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Introduction and Objectives  

Introduction 

In the previous modules (1, 2 and 3) we have established that ‘learning’ in the context of 

adult education is a lifelong process that is not contingent on age, social status, identity 

and other factors. This module builds upon this understanding and further explores how 

adult education can be used as a powerful tool to transform societies and communities.  

Unit 1 of this module discusses the need to strengthen ‘lifelong learning’ at the 

individual, as well as the community level.   

Unit 2 describes the challenges faced by adult education programmes in particular.  

Unit 3 discusses how adult education can be used to transform society from the 

perspective of social change.  

 

Objectives 

At the end of this module the learner will have developed an understanding of:  

 Education and lifelong learning programmes with special reference to the theory 

of building a culture of collaboration.  

 How individual learning can develop into community learning.  

 Policy environments in adult education and an appreciation of the challenges that 

adult education as a discipline faces.  

 Ways in which a development practitioner can harness and utilize the 

transformative potential of adult education beyond empowering individuals, and 

moving towards a societal/collective level. 
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Unit 1: Strengthening Lifelong Learning for Communities and 

Individuals 

The idea of building a culture of collaboration refers to the transformation of individual 

learning into social or communal learning. Adult education rooted in the idea of lifelong 

learning, goes beyond just teaching adults new skills. It is a process that empowers 

many people with a renewed sense of self-pride (Dickson, 2004). According to Faris 

and Paterson, in order to strengthen lifelong learning for individuals and communities, it 

is important to define and understand what an individual/community experiences as 

lifelong learning and in their view,   “Any city, town or village, and surrounding area, that, 

using lifelong learning as  an organizing principle and social goal, promotes 

collaboration of the civic, public, economic, educational and voluntary/community 

sectors in the process of achieving agreed upon objectives related to the twin goals of 

sustainable economic development and social inclusion. (Faris & Peterson, 2000)” 

They, further expand this definition to say that an understanding of how to strengthen 

lifelong learning initiatives must be based on the following:   

1. Utilization of both formal and non-formal sector learning resources that the 

community and individuals share.  

2. Regarding learning as an investment, not a cost. Learning must be seen as a 

social process that results in a comparative community advantage, where 

innovations are supported by interactive learning. 

3. Strategies, including individual learning plans should be developed with 

community members, beyond the life of immediate interventions.  

4. Lifelong learning should become a culture and inculcated, as a community goal, 

only then will individuals become agencies who promote lifelong learning values 

(Faris & Peterson, 2000).  
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As a facilitator is an integral component in the entire process of lifelong learning, she/he 

plays an important role in developing and strengthening lifelong learning principles 

within individuals and the community as a whole. Therefore, a facilitator must 

understand that lifelong learning: 

 Includes formal, informal and reflexive learning (i.e. reflecting on and learning 

about individual and collective behaviour such as safe sexual practices in an 

AIDS affected community)   

 Recognizes that learning is a means to a wide variety of ends. Participation in 

learning should converge towards these ends 

 Is a process of interventions which can connect participation and defined 

outcomes and therefore have to include leadership, management, and 

partnership lessons for participants (Singh, Frank, Youngman, & Madhu, 2003)   

Lifelong learning initiatives can also be strengthened by making sure that such 

initiatives include:   

 Development of networks for participants 

 Recognition of the workplace as a place for learning  

Lifelong learning cannot be constrained by temporal and spatial restrictions. It can 

happen in pre-school, school and post-school periods, and can also occur within or 

without conventional institutions of education. 

In order for an adult learning initiative to be successful, it is necessary to understand 

that adult education must develop as a specific process – where listening to and 

working with people, if given prime focus. This process has been often defined as 

informal learning or social development work that addresses individuals and groups 

within their specific communities.  
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The primary objective of such developmental work is to strengthen communities by 

improving people's knowledge, skills and confidence, organisational ability and 

resources. Adult education makes an important contribution towards promoting lifelong 

learning as a value in communities and in its individuals. It promotes social inclusion 

and active citizenship. But all this can only be truly achieved when adult learning 

initiatives are grounded in a development approach that is based on a commitment to 

the following:  

1. Empowerment - increasing the ability of individuals and groups to influence 

community circumstances. 

2. Participation - supporting people to take part in decision-making. 

3. Inclusion, equal opportunity and anti-discrimination - acknowledging that 

some people have restricted opportunities and influences and so should be given 

particular attention. 

4. Self-determination - supporting the right of people to make their own choices. 

5. Partnership - recognising that many agencies can contribute to adult education 

efforts and should work together to make the most of the resources available and 

to be as effective as possible (Rossiter, 1999). 

Finally, in order to strengthen lifelong learning in individuals and communities – 

practitioners and facilitators need to ensure the following: 

 All initiatives or programmes designed and reviewed must always continue to be 

learner centred. 

 Programmes and policies are configured to inspire individuals to value and 

participate successfully in education efforts.  
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 The development of knowledge, skills and attitudes throughout the lifespan of 

individuals, in a variety of settings is valued for its benefits for citizenship, 

employment, personal development and physical well-being. 

 Adult education facilitators, inspire learning, provide access, and support 

participation in lifelong learning and in a variety of settings including family, 

community, workplace, and formal settings.  

 All individuals are able to access and participate in learning regardless of their 

social, economic or educational status, sex, age, ability, culture, life situation or 

geographic location.  

 Adult education facilitators ensure that programmes and services are responsive 

and relevant to the diverse and changing needs of community resident. 

 Adult learning programmes are locally accessible and should support individuals, 

families and communities, to develop the knowledge and skills in order to find 

solutions to shared issues.  

 Adult education providers are accountable to learners, communities and 

government for achieving identified outcomes through effective allocation of 

resources and sound governance, management and measurement practices.  

 The end goals of sustained adult education should be to create learning 

communities that use collaboration, community partners, strong learning 

networks and a coordinated approach that maximizes community resources to 

address continuing learning needs (Lind, 2007).  
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Unit 2: Challenges for Adult Education 

As the importance of the discipline of adult education continues to grow, it faces some 

peculiar and unique challenges ( (UNESCO CONFINTEA, 2000). Some of these issues 

include the following:  

 Curriculum: As adults learn differently from children and have already gained 

adulthood and have considerable and varied experiences, education based on a 

purely theoretical or academic framework can turn out to be disempowering 

process. If theory alone becomes the basis of an adult education process, 

learners will continue to have a low self-esteem as they will not be able to 

understand or relate these to their own lives. They will thus feel alienated from 

the information that is being shared and this will be a factor that disassociates 

them from the learning process. 

 Gender related issues: In developing countries or marginalised communities, 

women face restrictions in terms of difficulty in accessing classes that are based 

on a number of factors. These include issues of safety and security, when 

classes are held far away from their homes or in location where their safety is 

compromised. The responsibilities of the reproductive roles(cooking, cleaning, 

washing, caring of the young, old and the sick) that women play in their 

households, make it difficult for them to attend classes that are held in the 

evenings or at night.   

Existing social structures mandate the permission of the male members in the 

family when a woman admission in an educational programme.  This reinforces 

the principle that any programme designed for adult education must promote 

equal participation of men and women, in order that change and development is 
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inclusive of all members of a community. . Close proximity of classes and sharing 

of information would help men realize female education benefits not just her, but 

the family and community as well. By attending classes, women can become 

better care givers, take better care of themselves and even add to the family 

income. On the other hand attending these classes men too understand issues of 

gender discrimination, including patriarchy, socialization processes and the 

changes that they too need to make in taking up different responsibilities (sharing 

reproductive roles) and recognising women as their equals.  

 Adult Education versus Basic Literacy: Adult education is not the same as 

basic literacy. Basic literacy is important and vital for a community and is very 

often best taught using the methods of adult education. However, adult education 

is much wider and larger than basic literacy and can be used to teach a wide 

range of subjects. What is most important to remember is that adult education is 

more than acquiring a skill; it is a tool for social empowerment.  

Adult education also faces additional challenges such as:  

(1) Defining the domain of knowledge, skills, and abilities in a field, where there is yet no 

single definition of the domain. 

 (2) Using performance assessments for multiple purposes and different audiences. 

 (3) Securing the fiscal resources required for assessment development, training, 

implementation, and maintenance of adult education programmes.  

(4) Ensuring sufficient time for assessment and learning opportunities, given the 

structure of adult education programmes and students’ limited participation  

 (5) Developing the expertise needed for assessment development, implementation, 

and maintenance (UNESCO CONFINTEA, 2000). 
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According to Carlos Zarco Mera (2005), adult education as a discipline also faces the 

challenge of reviewing, organizing and systematizing the conclusions and 

recommendations that materials on adult education have to offer.  There is a need to 

develop a more coherent and useful agenda for action that will help identify lessons 

learned and the topics that adult education must continue to address.  

There is also evidence that in most countries adult education efforts are not transformed 

into educational policy (Mera, 2005). Many governments regard adult education as 

limited to programmes for the poor, to raise literacy levels. Adult education practitioners 

should ensure that there is pressure, from international agencies on the governments, 

to review and revise their vision for adult education. 

Mera (2005) adds that in order to stay globally relevant, thematic adult education must 

include people from various marginalized sections, such as: 

 Women - in order to include a perspective of gender equity that moves towards 

gender equality and the promotion of women’s power and leadership.  

 Indigenous people - to develop an intercultural perspective. 

 People with disabilities - to provide an opportunity for give visibility to such 

individuals and to make use of their capacities. 

 Migrants:  to develop special proposals and components for social inclusion.  

 People living with HIV/AIDS: Should promote information dissemination through 

sex education to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS and to have the larger 

community, accept them as equal members.  

Accordingly, any adult education proposal must address:  

 Building citizenship  
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 Linkages with production and employment opportunities  

 Intercultural dialogue  

 Sustainable development, which implies a clear ecological consciousness  

 Equity and the overcoming of all forms of discrimination 

According to Mera (2005), overcoming the challenges that adult education faces 

requires each stakeholder and actor to play its role: 

 The State has the primary and fundamental responsibility to create the material, 

financial, legal, and political conditions for guaranteeing the right to education. 

  Companies are responsible for ensuring that people are benefitted through their 

programmes 

 Civil society organizations act as agencies to prompt community-based 

demands for their rights and for this improved public policy is crucial.  

  Universities contribute in terms of knowledge generation based on academic 

expertise and practice. 

 International bodies can contribute by mobilizing to overcome poverty and 

address pressing needs of communities.  
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Unit 3: Using Adult Education to Transform Communities and Society 

No clear consensus exists on the specific theoretical base of adult education. However, 

adult education scholars group theories into three general themes – 

 Positivist a third person view 

 Interpretive a second person view and 

 Critical a first person view (Briton, 1996; Darkenwald, 1982).   

These theories best support the notion that the transformative idea of adult /continuing/ 

or extension education; they are grounded in the critical perspective focused on power, 

ethics, lived experience, and emancipation.  Critical theory elaborates on the positivist 

view of adult education, related to technical or skills-based knowledge (Wilson, 2000).  

Jack Mezirow, the father of transformative learning theory, states that "transformative 

learning for emancipation education is the business of all adult education." (1990, p. 

357) 

The psychological approach to adult learning developed by Mezirow inspired many in 

the women's movement and it focuses on dramatic and elemental changes in how 

adults perceive themselves and their world (Mezirow & Associates, 2000; Mezirow, 

1990). 

Mezirow defines transformative learning as a process by which we transform our taken-

for-granted frames of reference, (meaning perspectives, habits of mind and mind-sets) 

to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open, emotionally capable of change, and 

reflective, so that they bring about beliefs and opinions that will better guide actions. 
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Simply put, transformative learning replaces a point of view or mind-set with one that is 

more developed or mature (Merriam, 2004). The goal of this learning theory is learner 

empowerment, through critical reflection for a more participatory learning society 

(Cranton, 1996). This theory suggests that a triggering event acts as a catalyst to bring 

about the transformative learning process. This learning process necessitates a process 

of unlearning deeply held assumptions. The learner constructs new meanings of their 

experiences from the new context created by the triggering event and through 

conversation with others to assess and justify their assumptions. This transformative 

process results in reflective action from changes in life experience (Mezirow & Taylor, 

2009). 

Mezirow (2000), suggests that transformative learning occurs through a 10-step process  

1. Experience of a disorienting dilemma 

2. Undergoing a process of self-reflection and examination 

3. Conduct of a deep assessment of personal role assumptions and alienation 

created by new roles 

4. Sharing and analysing  personal discontent around specific issues and 

discussion with others having  similar experiences 

5. Exploration of options for new ways of acting 

6. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles 

7. Planning a course of action 

8. Acquisition of requisite knowledge and skills for action 

9. Trial of new roles and assessment of feedback 

10. Reintegration into society with a new perspective 
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Stephan Brookfield defines critical reflection as unlearning assumptions that we have by 

questioning them; he points out that there are fundamental differences between critical 

reflection and transformative learning (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009). Reflection most often 

relies only on learning from experience and not an in-depth transformation process 

(Munoz-Chrobak, 2001). 

This kind of in-depth reflection requires being self-aware, making sense of experiences, 

deconstructing and reconstructing meaning in life, critique of premises and ideologies, 

and principled thinking (Wilson, 2000; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009; Garrison, 1992; 

Brookfield, 1987). Critical reflection focuses on emancipation and autonomy of the 

learner to gain better control of rapid change in the environment connected to their 

private lives and public issues (Brookfield, 1987).  

One study proposes that critical reflection practiced by educators’ , results in personal 

growth, increased professionalism, increased democracy and justice in the learning 

environment, increased appreciation for complexities of teaching, better meeting the 

needs of diverse learners, and increased collaboration among educators (Munoz-

Chrobak, 2001) . It is in the process of critical reflection that people question long held 

beliefs, supported and encouraged through a community of peers.  This form of 

reflection is social action that includes imagining and exploring alternatives to current 

assumptions. Those who reflect critically are self-aware and often become more 

skeptical of the world around them. Brookfield's phases for successful critical reflection 

include: 

 Trigger event 

 Appraisal of assumptions 

 Exploration of alternatives to current assumptions 

 Developing alternative perspectives 
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 Integration of new perspectives into daily life 

Transformation of the individual and the community is central to social change. This can 

be induced through education. This is where the theoretical discussion has lessons for 

the practice of adult education (Franz, 2007):  

 Facilitators should focus more intently on processing educational experiences 

with learners, by including time for critical reflection on assumptions about the 

learning content and the learning process. 

 Interdisciplinary issues education and other approaches to programming should 

be used to stretch teachers/facilitators and learners and provide opportunities for 

disorienting dilemmas and self-assessment. 

 Facilitators should provide opportunities for learners to more fully guide their own 

learning techniques, to better match the learner's needs. These may include 

offering a variety of delivery methods from performance based or electronic 

learning, to print material and workshops. 

 Facilitators should provide structured reflection time with learners and serve as a 

learning helper, rather than just an expert in order to create a more participatory 

learning environment. 

 Learners should be directly involved in developing, implementing, and evaluating 

learning experiences to encourage critical reflection between teachers and 

learners, and realignment of programmes. 

 Teachers should facilitate experiential activities that help learners think about and 

discuss their assumptions, as well as explore alternatives. 
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 Implementing agencies and organizations need to change their approach 

towards educational processes and programmes. They need to include 

transformation, triggering events or disorienting dilemmas, reflection, critical 

reflection, and questioning assumptions. 
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Summary 

This module has covered the some methods and ways in which adult education 

interventions can be strengthened including curriculum development, governmental 

support and most importantly through a true participatory process.  

It has also discussed some challenges commonly faced by adult education programmes 

and how cooperation between a wide range of stakeholders, is essential to address 

these challenges. The module has also discussed the potential and the theoretical 

underpinning of education theory that lead to practical considerations that must be kept 

in mind if the transformative capacity of adult education is to be utilised.  
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