisms for the delivery of adult education are frequently ad hoc and offered by diverse 

entities - public (attached to some college), private, non-governmental organization and many 

churches at the community level.  

Based on the foregoing analysis, three principle Recommendations are put forward in order to 

strengthen and qualify ALE in the Caribbean region: 

• Policy positioning, provision and delivery mechanisms are critical issues which will need to be 

addressed as we must reposition adult education in response to the COVID -19 pandemic. 

• Prior learning assessment and recognition (PLAR) should be explicitly identified as an essential 

tool that complements the recognition, validation and accreditation (RVA) of non-formal 

learning and thus links non-formal ALE to the formal system. In so doing, institutions of higher 

learning will be alerted to the need to expand their systems to integrate a broader section of 

the population in continued higher education to enable them to fulfil their goals and desires. 

This is essential if SDG4 is to be achieved. 

• The situation outlined above clearly requires great attention to be given to an improvement in 

the quantity and quality of adult education teachers and in the provision of initial and 

continuing training as well as the necessary salaries and conditions of work. 

5. Europe 

Like other regions, Europe has faced testing challenges over the last decade. Demographic shifts, the 

fourth industrial revolution, globalization and climate change are deeply transforming the economy and 

the labour market. These transformations have major implications for the nature of work, employment 

structures, the content of jobs and the skills needed. At the same time, the region has faced a growing 

influx of migrants from Asia and Africa.  

In 2015, 118.7 million people, or 23.7 per cent of the population of the European Union (EU), were 

reported to be at risk of poverty or social exclusion and tendencies of xenophobia, nationalism and 

extremisms increasingly posed an additional challenge in many countries in this region. 

Overall, around one in five adults in the EU has not completed upper secondary education; close to 

seventy million adults lack basic reading and writing skills; 40 per cent of adults aged 25–64 have low 

levels of digital skills; and around one per cent has no digital skills at all. 

Clearly the COVID pandemic has had a strong impact on ALE. 2020 and 2021 were years of rapid 

adaptation. The long foreseen but slow move into digital learning was suddenly accelerated to ensure 

the provision of learning in the first place. The pandemic led many organisations to apply changes to 

their work programs and acquaint learners with new types of learning formats. 
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The drastic change revealed the lack of digital infrastructure and skills across Europe and once again 

demonstrated that many adults are missing basic and life skills. While health literacy and critical thinking 

became a priority during the crisis, many adults were educationally alienated by a lack of financial means 

or competing priorities, especially those from a lower socio-economic background, the unemployed, 

low skilled and minority groups. Evidence shows that outreach and access have been dramatically 

complicated by the crisis. 

ALE is predominantly understood as a public good and a collective endeavour for which the state is the 

duty bearer as part of a public service rationale. ALE is further seen as a systematic, consensual and 

regulated workplace practice, and as a collective endeavour at the civil society level that contributes to 

consensus-building, social cohesion and the maintenance of democratic institutions. Most states 

recognize non-formal ALE as both a collective and an individual project that builds bridges between 

culturally diverse people and enhances social capital. However, the degree of involvement of civil society 

varies from country to country. There is no visible trend in terms of heightened involvement of civil 

society or new opportunities for involvement during the COVID pandemic. In some cases, governments 

consulted civil society groups in their emergency response plans, preparing the way for more 

recognition and hence, funding. Many organisations would recommend their government to establish 

closer ties with civil society. Nevertheless, the pandemic has remained an overarching topic across 

countries, as it forced some adult learning and education providers to close their doors, but also enabled 

others to accelerate their transition to digital learning. 

Challenges 

Emerging key priorities and challenges in Europe relate to areas such as health and well-being, the 

digital transition, migration, and the development of future oriented skills related to the world of work. 

If people are to deal successfully with social and climate change on a global scale, they must first be 

able to situate their own lives in a global context. To address this issue in general, and to mitigate the 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in particular, governments in Europe have developed national 

strategies: however, whilst the policy response to the COVID-19 pandemic had led to more funding for 

ALE in some countries, in others recovery strategies tended to target predominantly the labour market, 

leaving out liberal adult education. It is important to add that in many European countries the 

involvement of ALE in the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) remains 

fragmented. 

Civil society organisations across Europe have reported cuts in funding and depicted the financial 

difficulties faced by many learners, due to the COVID-19 crisis. In some cases, organisations had to 

terminate employment contracts of their staff or completely close their provision. Emergency funds were 

only available in some cases and mainly directed at employment-directed training courses, leaving the 

non-formal learning sector behind. One major obstacle to financing is the lack of recognition of non-

formal adult learning. Subsequently, validation schemes are perceived as an opportunity not only to 

support the sector financially, but also to increase participation and access for those with competing 

priorities. 

For the European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA), Adult education helps change lives 

and transform societies – it is a human right and common good. For this reason, it believes that adult 

learning and education need to be strengthened at the European level. 
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This rationale is founded on the following understanding of ALE: 

• Adult education is a common and public good and transforms lives and societies. 

• Everyone should have the right and opportunity to access high-quality adult education. 

• Anyone can learn irrespective of age and background. 

• Participation of all learners and especially those with low basic skills is encouraged. 

• A key task for adult education is to reach out to disadvantaged learners in order to combat the 

‘Matthew’ effect. 

• The learner is at the centre of the development, methodology, process and outcomes of learning 

offers. 

• Empowering non-formal methods and methodologies apply the creativity, existing knowledge 

and skills of learners and provide inspiring learning experiences. 

• Professional trainers, teachers and staff are necessary for applying the appropriate methods and 

achieving high-quality provision and a successful learner experience. 

• Capacity-building and innovation in adult education organisations are necessary to adapt and 

anticipate changes in learning, teaching and learners’ needs, but also societal and economic 

development. 

• Cooperation (regional, European, global and institutional) is crucial for the visibility of adult 

education but also for peer-learning and innovation transfer. 

Recommendations 

1. Equitable access to ALE throughout life is a condition for integration and socio-economic 

development. Updating and enriching one's knowledge and skills are requirements of a 

knowledge society. Particularly, the threat of climate change forces us to question economic 

models, invent new industries and acknowledge the moral responsibility of today’s societies to 

future generations, recognizing that caring for the planet has become a global imperative. 

2. Promote inclusion of the learner as a key stakeholder and prioritize the learner’s perspective. 

3. Strengthen recognition of the full range and quality of ALE provision and its wider benefits, 

beyond purely economic benefits. 

4. The development and implementation of future-oriented programmes and activities that 

promote inclusive and active participation throughout life. 

5. Holistic learning ecosystems thus demand that we view ALE through the prism of lifelong 

learning as a continuum of connected experiences that are personalized, based on data, and 

delivered across various locations, media, and periods of time, involving both self-directed 

processes and collective activities. 

6. Create inter-ministerial and intersectoral national entities to coordinate ALE, through 

connecting existing entities, with the involvement of a broad range of stakeholders, in order to 

foster mutual learning and social dialogue through partnerships and alliances across all sectors. 

7. Develop adult educators’ and staff capacities through high-quality pre- and in-service training, 

in particular for those working with disadvantaged groups. 

8. Facilitate exchange among/between associations/organizations and peer-learning among 

countries.  
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6. Latin America 

Situation 

The Latin America Region is profoundly heterogeneous, and intensely rich in linguistic, cultural, ethnic 

and geographical diversity. It is composed of 20 countries and 14 dependent territories in which more 

than 600 languages are spoken, with a total population of 652 million people (less than 10 percent of 

the World Population - UN) including an indigenous population estimated at around 44.8 million, 

organized in over 400 ethnic groups. In addition, there exists an important afro-descendent population 

of over 134 million persons (ECLAC, 2015) concentrated in Brazil, Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador. At 

the same time, according to the OECD, the development traps identified included low productivity 

associated with an economic structure centred on the primary and extractive sectors. A year after the 

onset of COVID-19, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) published a regional human 

development report, ‘Trapped: High Inequality and Low Growth in Latin America and the Caribbean’, 

confirming this trend and identifying LAC as one of the most unequal and slowest growing regions in 

the world (UNDP, 2021).  

Challenges 

The region’s drama is its incapacity to develop productive policies that will generate human and food 

security as well as integration to an employment structure that generates increased welfare and well-

being for the population. Its structural dependence on the export market (the logic of commodities) 

makes its economy highly vulnerable to global crises. The recessive cycles of the global economy 

prevent countries from effectively maintaining social protection systems and implementing childhood 

development and education policies. Politically, the existence of democratic regimes with varying levels 

of legitimacy and citizen participation stands out. Nevertheless, it is important to register the presence 

of regimes, which have systematically erased the social achievements of the so-called progressive 

governments, which preceded them. 

The diverse socioeconomic, ethnic and cultural contexts of the region pose a broad set of challenges to 

literacy and other forms of learning for young people and adults in an educational context in which 

there are 35 million adult illiterates and 88 million who have not completed primary education. Evidence 

strongly suggests that limited access to schooling is broadly linked to structural poverty, as are 

unemployment, health care, social exclusion, migration, violence, the disparities between men and 

women. Seen through the lens of the Belem Framework for Action, and in the light of the more recent 

Sustainable Development Goals, adult learning and education faces a series of challenges with regard 

to coverage, gender, ethnicity, quality and participation. 

Recommendations 

It is important to clarify that the following recommendations are the result of the systematization of a 

series of debates, regional meetings and open working groups conducted with the broad participation 

of educators, students and representatives of social organizations in the region organized by the 

Platform of Regional Networks for Youth and Adult Education in Latin America towards CONFINTEA VII, 

composed of ALER, CEAAL, CLADE, Fe y Alegria, ICAE and REPEM. The Platform was formed during the 

period prior to the Regional Consultation in July 2021 as a strategy to strengthen the voice of civil 

society organizations both during and after the mobilization process for CONFINTEA.  
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i. The meaning of Youth and Adult Education in current times 
Youth and Adult Education (Y&AE) should promote citizenship and popular education, which is in/of/ 

for life, transformative, oriented to the protection of health, decent work, food security, welfare, and the 

production, appropriation and use of knowledge by the population. It should be in harmony with nature, 

anti-patriarchal, decolonizing and anti-racist, based on solidarity, dialogue, respect for diversity, and 

contribute to the construction of a just and democratic society, with the full exercise of rights by all. 

ii. Y&AE as a fundamental right throughout life 
Y&AE is a fundamental, lifelong and life-deep, demandable, inalienable, indivisible and self-determined 

human right which should respond to changing contexts and diverse expectations, with alternative 

modalities, from literacy to postgraduate training, where universities take an active part. Y&AE is a 

catalyst for the entire range of human rights, gender equality and the entire 2030 Agenda. 

iii. Institutionality and new democratic management for Y&AE 
Y&AE requires a new institutional framework - the comprehensive management of education systems 

in countries with a diversity of learning spaces beyond the school, in formal and non-formal spaces. It 

requires intersectoral public policies and inter-ministerial coordination, in alliance with international 

organizations, local government, social movements and civil society.  

iv. Public and fair funding for Y&AE 
Y&AE requires that States guarantee domestic and public funding for Y&AE, dedicating sufficient and 

protected resources to this educational modality. Solidarity-based international cooperation is also 

necessary and welcome.  

v. Inclusion and diversities in Y&AE 
Y&AE should be inclusive and guarantee the right of all people to an education, which satisfies their 

educational needs in accordance with their diversities and realities. It should contribute to overcoming 

the educational disadvantages of all learners giving particular attention to the vulnerable and those 

suffering all forms of discrimination. 

vi. Intracultural, intercultural, and quality Y&AE 
Y&AE should be intracultural, intercultural and community oriented, valuing and strengthening the 

identities, cosmovision, knowledge and wisdom of Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendant 

communities, as well as the interrelation and coexistence with other cultures on equal terms, within the 

framework of epistemic justice and inter-science dialogue.  

vii. Productive and technical Y&AE 
Y&AE should be productive, technical, territorial and diversified, oriented towards material and 

intellectual production, to creative and imaginative work, in a harmonious relationship with nature and 

life systems. Likewise, it should be flexible and adaptable allowing learners to reconcile educational 

processes with other work and family activities.  

viii. Y&AE and the right to ICT 

The right to ICTs and to universal and free connectivity is fundamental, adapted to popular education 

methodologies and overcoming its instrumental use and the overvaluation of virtual education with 

respect to face-to-face education. Online education must be understood as complementary to face-to-

face processes and as a factor of enrichment for individual and collective learning.  

ix. Recognition and training of educators 
Decent working conditions, fair salaries, professionalization and career plans are essential for Y&AE 

educators. Training should educate for critical citizenship, integrating the ethics of personal care with 

care for others and for nature, based on concepts of common good and Good Living.  
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x. Data production, follow-up, monitoring and evaluation for Y&AE. 
The production of disaggregated data and comprehensive and reliable diagnoses, in addition to 

qualitative information is vital as is information on financing and investment. To this end, research, the 

systematization of experiences and evaluation are all essential.  

7. North America 

Situation 

Both the USA and Canada place primary responsibility for ALE with the states and provinces. This 

decentralized approach has many benefits, but also creates barriers to collaboration, collective 

advocacy, and resource sharing. Recent political, economic and cultural turmoil, although mild by global 

standards, distracts attention from efforts to develop a more integrated, accessible, research-informed 

system of lifelong learning. Canada is an active UNESCO member state and there is hope that the US 

will soon return to participate more effectually in discussions about the role of ALE In addressing urgent, 

even existential, regional and global problems. 

Challenges 

Within the North American ALE community there is a feeling that the field is at a crossroads with a 

dependency on technology and connectivity being crucial for service delivery but at the same time a 

lack of clear policy and programme coherence. 

There is, however, a need to stop looking at domains and policy areas and concentrate instead on the 

learner as the primary unit of interest, summed up in the notion of coalescing around learners’ interests. 

Linked to this and to the issue of adult participation in learning, is the need to understand the barriers 

to that participation - inadequate social welfare policy to provide reliable access to childcare, health 

care, housing, and transportation to take part in learning activities. 

At present there is an over emphasis on vocational training as a means to economic self-sufficiency and 

overall well-being combined with insufficient recognition of the value of lifelong learning for community 

and personal growth. This has resulted in many adult education programmes focusing on employability. 

Greater conceptual clarity is still required with regard to lifelong learning and to other related concepts 

as a means of creating a common understanding and a greater feeling of unity which will also strengthen 

the demands for financial support. 

Another of the major challenges for ALE relates to funding. If we are to broaden our understanding and 

practice of lifelong learning it is essential to create sustainable funding for partnerships between elite 

providers and other community organizations. 

Key trends and issues 

It is possible to identify a range of common key trends and issues which characterise ALE in North 

America.  On the one hand, there is the issue of seeking to strengthen partnerships between ALE 

providers and community organizations and, thereby, helping individuals with other problems like food 

security, affordable housing, etc. On the other, as mentioned above in the challenges, the need for 

common terminology becomes more pressing. This could perhaps begin with definitions of terms so 

that examples/practices can be understood in the context of the definitions. 
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There is general recognition that despite the efforts of the last decade, more extensive, systematic data 

collection, research and analysis is needed in both the U.S. and Canada. This is fundamental for the 

formulation of policy and to strengthen arguments for more adequate funding. 

Unlike some other regions, there is a very vibrant corporate structure in North America which helps raise 

awareness of the importance of lifelong learning and adult education.   

There is little doubt that one of the principal issues continues to be how to support the continuing 

development of practitioners – the professionalization of those engaged in the field of ALE. What is the 

best way to engage with ‘educators’ working with learners, in order to improve their practice and what 

types of information and guidance concerning resources do they need as part of the process of 

professionalization?  

Finally, the shift to the digital - to distance or remote learning – raises the issue of the absence of specific 

training for instructors and learners. What should be done to remedy this situation? There is a general 

understanding that there will probably not be a return to all in-person learning. The trend would seem 

to indicate a hybrid or a blended approach. This would appear to present an opportunity to encourage 

a more robust policy/strategy of lifelong learning including ensuring equitable, affordable access to the 

required digital infrastructure. 

Recommendations 

Based on the challenges and key trends and issues identified above, five specific recommendations were 

formulated: 

i. Coalesce across boundaries around learners’ needs: the need to put the learner perspective 

at the centre of whatever organizing structure prevails. We suggest the need to organize around 

building an entity for cooperation across sectors and domains of learning. 

ii. The need to clarify or define key terms is urgent as a way of creating common understandings 

that will bring us closer together within the field, at the national level and as a global community. 

iii. To strengthen and sustain lifelong learning, there is a need to examine both the "supply side" 

of formal and informal learning opportunities and the "demand side" of those opportunities. 

For example, it is important to understand how employers and other organizations encourage 

lifelong learning of distinct types and breakdown silos that restrict information sharing. This 

should lead to the strengthening of partnerships between ALE providers and community 

organizations to provide supportive services that help individuals overcome barriers such as 

food insecurity, lack of affordable housing, etc. 

iv. Foster an integrated approach and systematic actions: ALE, in the region, is delivered by 

multiple providers in multiple venues with varying goals. Programme direction is frequently 

influenced by providers’ funding goals and possibilities as much as by learners’ needs and 

interests. 

v. Evidence demonstrates the importance of more extensive, systematic data collection, 
research and analysis in both the U.S. and Canada. A great deal of policy making and program 

provision is vested in states, provinces and territories. More robust, national level data collection 

would better inform this decentralized policy and provision and permit broad-based assessment 

of policy and program impacts. 
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ICAE AND GLOBAL CIVIL SOCIETY MANIFESTO – 2022 

Adult Learning and Education - because the future cannot wait 

Adult Learning and Education (ALE) is a fundamental human right of all young people, adults and older 
adults. It is more than about enabling us to respond to crises: it is about laying the foundation for a 
common understanding of life in harmony with other people and forms of life in our common habitat, 
the planet earth. This involves understanding and then tackling systemic issues, structural inequalities, 
global problems and power issues, on a permanent basis. At present, the world community is struggling 
with a complex spectrum of human created crises including the COVID-19 pandemic, climate change, 
negative impact of digitalization, artificial intelligence and other new technologies, the nuclear threat, 
the weakening of democracy and the use of violent armed intervention in place of negotiation and 
dialogue. Hence the need, in the words of the UNESCO Futures of Education report, for A New Social 
Contract for Education. In this context, a new ALE needs to create and embrace long-term, sustainable 
solutions based upon the transformative power of adult learning and education rather than insist on its 
adaptive and responsive role. Peace is a precondition for planetary harmony which should be nurtured 
in the minds of women and men. The return on investments in education, literacy, critical thinking, 
learning to live together is much deeper, wider and longer lasting than that of investments in military 
hardware. ALE has a huge capacity to contribute to our personal and collective emancipation in both 
the life and work contexts. 

For these reasons, we - as members of ICAE – reaffirm our commitment to the following 
principles: 

I. First and foremost, ALE is a fundamental human right of all youth, adults and older adults – 

both women and men - a public endeavour and a global common good, of which the state 

is the main duty bearer. This implies recognizing its twin vocation: as a right in itself and as an 

enabling contributor to other fields (poverty reduction, gender equality etc.). 

II. ALE is beneficial both for personal life-wide and life-deep development and self-
realization, for communities and society as a whole and for the economy. ALE contributes to 

the creation of more just, equal, innovative, inclusive and sustainable societies, with new decent 

employment opportunities, increased social mobility and citizen participation. 

III. ALE is holistic and intersectorial: it includes all expressions of ALE (formal, non-formal and 

informal), and diverse types of learning in fields such as health, work, culture, citizenship, 

environment, etc.  

IV. Diversity is at the heart of ALE: it embraces diverse groups of learners giving particular 

attention to the vulnerable and those suffering all forms of discrimination. 

V. Adult learning and education is a core component of lifelong learning and embraces 

educational activities in three key domains: literacy and basic competencies; knowledge, 

competencies and skills in continuing education and vocational training; knowledge, 

competencies and skills in liberal, popular and community education and active citizenship. We 

believe that ALE is an essential component of SDG4 and is necessary for the achievement 
of all the SDGs. 
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Therefore, we propose and promote the following premises and actions: 

1. Transformative ALE nurtures autonomy, emancipation, freedom and democracy, increases the 

agency of learners and embraces cultural, ethnic, epistemological and linguistic diversity. However, 

this requires the achievement of literacy for all, which is the most significant foundation upon 

which to build comprehensive, inclusive and integrated lifelong and life-wide learning for all young 

people and adults.  

2. In consonance with ALE’s aim to support inclusion and participation, ALE should promote 

pedagogical approaches which are learner centred, interactive, empowering and organized around 

the principles of participation, cooperation and collaboration. 

3. ALE requires appropriate resourcing, in which government remains the main duty-bearer for the 

provision of education (including strengthening the infrastructure), either by securing education 

for the most marginalised, or by coordinating and regulating the participation of other actors in 

education and adhering to the international and regional benchmarks. 

4. The quality of ALE provision will depend on investment, policies and strategies that recognise the 

urgent need to further professionalise ALE in both the formal and non-formal sectors. This also 

means ensuring that reliable indicators and data are available to monitor progress through 

research, which can be carried out in close cooperation with universities. 

5. Gender equality remains one of the main goals of ALE. It requires enabling the balanced 

participation of men and women, the use of gender-sensitive pedagogy and feminist epistemology, 

as well as ALE policies with a special focus on women (above all in literacy initiatives, since there 

are still almost 800 million illiterate adult people in the world of whom 2/3 are women - 

unchanged!) and addressing systemic issues of power relations and oppressive cultures for women 

in various curricula and educational settings. 

6. Vocational education and training is a key component of ALE, crucial for decent life, autonomy 

and dignity. Therefore, VET should enable employment, decent jobs, comprehensive continuing 

education, professional development and career options, as well as preventing precarious work and 

helping those affected by pandemics, climate change, armed conflicts and other crises.  

7. Technology can be a driver of progress in education and its capacity to increase the outreach of 

ALE should be further explored. However, it can also create new barriers to access, make social or 

collective learning more challenging, widen existing social divides and create new ones. The 
problems of our world are not solely technological but pedagogical! Therefore, the challenges 

faced by the education sector cannot be solved mainly by digital tools, e-learning platforms and 

artificial intelligence. The right to education must not be replaced by the right to connectivity.  

8. Civil society plays a fundamental role in ALE. In order to support adult learners worldwide and 

maximize the benefits of youth and adult education, mobilization of civil society and social 

movements is necessary.  Thus, as one of the key players, CSO should be recognized as a partner 

in policy formulation and implementation, planning, monitoring and evaluation. 

As members and partners of ICAE, we are united for ALE as a fundamental human right and a 
precondition for social and ecological justice, well-being, change and transformation, because 
the future cannot wait. 

In line with the participatory and democratic spirit of ICAE, we propose that specific recommendations 

to be included in the Marrakech Framework for Action shall be debated and decided by the 

participants at the International Forum and included in the final version of this Spotlight Report.
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