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FOrEwOrd

The CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review (MTR) Conference took place 
in Suwon and Osan, Republic of Korea, in October 2017. Stakeholders 
from 95 UNESCO Member States assessed progress in implementing 
the Belém Framework for Action (BFA) and discussed the next steps. 
The BFA, which was adopted by delegates at the Sixth International 
Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) in Belém, Brazil, 
in December 2009, records the commitments of Member States and 
presents a strategic guide for the future development of adult learning 
and education (ALE) within the perspective of lifelong learning.

In 2015, in the course of agreeing the Education 2030 Framework for 
Action as the guiding instrument to achieve the targets of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4 on education, Member States adopted the UNESCO 
Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education. This normative in-
strument identifies the three key fields of learning to be addressed by ALE: 
literacy and basic skills, continuing training and professional development, 
and active citizenship skills. Together with the five areas of action intro-
duced by the BFA – policy, governance, financing, participation inclusion 
and equity, and quality – they form a comprehensive matrix for analysing 
not only major trends and developments, but also shortcomings in provi-
sion, as well as priorities to support further improvements in ALE. 

Implementation of both frameworks is regularly assessed through 
UNESCO’s Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE). 
The third edition (GRALE 3) served as a key background document for 
the MTR conference, at which more than 350 delegates discussed inno-
vations and new developments in ALE policy and practice. They elabo-
rated and adopted the Suwon-Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review 
Statement: The power of adult learning and education; a vision towards 
2030. This statement outlines the guiding principles and main strategies 
for the international ALE community and looks towards CONFINTEA 
VII, planned for 2022. Besides the Statement, a report of the Mid-Term 
Review Conference and its sessions, is also available.1 

1 CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review: Report of the conference:  
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260720

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260720
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This publication constitutes the third outcome document of the confer-
ence. It provides an overview of the main thematic debates. The chapters 
follow the conference themes and aim to illustrate or underpin the main 
arguments and way forward set out in the Suwon-Osan Statement. 

David Atchoarena
Director, UIL  
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whAT IS CONFINTEA?

CONFINTEA is UNESCO’s International Conference on Adult Education. 
It has taken place roughly every 12 years since 1949 in order to pro-
mote adult education in UNESCO Member States. It last convened in 
December 2009, in Belém, Brazil.

At the 2009 CONFINTEA, 144 Member States adopted the Belém 
Framework for Action (BFA) (UIL, 2010b) with the aim of strengthening 
adult education. The UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL), with 
support from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) and UNESCO of-
fices in the different world regions, coordinates the global monitoring of 
the follow-up to the BFA.

whAT IS ThE MId-TErM rEvIEw?

As part of the post-Belém follow-up, the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong 
Learning organized a Mid-Term Review. Apart from the CONFINTEA 
gathering itself, the Mid-Term Review is currently the most inclusive and 
expert global forum on adult learning and education (ALE) that attempts 
to bridge policy and practice, bringing together decision-makers from 
government, civil society, academia and the private sector to learn from 
the past and set the stage for the future. 

The Mid-Term Review was designed to seek answers to three questions:

•	 Have Member States made progress in implementing the BFA?
•	 What challenges have they faced, and what lessons can they share?
•	 What should their priorities be, particularly in relation to the support-

ive role ALE can play in achieving both the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) set out in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
(United Nations, 2015a) and the targets of the Education 2030 
Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2015) for the implementation of 
SDG 4?2

2 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.

TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 1
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The Mid-Term Review in the context of the CONFINTEA VI  
to CONFINTEA VII timeline
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This third question was of extreme importance, and much of the review 
addressed the relationship between ongoing progress in ALE and ALE’s 
interconnectedness with activities aimed at achieving the SDGs.

The latest Mid-Term Review was organized by UIL in cooperation with 
the Korean Ministry of Education, the Korean National Commission for 
UNESCO, the National Institute for Lifelong Education (NILE) and the 
municipalities of Suwon and Osan in the Republic of Korea. Other collab-
orating partners were UNESCO Bangkok and the International Council 
for Adult Education (ICAE). From 25 to 27 October 2017, some 325 par-
ticipants from 95 countries came together to assess the implementation 
of the previous CONFINTEA’s recommendations in Member States and 
pave the way towards the next CONFINTEA (CONFINTEA VII, to be held 
in 2022). 
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NEw INFluENCES SINCE CONFINTEA vI

The 2017 Mid-Term Review takes as its point of departure the BFA. The 
period allotted to achieve both the Millennium Development Goals and 
the Education for All goals came to an end in 2015. Intensive internation-
al dialogue and debate provided a basis for envisioning the next phase 
of global development, articulated in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and its 17 SDGs, adopted at the United Nations in 2015. In 
the same year, the Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework 
for Action (UNESCO, 2015) spelled out the related international agenda 
for education. Again in 2015, UNESCO adopted its Recommendation 
on Adult Learning and Education (RALE) (UIL, 2016), replacing the 
Recommendation on the Development of Adult Education of 1976 
(UNESCO, 1976).

Alongside the development of this international consensus on devel-
opment and educational goals, UIL initiated a CONFINTEA VI follow-
up process, holding a number of regional events and producing the 
Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE), of which there 
are three to date, with a fourth edition due in 2019 in the run-up to 
CONFINTEA VII in 2022. These reports, now supplemented by regional 
reports produced specially for this Mid-Term Review, are the first of their 
kind in the field of ALE. 

The Mid-Term Review has therefore a rich set of inputs and frame-
works within which to assess progress and envisage the future. In par-
ticular, GRALE 3 (UIL, 2016) provided the latest data against which to 
check the implementation of the BFA.

In the process of the Mid-Term Review, the five key ‘areas of action’ 
specified in the BFA (policy; governance; financing; participation, equity 
and inclusion; and quality), together with the SDG  4 targets and the 
2015 RALE, provided templates for the discussions analysing progress 
and planning effective strategies, stronger partnerships and robust moni-
toring frameworks for the future.
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ThE purpOSES OF ThE MId-TErM rEvIEw

According to the Mid-Term Review concept note, The Power of Adult 
Learning: Vision 2030 (UIL, 2017a), issued before the conference, the 
event had six purposes, which were to:

•	 take stock of progress, activities and trends since 2009, sharing les-
sons and analysing the comprehensive findings and recommendations 
of the past three GRALE reports, and specifically those of GRALE 3;

•	 evaluate the latest research on ALE, particularly on its intersectoral 
benefits, finding powerful new arguments to raise awareness about 
ALE and strengthen the case for greater investment in it;

•	 learn about innovations, good practices and successful examples on 
how to improve ALE, but also learn about what did not work, and 
the challenges faced, based on the progress in implementation of the 
regional action plans to follow up on CONFINTEA VI;

•	 strengthen existing partnerships and create new ones, at global, re-
gional and national level, in order to develop joint actions for ALE 
up to CONFINTEA VII (in 2022) and beyond, based on new regional 
surveys of developments;

•	 explore the potential of stronger associations between ALE providers 
and users;

•	 agree on new ideas on how ALE can fit into broader policy reforms to 
promote lifelong learning (e.g. Education 2030 Incheon Declaration 
and Framework for Action) and sustainable development (SDGs).

These purposes, if achieved, would enable the Mid-Term Review to 
identify strategies and measures to further improve policy, govern-
ance, financing, participation, inclusion and equity, and quality of ALE 
in UNESCO Member States within and between sectors, thus enhanc-
ing full implementation and sound monitoring of the BFA in the remain-
ing years before CONFINTEA VII in 2022. It would also raise awareness 
among policy-makers, practitioners and researchers of the findings and 
recommendations of GRALE 3; the concepts and guidance provided by 
RALE; and of the implications of the Incheon Declaration, especially with 
regard to how ALE will contribute to achieving the SDG 4 commitments 
and related targets; and more broadly encourage the supportive contri-
bution of ALE to sustainable development.
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The final output of the Mid-Term Review was the Suwon-Osan 
CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review Statement (UIL, 2018), unanimously 
adopted on the last day of the conference.

ThE CIvIl SOCIETy FOruM rEvIEw 

Apart from the representatives from Member States of UNESCO, a 
number of international organizations, universities, NGOs, the private 
sector and the media from all regions of the world also came together 
as the Civil Society Forum (CSF) to take stock of developments since 
2009 and adopt a strategy for further implementation of the BFA until 
CONFINTEA VII. This preparatory event took place on 24 October 2017 
under the theme ‘Civil society’s contribution to securing the right to edu-
cation and lifelong learning for youth and adults’. It was organized by the 
ICAE, a 50-year-old organization with over 100 member organizations 
representing more than 800 NGOs in more than 75 countries.

For civil society, this gathering offered the possibility of appraising the 
challenges and opportunities related to ALE in the current context, profil-
ing its importance in the new global education and development agenda, 
and confronting the challenges related to its implementation on both the 
national and the global levels. Though SDG 4, agreed on by the United 
Nations in 2015, focuses on lifelong learning (LLL), adult education is the 
weakest link in this chain, especially in terms of funding. 

For the full realization of SDG 4, and indeed all the other SDGs, it 
was necessary for the forum to discuss what kind of lifelong learning 
would need to be promoted in order to support learners worldwide and 
maximize the benefits of youth and adult education for sustainable de-
velopment, and how to mobilize civil society and social movements to 
make this happen. Therefore ICAE, with its partners and members, or-
ganized the Civil Society Forum as a platform for civil society to inform 
the CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review conference.

In her opening address, Katarina Popović (the Secretary-General 
of ICAE) stated that, eight years after CONFINTEA VI in Belém, adult 
education was continuing to struggle through financial and other cri-
ses. Though there had been some action gains (for example in adult 
literacy activities) and ALE had helped in ensuring that the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) made a greater 
impact, adult education still had a lack of dedicated funding. The world 
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was not yet in the state it should be: urgent issues included inequality, re-
sidual slavery, the impact of neoliberalism, climate change, ongoing con-
flicts, and a resurgence of populism, nationalism and racism. There was 
more of ‘learning to survive and to earn’ than ‘learning to be and to do’. 

Unfortunately, adult education was less visible than it had been: it 
was ‘hidden’ or ‘lost’ somewhere in lifelong learning. It was neglected, 
marginalized and underfunded. In this context and with the recurring 
crises for adult education, CONFINTEA still mattered as the only glo-
bally accepted instrument for the promotion and monitoring of adult 
education.

The Civil Society Forum then broke into regional groups and ap-
praised progress in the implementation of the BFA. After that, they 
discussed progress and ongoing priorities in the three areas for action 
identified in RALE.

The BFA reminds us that ALE equips people with the necessary knowl-
edge, capabilities, skills, competencies and values to exercise and ad-
vance their rights and take control of their destinies. It also underlines 
that it is an imperative for the achievement of equity and inclusion, for 
alleviating poverty and for building equitable, tolerant, sustainable and 
knowledge-based societies. In addition, RALE takes a comprehensive and 
systematic approach to ALE, reflecting the BFA’s areas for action and 
defining three key domains: literacy and basic skills; continuing educa-
tion and vocational skills; and liberal, popular and community education 
and citizenship skills. RALE builds on the idea of literacy presented in 
the Belém Framework for Action: literacy as an indispensable founda-
tion of ALE, thus equally part of the right to education as well as a pre-
requisite for the development of personal, social, economic and political 
empowerment.

Out of these discussions and debates a set of recommendations were 
made and summarized in a statement from the Civil Society Forum. It 
was then formally presented to the Mid-Term Review conference. 

The Civil Society Forum statement stresses that education and learn-
ing throughout life is a fundamental human right, and a public good 
that is key to promoting educational, social, economic and environmental 
justice, democratic participation, citizenship values (like solidarity) and 
reducing widespread inequalities. However, ALE is the least supported 
link in the lifelong learning chain and therefore its position should be 
strengthened, secured and fully recognized in order to make sure that 
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all adults are not left behind. The political commitment to promoting the 
fully inclusive understanding of lifelong learning is imperative. 

In terms of competencies, the challenges of our times call for ALE to 
be organized in an integrated and holistic manner. Such a comprehensive 
perspective would take into account formal, non-formal and informal 
learning. It would incorporate and connect basic education, training of 
skills and capacities for effective and decent work, and developing ca-
pacities for life and social and personal development. It would recog-
nize a diversity of ways of learning and knowing, including indigenous 
knowledge. Quality adult education, training and learning must encom-
pass the full range of capacities that are needed in the world of work, in 
society and for everyday life. It should include Education for Sustainable 
Development and Global Citizenship Education. 

It was clear in the Civil Society Forum discussions that there was a 
shifting emphasis in national ALE discourses, from a socio-political agen-
da of transformation and human development to an economic agenda of 
skill-building, market orientation and economic growth. 

TOwArdS CONFINTEA vII

The Suwon-Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review Statement recog-
nized that conceptual inconsistencies remained, and reaffirmed the fun-
damental right to lifelong learning as a precondition for the realization of 
all other human rights, and a public good of which the state is the duty 
bearer.

The chapters in this publication look at some of the major issues exam-
ined in the Mid-Term Review, including standardization moves, progress 
and challenges in ALE, how current efforts in ALE can be synchronized 
with the international drive to reach the SDGs by 2030 and, lastly, how 
ALE achievements can be monitored and measured. All this is to be ad-
dressed in the short timescale before the next CONFINTEA in 2022.



ChApTEr 2 

SETTINg ThE STANdArdS  
FOr AdulT lEArNINg  
ANd EduCATION
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INTrOduCTION: INSTruMENTS ANd STANdArdS

Since UNESCO’s last International Conference on Adult Education 
(CONFINTEA VI), held in Belém, Brazil, in 2009, there has been significant 
development in making available instruments and standards to both guide 
and monitor the worldwide progress of adult learning and education (ALE).

In the context of ALE, an ‘instrument’ (which we normally think of 
as being a physical tool for delicate or precision work) is a written set of 
guidelines, procedures or questions to gather information that can be 
used to analyse ALE, its contexts, thinking and practice in as precise a 
way as possible. Such instruments, including various templates, matrices, 
regulations and guidelines, encourage us to look at ALE in certain ways, 
as if through a lens, focusing on what is considered important. Similarly, 
standards (now increasingly prominent in the world of education at all 
levels) can range from knowledge and practice ones for educators and 
learners through to broader indicators of quality in learning. 

This chapter looks at the progress in setting standards in ALE and 
the role of some of the key instruments that have been made available 
since 2009, starting with the product of CONFINTEA VI itself, the Belém 
Framework for Action.

ThE grOwTh OF STANdArdS

Learning standards are one of the most important issues in education and 
training today, influencing every dimension of educational systems, from 
high-stakes standardized testing, to determining the content knowledge 
and skills that students are taught, through to the professional develop-
ment that educators need to be effective. Standards are used to set clear, 
measurable goals, to inform the design of instruction, to indicate what 
needs to be assessed, and help keep educators accountable.

UNESCO plays a key role in setting standards, and recognizes that, as 
education systems become increasingly interconnected, there is greater 
need to set global standards in various spheres of education (UNESCO, 
2014a, p. 10). UNESCO has to anticipate and respond to these emerging 
trends and needs in education. This includes acting as a ‘standard-setter: 
developing standards, norms and guidelines in key education areas, and 
monitoring the implementation and dissemination of successful educa-
tional policies and practices’ (UNESCO, 2017b, p. 9).
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Learning standards are concise written descriptions of what learners are 
expected to know and be able to do at a specific stage of, or at the end 
of, their education or training. Learning standards describe educational 
objectives or outcomes – i.e. what learners should have learned by the 
end of a course or grade or period of study – but they do not describe 
or prescribe any particular teaching practice, curriculum or assessment 
method (although this is a source of ongoing confusion and debate, as 
what is taught is increasingly guided by standards). The pervasive influ-
ence of globalization and mobility in the modern world has undoubtedly 
encouraged the use of clearly specified standards. 

Setting standards implicitly sets relatively high expectations of the 
learners – as the standard applies to all – and is based on the belief that 
not holding learners (and educators) to a suitable standard effectively 
denies learners access to high-quality education and training.

Historically, standards were first associated with competency-based 
learning requiring mastery of specified knowledge and skills. Over 
time, standards were increasingly used in vocational training and in for-
mal school education systems (such as the use of Common Core State 
Standards in the United States of America and the standardized testing 
associated with them). They can apply to subject areas, to specific aca-
demic disciplines, to skills training, and to national professional stand-
ards. Accreditation standards are used to accredit education and training 
institutions, programmes and qualifications.

For technical and vocational education and training (TVET), the move 
towards competency-based standards started in the mid-1970s and rep-
resented a response to criticisms that education and training programmes 
were failing to meet the practical requirements of employment. The curricu-
lum base of such programmes was clearly out of alignment with the rapidly 
changing needs of employment. UNESCO’s Recommendation Concerning 
Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) (UNESCO, 
2016b) states that (p. 11) ‘Well-articulated outcome-based qualifications 
frameworks or systems based on  learning outcomes and relating to a set of 
agreed standards should be  established, in consultation with stakeholders, 
based on identified needs including occupational standards.’

In ALE, the influence of standards has been slower, but already in 
UNESCO’s 1976 Recommendation on the Development of Adult 
Education was the proposal that:
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Member States should foster agreements on the preparation and 
adoption of international standards in important fields, such as 
the teaching of foreign languages and basic studies, with a view 
to helping create a universally accepted unit-credit system. …   
In  order to facilitate international co-operation, Member States 
should  apply to adult education the standards recommended at 
international level, in particular with regard to the presentation of 
statistical data (UNESCO, 1976, p. 13).

The Belém Framework for Action of 2009 recommended that ‘inter-
national indicators and targets’ should be developed for adult literacy, 
learner achievement should be ‘recognized through appropriate assess-
ment methods and instruments’ and that UNESCO and its structures 
should ‘develop guidelines on all learning outcomes’. There were chal-
lenges to ‘developing quality criteria for curricula, learning materials 
and teaching methodologies in adult education programmes, taking 
account of outcomes and impact measures’ and in ‘elaborating criteria 
to assess the learning outcomes of adults at various levels’ as well as in 
‘putting in place precise quality indicators’. However, in its Statement 
of Evidence, it did record progress in that ‘effective instruments and 
systems of recognition, validation and accreditation of learning are 
gradually being put in place, including quality assurance bodies and 
procedures’ (UIL, 2010b, pp. 3, 6, 7, 9).

The 2015 Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education 
(UNESCO, 2016a) is more direct and forceful about standards, particu-
larly in relation to their use in monitoring quality of provision. Member 
States are asked to apply the recommendations, including:

  25.(a) establishing mechanisms and/or structures that utilize 
 appropriate quality criteria and standards, subject to peri-
odic r eview;

…
  (c) assessing the effectiveness and efficiency of programmes 

by measuring the extent to which they achieve the desired 
 objectives, including in relation to their outcomes;

… 
  28.(e) establishing quality assurance mechanisms and pro-

gramme monitoring and evaluation as integral components of 



26 TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 2

adult learning and education systems; setting quality standards, 
certifying adherence to these standards and disseminating, to 
the general public, information about providers adhering to the 
standards.

The very success of various schooling and adult education endeavours 
in the previous decade (such as the huge growth in primary school at-
tendance) brought the issues of quality and the need for standards to the 
fore. Once access is achieved, quality becomes a major concern, to which 
standards are seen as one of the answers.

ThE bEléM FrAMEwOrK FOr ACTION

The Belém Framework for Action (BFA) of 2009 (UIL, 2010b) provides a 
framework for programmes of action in national states and at the interna-
tional level. It carries forward the message of previous CONFINTEAs, such 
as the Hamburg Declaration (UIL, 1997), but in a new context, which it 
analyses in some detail, highlighting the contradictions present in the con-
tinuing globalization of the world with its growing knowledge economy, its 
rapid production, and its labour market and social communication changes.

ThE bFA’S CONTExT

For the CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review 2017 (UIL, 2017a), the BFA’s 
contextual analysis was updated in a set of regional reports, all of which 
noted some form of economic dismay. Africa had austerity, poverty and 
unemployment; the Arab States youth unemployment (and of course 
conflict and post-conflict problems); Asia, though it had growing econo-
mies, also had millions living in poverty; Latin America had high eco-
nomic inequality; and Europe and North America also had post-2008 
austerity and unemployment, as well as ageing populations and a new 
refugee and migrant crisis. 

Alongside a growing knowledge economy were concerns about the 
quality of the education to prepare learners for it (in spite of the growth 
of universal primary education in Africa and Asia), the number of out-of-
school children and youth, and the impact of social media. 

Large-scale migration, which has a major impact on communities – 
for those left behind, for those migrating and for receiving communities 
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– also has an effect, as does unbridled urban growth, climate change and 
other environmental challenges, violent conflicts and shrinking demo-
cratic space. 

In addition, there was a shifting emphasis in national ALE discourses, 
from a socio-political agenda of transformation and human develop-
ment to an economic agenda of skill-building, market orientation and 
economic growth. The Suwon-Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review 
Statement (UIL, 2018) (hereafter referred to as the Suwon Statement) 
recognized that conceptual inconsistencies remained and reaffirmed the 
fundamental right to lifelong learning as a precondition for the realiza-
tion of all other human rights, and a public good of which the state is the 
duty bearer.

rECOgNITION OF ThE IMpOrTANCE OF  
INTErNATIONAl  INSTruMENTS

At Belém there had been a recognition of the importance of various in-
ternational instruments that supported literacy and ALE, including:

•	 the six Education for All (EFA) goals (UNESCO, 2000) through gov-
ernment-led cooperation with United Nations agencies, civil society 
organizations, private providers and donors;

•	 the Education For All–Fast Track Initiative (now known as the Global 
Partnership for Education);

•	 the United Nations Literacy Decade (UNLD) (2003–2012) supporting 
worldwide advocacy and awareness-raising and the Literacy Initiative 
for Empowerment (LIFE) furnishing a global framework within UNLD 
to support countries with the greatest literacy needs;

•	 the two Millennium Development Goals (United Nations, 2000) that 
explicitly addressed education: achieving universal primary education 
and gender parity. 

The BFA also recognized the key role of ALE in the achievement of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) 
goals to be achieved by 2015, alongside those of the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) of 
1979 and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action of 1995 (UIL, 
2010b).



28 TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 2

However, the BFA noted that in none of these international efforts had there 
been a designated role for ALE beyond basic literacy and life skills, though 
the Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (2005–2014) set out 
a broad mandate in which adult learning and education could play a highly 
visible role (and in many countries did) (UNESCO, 2014a, b). The BFA was 
concerned that most education and training systems are still largely focused 
on the education and training of young people, and limited progress has been 
made in changing systems to reflect the need for learning throughout the 
life course, in particular in adult learning to create learning environments. 
Programmes and courses better suited for adults to learn and make use of 
their prior learning require the establishing of quality adult learning systems.

Taking all contextual factors into account, the BFA set out an ambi-
tious list of recommendations (UIL, 2010b).

One of the important features of this list of recommendations was 
its architecture. It categorizes five main areas of action: policy, govern-
ance, financing, participation, inclusion and equity, and quality. This list 
becomes the key basis for the structuring of subsequent research, guide-
lines and reporting instruments.

One must however note that, because of the particular challenges of 
inadequate literacy, the list was preceded by a section on literacy directed 
in particular to ‘preventing and breaking the cycle of low literacy and cre-
ating a fully literate world’ and provided a set of commitments relating to 
it, including recognizing literacy as a continuum, setting clear plans and 
goals, gaining resources, developing relevant provision and an enriched 
literate environment, and establishing international indicators and targets 
for literacy (ibid., Section 11).

There was also a section on monitoring the implementation of the 
BFA, which took further the necessity to ‘develop guidelines on all learn-
ing outcomes, including those acquired through non-formal and informal 
learning’ and having ‘clear benchmarks and indicators’ for the monitoring 
mechanisms themselves (ibid., Section 17).

The BFA became the guiding source in the structuring of two key post-
Belém outputs, namely the 2015 Recommendation on Adult Learning 
and Education (RALE) and the Global Report on Adult Learning and 
Education (GRALE) reports. In a way that had not happened before, the 
production of RALE (UNESCO, 2016a) and the three GRALE reports (UIL, 
2010a, 2013, 2016) provided an answer to several of the CONFINTEA 
VI commitments relating both to literacy and adult education in general, 



United Nations
Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization

United Nations
Educational, Scientific and

Cultural Organization

Recommendation 
on Adult Learning and Education

2015

29TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 2

as well as serving to help standardize the way ALE is spoken about and 
monitored. RALE provides the supportive framework that can guide 
GRALE’s future collection and analysis of information on the achieve-
ment of the BFA.

ThE rECOMMENdATION ON AdulT lEArNINg  
ANd EduCATION

UNESCO’s 2015 Recommen-
dation on Adult Learning and 
Education, though a  recent docu-
ment, has already had influence 
as a normative instrument in the 
comprehensive and systematic 
reviewing and further develop-
ment of quality ALE policies, 
concepts and practices since 
CONFINTEA VI. 

RALE is a much-needed revi-
sion, asked for in the BFA, of the 
1976 Recommendation on the 
Development of Adult Education, 
and it reflects contemporary edu-
cational, cultural, political, social 
and economic challenges as set 
out in the Hamburg Declaration 
of 1997 and the BFA of 2009. Its 

use will give renewed momentum to adult education, recognized in for-
mal, non-formal and informal modes.

RALE takes a comprehensive and systematic approach to ALE. It:

•	 provides a broad and comprehensive definition of ALE and six 
 objectives of ALE:
■ To develop the capacity of individuals to think critically and 
to act with autonomy and a sense of responsibility;
■ To reinforce the capacity to deal with and shape the devel-
opments taking place in the economy and the world of work; 
■ To contribute to the creation of a learning society where  every 
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 individual has an opportunity to learn and fully  participate in 
sustainable development processes and to enhance  solidarity 
among people and communities; 
■ To promote peaceful coexistence and human rights; 
■ To foster resilience in young and older adults; 
■ To enhance awareness for the protection of the  environment.

•	 identifies three key domains of learning: literacy and basic skills; 
 continuing education and vocational skills; and active citizenship 
through community, popular or liberal education;

•	 differentiates five transversal areas of action (the same as those in 
the BFA: policy, governance, financing, participation, inclusion and 
equity, and quality); 

•	 urges greater international cooperation and internal multi-stakeholder 
cooperation.

RALE thus serves as a valuable analytical, programmatic and advocacy 
instrument for promoting lifelong learning. It provides a comprehensive 
framework for decision-makers, researchers and practitioners in ALE and 
gives guiding principles for the further development of ALE in Member 
States. Clearly, RALE will have a powerful role in the CONFINTEA process 
and beyond, including as a framework for the national monitoring survey 
and report of GRALE 4. It was also recognized as a vital development by 
the Suwon Statement (which also acknowledged the Recommendation 
concerning Technical, Vocational Education and Training [UNESCO, 
2016b], also revised in 2015, as another normative instrument to guide 
work in adult learning and education). In particular, the RALE definitions 
and categorizations are likely to prove extremely influential. 

ThE rAlE dEFINITION OF AlE

Adult learning and education is a core component of lifelong learn-
ing. It comprises all forms of education and learning that aim to 
ensure that all adults participate in their societies and the world 
of work. It denotes the entire body of learning processes, formal, 
non-formal and informal, whereby those regarded as adults by 
the society in which they live, develop and enrich their capabilities 
for living and working, both in their own interests and those of 
their communities, organizations and societies. Adult learning and 



31TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 2

education involves sustained activities and processes of acquiring, 
recognizing, exchanging, and adapting capabilities. Given that the 
boundaries of youth and adulthood are shifting in most cultures, 
in this text the term ‘adult’ denotes all those who engage in adult 
learning and education, even if they have not reached the legal age 
of maturity (UIL, 2016). 

This new definition of ALE incorporates much of the original definition 
of adult education laid down in the Nairobi Recommendation on the 
Development of Adult Education of 1976 and further developed in the 
Hamburg Declaration of 1997 (which was then endorsed by the BFA 
of 2009).

The significant definitional changes or enhancements include:

•	 Put lifelong learning up front – adult education is explicitly located as 
a component of lifelong learning – but drop the term ‘lifelong educa-
tion and learning’ of 1976. This may reflect a terminological or ideo-
logical shift: ‘lifelong education’ stresses the provision of education 
(by the state), whereas ‘lifelong learning’ focuses on the agency (and 
responsibility) of the learner.

•	 More categorically, state that ‘the entire body of learning processes, 
formal, non-formal and informal’ are covered by ALE.

•	 Prioritize participation in society and the world of work.
•	 Use the language of capabilities, which emphasizes the functional ca-

pabilities that people have to achieve outcomes they value and have 
reason to value (rather than look at deficits).

•	 Include people not normally recognized as adults who participate 
in ALE programmes (thereby accommodating out-of-school youth 
and those young people not in education, employment or training 
[NEETs]. It is interesting that a cultural reason is given for this need for 
change (‘the boundaries of youth and adulthood are shifting in most 
cultures’) and not a lack of or inadequacies in initial schooling and 
failures in TVET systems.

ALE is seen as providing a variety of learning pathways and flexible learn-
ing opportunities, notably second-chance programmes to make up for 
lack of initial schooling, including programmes for people who have nev-
er been to school, early school-leavers and drop-outs.
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ThE rAlE dEFINITION OF lITErACy

Reaffirming that in the framework of lifelong learning,  literacy 
constitutes an indispensable foundation and adult learning 
and education an integral part. Literacy and adult learning and 
 education contribute to the realization of the right to  education 
that enables adults to exercise other economic, political,  social 
and cultural rights, and which should meet the key  criteria of 
availability,  accessibility, acceptability and adaptability. …  Literacy 
is a key component of adult learning and education. It involves a 
continuum of learning and proficiency levels which  allows citizens 
to engage in lifelong learning and participate fully in  community, 
workplace and wider society. It includes the  ability to read and 
write, to identify, understand, interpret, create,  communicate 
and compute, using printed and written materials, as well as the 
 ability to solve problems in an increasingly technological and 
information-rich environment. Literacy is an essential means of 
building people’s knowledge, skills and competencies to cope with 
the evolving challenges and complexities of life, culture, economy 
and society (UIL, 2016). 

The RALE definition reaffirms the wording in the BFA that ‘literacy is the 
most significant foundation upon which to build comprehensive, inclusive 
and integrated lifelong and life-wide learning for all young people and 
adults’, which itself echoes the wording of the Hamburg Declaration that 

Literacy, broadly conceived as the basic knowledge and skills need-
ed by all in a rapidly changing world, is a fundamental human right. 
In every society literacy is a necessary skill in itself and one of the 
foundations of other life skills. … Literacy is also a catalyst for par-
ticipation in social, cultural, political and economic activities, and 
for learning throughout life (UIE, 1997). 

The RALE conceptualization of literacy – ‘Literacy and adult learning 
and education contribute to the realization of the right to education that 
enables adults to exercise other economic, political, social and cultural 
rights’ – is also congruent with those of civil society formations, such as 
the International Council for Adult Education (ICAE), which argue that 
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literacy is an inherent part of the right to education and is the prerequisite 
for the development of personal, social, economic and political empow-
erment. Issues related to literacy are also discussed in Chapter 3.

ThE rAlE CONCEpTION OF AdulT ANd lIFElONg lEArNINg

RALE sees ALE as a core component lifelong learning, ‘a major building 
block of a learning society, and for the creation of learning communities, 
cities and regions’ and a contributor ‘to the realization of the right to edu-
cation that enables adults to exercise other economic, political, social and 
cultural rights’. RALE spells out the empowering potential of ALE thus: 

It empowers people to actively engage with social issues such as 
poverty, gender, intergenerational solidarity, social mobility, justice, 
equity, exclusion, violence, unemployment, environmental protec-
tion and climate change. It also helps people to lead a decent life, in 
terms of health and well-being, culture, spirituality and in all other 
ways that contribute to personal development and dignity. … The 
aim of adult learning and education is to equip people with the 
necessary capabilities to exercise and realize their rights and take 
control of their destinies. It promotes personal and professional de-
velopment, thereby supporting more active engagement by adults 
with their societies, communities and environments. It fosters sus-
tainable and inclusive economic growth and decent work prospects 
for individuals. It is therefore a crucial tool in alleviating poverty, 
improving health and well-being and contributing to sustainable 
learning societies (UIL, 2016).

What RALE says about lifelong learning is somewhat more specific in its 
outcomes than the more general, but still fulsome, BFA description of it as 

a philosophy, a conceptual framework and an organizing  principle 
of all forms of education, based on inclusive, emancipatory, hu-
manistic and democratic values; it is all-encompassing and integral 
to the vision of a knowledge-based society …  which embraces a 
learning continuum ranging from formal to non-formal to informal 
learning (UIL, 2010b).
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ThE glObAl rEpOrT ON AdulT lEArNINg  
ANd EduCATION

The production of a Global 
Report on Adult Learning and 
Education (GRALE) at regular in-
tervals was one of the BFA com-
mitments. At the global level the 
reports would ‘take stock and 
report periodically on progress 
in adult learning and education’. 
This commitment was met.

The third, and latest, Global 
Report on Adult Learning and 
Education (GRALE 3) was a 
key resource in informing the 
 Mid-Term Review of 2017 of 
progress made in ALE in UNESCO 
Member States. GRALE 3 of 2016 
was particularly focused on the 
impact of ALE on health and 
well- being,  employment and the 

 labour  market, and on social, civic and community life. 
Much information in the report was based on a survey of member 

countries. These were developed in partnership with UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics (UIS), the Global Education Monitoring Report, the World 
Health Organization (WHO), the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). Conducted in 2015, 139 countries (71  per cent of Member 
States) responded to 75 questions, which covered the BFA areas of policy, 
governance, financing, participation, inclusion and equity, and quality.

GRALE’s intersectoral approach to analysing developments in ALE has 
proven to be helpful particularly in strengthening the impact of ALE in 
various fields and in identifying the challenges to implementation. It helps 
disseminate a broader, expansive and intersectoral notion of ALE.
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ThE IMpACT OF grAlE ANd rAlE

In a way that had not happened before, the production of the three 
GRALE reports (2009, 2013, 2016) and RALE have provided an  answer 
to several of the CONFINTEA VI commitments relating both to  literacy 
and adult education in general.

It needs to be noted that the production of GRALE and RALE are 
themselves achievements in their own right because they have enabled 
for the first time a coherent, analytical global understanding of progress 
in ALE in UNESCO Member States.

GRALE has managed to produce extremely thoughtful analyses of 
the data on the state of ALE as well as giving attention to thematic is-
sues (GRALE 2 looked at adult literacy; GRALE 3 examined the impact 
of ALE on health and well-being, employment and the labour market, 
and social, civic and community life; GRALE 4 will focus on participa-
tion and the context of SDG 4). GRALE 1 and GRALE 3 were backed up 
by thorough regional reports in 2009 and 2017, respectively. In other 
words, the international reporting of the state of ALE has reached a new 
level of excellence measured against clearer definitions, categories and 
standards. It is also true that, in spite of this progress, not all problems 
with inadequate Member State data are solved (as was noted in the 
regional reports). More is needed by way of case studies to back up 
the self-reporting process, more accurate data from civil society and on 
popular education, and imaginative research and rigorous assessment of 
the social impacts of ALE. 

The GRALE reports had already used the BFA areas of action (policy, 
governance, financing, participation, inclusion and equity, and quality) as 
a basic format in analysis. RALE refines what needs to be done in the five 
areas, but also identifies three key fields of learning: literacy/basic skills, 
continuing education/professional development, and active citizenship 
skills. The resulting matrix allows us to analyse progress in the mentioned 
areas of action in relation to the three fields of learning. This matrix un-
derlies the GRALE survey questionnaires to be filled by Member States. 
In addition, RALE’s helpful and comprehensive definitions of such things 
as ALE and literacy enables for the first time the real possibility of some 
standardization and genuine comparability in the collection and analysis 
of ALE data. Further, RALE provides Member State adult educators with 
the tools for advocacy for more comprehensive lifelong learning and ALE 
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policy development. (This data standardization and terminology refine-
ment is discussed more fully in Chapter 6.)

Lastly, RALE’s recommendations on quality standards to be used in 
monitoring the quality of provision and the achievements of desired 
learning outcomes have encouraged ALE standards development, at both 
national and international levels.

ThE 2030 AgENdA FOr SuSTAINAblE dEvElOpMENT

Another ‘lens’ for looking at developments from 2009 to 2017 is the 
United Nations document, Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015a). Unlike GRALE 
and RALE, which are respectively descriptive and normative in orien-
tation, the 2030 Agenda is a forward-looking, goal-setting instrument 
for international and national development action. There was a general 
consensus at the CONFINITEA VI Mid-Term Review in October 2017 
that ALE developments needed to synchronize with the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). 
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For ALE there is a double benefit in being aligned with the SDGs. First, 
that achieving these goals actually requires adult learning as a key factor 
in their implementation and, second, that ALE can also gain momentum 
and be pulled forward in the slipstream of the concerted efforts and 
resource mobilization that will be made to achieve these goals by 2030. 
Certainly, these global goals will have a profound impact on ALE in the 
next two decades, and, indeed, their influence is already felt.

ALE can be found anchored in the 2030 Agenda, most visibly in 
SDG 4 (‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all’). At the Mid-Term Review, it was 
argued (English, 2017) that there are five key ALE policy implications of 
the 2030 Agenda (we will look how these challenges were or were not 
met in the next chapter): 

1. To fulfil the right to education, governments need to provide adults 
with information and effective access to high-quality learning 
opportunities.

2. To ensure true lifelong learning, governments need to balance educa-
tion spending along the life course.

3. To recognize the holistic nature of sustainable development, 
governments need to promote cross-sectoral coordination and 
budgeting.

4. Stronger partnerships are required among all stakeholders.
5. ALE needs to be part of the data revolution.

It is not that ALE’s inclusion in development goals is new: at Belém there 
was recognition of the key role of ALE in the achievement of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and the Education for All (EFA) goals.

ThE wAy FOrwArd

Viewing the international ALE landscape since the BFA, through the 
RALE, SDGs and GRALE lenses, we are confronted with the following 
challenges at present and for the years leading up to CONFINTEA VII:

•	 To continue to collect, analyse and learn from data on ALE develop-
ments using common categories, definitions, standards and templates.

•	 To encourage the understanding of ALE as a key component of lifelong 
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learning covering the continuum of learning in all its forms, from lit-
eracy to the highest levels across much of an individual’s lifespan.

•	 To ensure that the role of ALE in reaching the SDGs is recognized and 
effected.

What is clear is that the energetic conceptual and monitoring work done 
through the BFA, RALE and GRALE has made surmounting these chal-
lenges much more doable.



ChApTEr 3

prOgrESS, ChAllENgES  
ANd  OppOrTuNITIES
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INTrOduCTION

The Suwon Statement issued by the CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review 
conference in 2017 argues that substantial progress in adult learning and 
education can be identified across the world in the five areas of action 
defined by the Belém Framework for Action. These gains identified in the 
Suwon Statement are that (UIL, 2018, pp. 5–6):

more countries have adopted ALE policies, new partnerships have 
been founded at national and sub-national levels, commitments to 
increased funding have been made in some countries, participa-
tion in ALE is slowly growing, and useful instruments and processes 
have been put in place to improve the quality of ALE.

The main challenges noted in the Suwon Statement as remaining were 
the lack of adequate ALE policy, legislation and coordination mechanisms 
in many countries, and, more generally, that funding from governments 
and development partners is still less than it should be. Participation of 
marginalized and vulnerable communities and of women remains low. 
The quality of ALE programmes is undermined by the lack of trained per-
sonnel and few countries give recognition, validation and accreditation 
(RVA) to the outcomes of non-formal programmes. Some chronic issues 
continue (ibid., p. 6):

Of particular concern is the slow increase in rates of youth and 
adult literacy, and, importantly, of proficiency levels of functional 
literacy and numeracy and digital skills on a continuum of learning. 
The gender gap also continues to be a concern and, despite nota-
ble progress in monitoring and evaluation since 2009, basic data on 
ALE remain insufficient. 

Many opportunities are now opening for ALE activities assisting in the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). ALE will 
need to synchronize with the SDGs, and greater resources, field-based 
research and more widespread dissemination of information would fur-
ther add to its impact.
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whAT hAS hAppENEd FrOM 2009 TO 2017?

What developments in adult learning and education have taken place 
since 2009 and the CONFINTEA VI conference in Belém? How well has 
the Belém Framework for Action been implemented? What achieve-
ments have been made? Answers to these questions can be found in 
the GRALE 2 and GRALE 3 reports and the regional reports produced 
for the CONFINTEA Mid-Term Review of 2017 (UIL, 2013, 2016, 2017b, 
c, d, e, f, g). These documents summarize ALE achievements since 2009 
using analytical categories (policy, governance, financing, participation, 
inclusion and equity, quality and, in addition, literacy and  international 
cooperation) drawn from the BFA and, since 2016, from RALE. Further 
information on progress was articulated and examined at the Mid-Term 
Review conference.

The third Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE 3) 
provides key descriptive findings on the context of ALE in the period 
since CONFINTEA VI (English, 2017), including on what did and did 
not change:

•	 Countries report progress in all the five areas of the 2009 BFA.
•	 Levels of literacy amongst adults remain alarmingly low (with 

758  million adults still unable to read or write) and gender inequality 
continues to be a concern.

•	 Despite notable progress in monitoring and evaluation since 2009, 
basic data on ALE continues to be inadequate, and thus the true 
 effects of ALE are poorly understood – the right measures are needed 
to detect them.

•	 ALE is a key component of lifelong learning and will be a major 
 contribution to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

•	 ALE will face challenges in six global trend areas: 
■ Inequality (particularly as it affects the vulnerable: 
refugees,  migrants, those living in remote areas, women, etc.); 
■ Employment, environment and climate change; 
■ Accelerating technological change (especially in information 
and communication technology [ICT]); 
■ Ageing populations (in the North); 
■ Mass migration (from the South).
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The set of five regional reports and a summary of the regional reports, 
Progress, Challenges and Opportunities: The Status of Adult Learning 
and Education, were developed by UIL as part of the 2017 Mid-Term 
Review in order to shed light on regional context-specific aspects of ALE 
(UIL, 2017b, c, d, e, f, g). They focused on the key accomplishments, 
improved practices, and factors enabling sector-wide implementation of 
youth and adult education policies and of programmes developed from a 
lifelong learning perspective.

CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review 2017 regional reports  
and  summary



Table 1: Progress made in the five BFA areas of  action

Policy

• 75 per cent of countries have improved ALE  policies 
since 2009.
• 71 per cent of countries have a framework for 
 recognizing, validating and certificating  non-formal and 
informal learning.

Governance

• 90 per cent of countries report that  inter-ministerial 
coordination has become stronger. 
• 33 per cent of countries have an i nterdepartmental 
coordinating body to promote ALE for health.
• 68 per cent of countries tailor ALE programmes to 
l earners’ needs by consulting stakeholders and civil 
society.

Financing

• 42 per cent of countries spend less than 1 per cent of 
their public education budgets on ALE.
• 57 per cent of countries and 90 per cent of  low-income 
countries plan to increase public  spending on ALE.

Participation, 
inclusion and 
equity

• 60 per cent of countries report increased  participation 
in ALE and 40 per cent of countries say that women 
 participate more than men.

Quality

• 66 per cent of countries have information about 
 completion rates and 72 per cent about certification, but 
fewer countries track employment outcomes (40 per cent) 
or social outcomes (such as health) (29 per cent).
• 81 per cent of countries have pre-service and  in-service 
training for adult educators.
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prOgrESS SINCE 2009

In very broad summary, Table 1 lists the progress made in the five BFA 
areas of action (according to the countries that have supplied data).
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The following accounts are based on data from the regional and GRALE 
reports and from presentations made at the Mid-Term Review:

pOlICy

The BFA argued for the need for ALE policies and legislation to be compre-
hensive, inclusive and integrated within a lifelong and life-wide learning 
perspective, based on sector-wide and intersectoral approaches,  covering 
and linking all components of learning and education. This would re-
quire the development and implementation of fully costed policies, well-
targeted plans and legislation that, moreover, should be integrated into 
the Millennium Development Goals, the Education for All targets, and 
the United Nations Literacy Decade. (The 2015 RALE echoed these sen-
timents and made suggestions about suitable strategies for developing 
integrated policies using interdisciplinary and intersectoral knowledge and 
expertise, encompassing education and training policies and related  policy 
areas, such as economic development, human resource development, 
 labour, health, environment, justice, agriculture and culture.)

About three-quarters of countries have improved ALE policies since 
2009 and have an official definition of ALE. In Latin America, 91  per 
cent of the region’s GRALE 3 participants provided a national definition 
(the highest of all regions). In Europe and North America, 36 countries 
have new post-2009 policies (decentralized ones in the case of North 
America). The European Union has been particularly energetic in produc-
ing major policy documents such as the Renewed European Agenda for 
Adult Learning (European Union, 2011) (and in supporting its implemen-
tation), and the New Skills Agenda for Europe (European Union, 2016). 
In Africa, there has been more political commitment, at least in relation 
to literacy and adult basic education (UIL, 2017f, pp. 10–15).

Understandably, different regions, and countries within them, have 
different policy foci:

•	 Literacy and basic skills (sometimes with school equivalence) remain 
a top priority of policies in Africa, the Arab States and parts of Asia 
and the Pacific, sometimes being linked to NEETs. By contrast, Europe 
and North America policies have focused on more advanced skills (for 
those lacking upper secondary education) and multi-modal forms of 
literacy (particularly digital ‘literacy’). In Switzerland, which has highly 
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decentralized decision-making and largely private provision of ALE, it 
was found that a common, national policy was necessary in order to 
support local providers of basic skills for all in response to new societal 
challenges such as globalization, digitalization and upskilling. 

•	 In many parts of the world there was a consistent linking of ALE poli-
cies with income-generating activities and general socio-economic 
concerns.

•	 Popular education remains a strong paradigm in Latin America.
•	 There was little focus on ALE for youth except in Latin America and 

the Caribbean. Here, however, youth and adult learning and education 
(YALE) is strongly associated with training in decontextualized globally 
marketable skills and with second-chance or compensatory schooling. 

•	 Though most regions see the importance of ALE for social cohesion 
and active citizenship, this is not always recognized in policies.

LifeLong Learning poLicies

Although lifelong learning was strongly in the forefront in Europe 
(European Commission, 2018), North America and in many parts of Asia, 
emerging as the overall policy paradigm in education (though in practice 
remaining somewhat isolated from mainstream education), for other re-
gions this was not the case. In Africa, lifelong learning as the setting and 
framework for ALE is still a far distant goal, there are few broad defini-
tions of ALE, and a full ALE continuum remains underdeveloped. In the 
Arab States, lifelong learning is not a reality yet, and more recognition is 
needed for non-formal education (which has an important role in learn-
ing for active citizenship and sustainable development). In Latin America, 
lifelong learning is not seen as being of practical relevance to the regional 
context (and one may remark here that, as in the example of new dis-
courses on ‘literacy and literacies’, the discourse on lifelong learning in 
the North may be outpacing the rest of the world).

The speciaL case of LiTeracy poLicies

Both the BFA and RALE give attention to that seemingly permanent agen-
da item – the advancing of literacy as a key ALE project (however much 
ALE activists wish that rapid progress could make basic literacy interven-
tions redundant). Except for Europe, North America and Organisation for 
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Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries elsewhere, 
basic literacy provision remains a big focus of state ALE policies. Progress 
has been slow in this regard in Africa, the Arab States and Latin America, 
but faster in parts of Asia (though gender disparity is still a problem there). 
However, literacy remains (or has now become) a focus for ALE in OECD 
countries, as can be seen in the regional reports as well as previous re-
gional CONFINTEA documents, e.g. from current European Union policy. 
There is, indeed, something of a dissonance between the highly industri-
alized countries and the poorer countries on the priority given to basic 
literacy. This is reflected in various CONFINTEA-related statements that 
echo a discourse shift about ‘literacy’ (seen as the ability to read and write 
or as synonymous with basic skills) to more multi-modal literacies (seen 
as the highly contextual abilities of understanding and using print, visual 
images, computers, the Internet and other digital electronic technology, 
and the dominant symbol systems of a culture), even though there is a 
continuing acknowledgement of the need for basic literacy provision in 
the many countries which still have low levels of adult literacy and basic 
education. 

The BFA argued that we must recognize literacy as a continuum (with 
a continuum of proficiency levels which vary in different contexts – and 
changes in those contexts and new technologies may demand higher 
levels) and accordingly develop ‘literacy provision that is relevant and 
adapted to learners’ needs and leads to functional and the sustainable 
knowledge, skills and competences of participants, empowering them to 
continue as lifelong learners’ (UIL, 2010b, p. 6). 

The regional reports from Africa and the Arab States note that con-
cepts of literacy and literacy programmes often remained narrow and 
traditional. There was not much progress in seeing literacy as a contin-
uum in Asia, and there was a lack of post-literacy continuity in Latin 
America, though monitoring by the Council of Popular Education of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (CEAAL) found an increase in literacy rates 
and broader conceptions of literacy beyond reading and writing and a 
greater involvement of stakeholders (UIL, 2017e). 

The BFA had laid down a detailed list of commitments relating to 
relevant and sustainable literacy, including developing a roadmap with 
clear goals and deadlines, establishing international indicators and tar-
gets, mobilizing resources, using appropriate assessment methods, and 
reporting on progress. All these are clearly a continuing work in progress.
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inTegraTion and consuLTaTion

Both the BFA and RALE call for integrated policies inclusive of a wide range 
of stakeholders and for inter-ministerial cooperation. The BFA aimed for 
action towards comprehensive, inclusive and integrated policies with a 
lifelong and life-wide learning perspective that would be sector-wide 
and intersectoral. RALE also encouraged policy-making that involved all 
relevant stakeholders and strengthened or created inter-ministerial fora 
and similar structures and mechanisms. The regional reports suggest that 
awareness of ALE policies needed to be raised and there should be a 
wider dissemination of information about effective policies and practices.

Every region now agrees on the need for the integration of ALE as part 
of a comprehensive education system encompassing formal schooling 
and post-school education and training, as well as adult and non-formal 
education. At least rhetorically, a lifelong learning principle is accepted. 
In Europe, ALE programmes are already an integral part of the education 
system in most countries. This can also be demonstrated by individual 
countries in other world regions; for example, in the Republic of Korea.

Most regions reported improved consultation about policies. In Asia, 
this was especially important as many ALE programmes are NGO-
implemented. In Europe (at both national and European Union level) 
there was considerable growth in consultation with stakeholders, but it 
tended to be largely only in the first phase (needs analysis) of a policy 
cycle. Europe recommended more stakeholder consultation on ALE poli-
cies. Latin America reported better coordination of local and regional 
development policies by different YALE providers.

QuaLificaTion recogniTion frameworks

Globally about 70 per cent of countries have some framework for rec-
ognizing, validating and accrediting (RVA) non-formal and informal 
learning. 

In the European Union, 32 countries have linked their National 
Qualifications Frameworks to the European Qualifications Framework, 
though non-formal education needs more recognition. Asia and the 
Pacific have increasingly strong frameworks for recognizing ALE pro-
gramme outcomes, and eight countries have RVA policies (one since 
2009), though recognition of non-formal education remains a problem. 
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In the Arab States, though such RVA policies exist (especially in rela-
tion to basic skills, the unemployed, and low-skill jobs) in countries such 
as Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia, United Arab 
Emirates and, most recently, the Syrian Arab Republic, they need activa-
tion and ALE is still largely isolated from mainstream education. There 
have been few new African developments in accreditation or certification.

gOvErNANCE

The BFA had called for ‘representation by and participation of all stake-
holders’ as indispensable for guaranteeing responsiveness to the needs 
of all learners, to be done by ‘creating and maintaining mechanisms for 
the involvement of public authorities at all administrative levels, civil so-
ciety organizations, social partners, the private sector, community and 
adult learners’ and educators’ organizations in the development, imple-
mentation and evaluation of adult learning and education policies and 
programmes’ (UIL, 2010b, p. 7). This should be supported by ‘capacity-
building measures to support the constructive and informed involvement 
of civil society organizations, community and adult learners’ organiza-
tions’, and the promotion of inter-sectoral, inter-ministerial cooperation 
and transnational cooperation (ibid.). 

RALE strongly echoed these calls for the strengthening or creating of 
cooperative structures and participatory processes, such as multi-stake-
holder partnerships, at local, national, regional and international levels 
to ensure democratic governance and responsiveness to the needs of 
all learners, in particular the most disadvantaged. It wants ‘mechanisms 
and processes at national and local levels that are flexible, responsive and 
decentralized’ (UNESCO, 2016a, p. 9). Good governance developments 
should be documented and disseminated so that they can be used as 
benchmarks.

RALE also endorsed the idea of ‘learning cities, towns and villages’ (an 
idea exemplified in the UNESCO Global Network of Learning Cities) that 
would result in (ibid., p. 10):

(a) mobilizing resources to promote inclusive learning;
(b) revitalizing learning in families and communities; 
(c) facilitating learning for and in the workplace;
(d) extending the use of modern learning technologies; 
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(e) enhancing quality and excellence in learning;
(f) fostering a culture of learning throughout life. 

Although all regions say that governance has improved somewhat since 
2009, little evidence was supplied about these improvements in making 
governance more multi-ministerial, consultative, and participative. Some 
countries had post-CONFINTEA VI action plans but not much detail was 
given on these. The Asia regional report affirmed that there had been a 
convergence towards a stable programmatic approach to governance. 
Latin America stated that the governance of ALE remained neglected 
and marginalized (partly because NGOs are important providers of YALE 
services). In the Arab States, only a small majority of countries have an 
institution or governance entity responsible for ALE.

Consultation had improved; globally about two-thirds of countries 
tailor ALE programmes to learners’ needs by consulting stakeholders and 
civil society.

Asia, Europe and North and Latin America all reported on growth of 
decentralization. 

Nearly all countries report that inter-ministerial coordination has be-
come stronger, though it remains weak in the Arab States and is not 
widespread in Europe.

FINANCINg

The financing of ALE remains a formidable challenge; most countries 
spend a very small proportion of their education budgets on ALE (42 per 
cent of countries spend less than 1 per cent of their education budget on 
ALE). The austerity that followed the Global Financial Crisis worsened 
an already difficult situation not just for adult education but also for the 
funding of schooling. Depreciation of many currencies also meant that 
even nominal rises in expenditure were eroded in real value. The situation 
was particularly dire in South Asia and Africa. Many countries, faced with 
competing claims for limited resources and an unfinished agenda of pro-
viding primary education for all, found it difficult to allocate additional 
funds to the education of adults in spite of the continuing need for basic 
literacy provision and large, expanding youth populations. These difficul-
ties were exacerbated by the general trend of a decline in the proportion 
of funding for education in multilateral donor budgets.
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The good news was that some countries had spent more on ALE and that 
some progress has been made towards achieving the goal of devoting 
6 per cent of gross national product (GNP) to education. Some 57 per 
cent of countries, and 90 per cent of low-income countries, planned to 
increase public spending on ALE in the future.

There have been few significant innovations in ALE financing since 
2009. Those few were modest in scale and often took some form of cost 
sharing with civil society partners. Even though these have been reported 
as innovative measures for financing ALE, most of them only involve re-
structuring government funding and do not bring about the enlargement 
of public funding allocations for ALE; they may even lead eventually to 
decreased government financing. Several countries, notably in Africa, re-
ceived new funding from international bodies.

Some (mainly European) countries have (paid) training leave, and 
other countries have experimented with training vouchers (not always 
successfully, as for example with a pilot scheme in England) or individual 
lifelong learning accounts.

Nearly a quarter of the countries (in both the North and the South) did 
not have information on the scale of public investment in ALE. Of course, 
the diversity of provision, which often lacks focus or coordination, has 
complicated efforts to identify the budgets or expenditure dedicated to 
adult education. In many cases, budgets that serve adult education are 
not identifiable in budget lines explicitly designated as adult education 
but hidden elsewhere, in community or rural development, health, or 
skills training for the unemployed. In many countries, ALE continues to 
be seen as a temporary project and does not find a place in the regular 
national budget, leaving the sub-sector to depend essentially on extra-
budgetary resources from NGOs and development partners.

pArTICIpATION, INCluSION ANd EquITy

Participation is a multi-dimensional indicator, and varies in length, inten-
sity, level and the specificity of what is taught/learned. Having a clear 
picture of participation in ALE helps in the processes aiming to adjust 
policy, governance, financing and quality. (The upcoming GRALE 4 re-
port will be focused on participation, inclusion and equity, and will be a 
valuable reference source on this.)
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Globally, 60 per cent of countries surveyed for GRALE 3 (UIL, 2016, p. 
50) indicated increased participation in ALE – though without much de-
tail. Even general data on participation was often limited – almost 20 per 
cent of countries have no information on changes in participation rates 
(and in many cases no data on participation at all). In Asia, 40 per cent 
of countries have no information, in Africa 64 per cent had none, and 
there were few data from North America. It is, of course, recognized 
that the increasing diversity of programmes makes collecting such data 
difficult. Some Arab and European states had declined in participation, 
and in Europe a 15  per cent growth target was missed (though there 
was a growth in ALE for senior citizens, possibly because of an ageing 
population).

Everywhere there is obvious commitment to have more participation 
of women and disadvantaged groups, though in practice marginalized 
groups usually have weak participation; further, information on the par-
ticipation of women, minority groups, refugees, the disabled and hard-
to-reach groups was limited. Arab States and Europe had some refugee 
and migrant education (a consequence of instability in the Middle East 
and North Africa).

In Africa, the Arab States and Asia, women were usually a majority 
in literacy and non-formal education but low in technical and vocational 
programmes. The Asia regional report notes (UIL, 2017c, p. 35): ‘It is 
important to examine critically the arrangements for delivery of technical 
and vocational training to ensure that these are not biased in favour of 
men and are not acting as barriers for participation of women.’

In Asia there was a special focus on rural areas (mainly for pro-
grammes related to income-generation) and literacy was a top priority in 
about 80 per cent of countries.

quAlITy

The BFA has a clear position on quality (Section 16, pp. 8–9) – it is: 

a holistic, multidimensional concept and practice that demands 
constant attention and continuous development. Fostering a cul-
ture of quality in adult learning requires relevant content and modes 
of delivery, learner-centred needs assessment, the acquisition of 
multiple competences and knowledge, the  professionalization of 
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educators, the enrichment of learning environments and the em-
powerment of individuals and communities.

Virtually all countries agree that the quality of ALE needs to be improved 
(which requires more professionally trained educators, standards, bench-
marks, and the data collecting, monitoring and research to confirm that 
the improvements take place). 

The Suwon Statement affirmed the importance of quality, the RVA  
of the outcomes of ALE, the building up of ALE practitioners, better 
data collection, and the monitoring of quality. This quality enhancement 
needed funding.

All regions report that quality has improved with better monitor-
ing and evaluation. About two-thirds of countries have information 
about completion rates and slightly more about certification, but 
fewer countries track employment outcomes (40  per cent) or social 
outcomes such as health (29  per cent). These percentages vary by 
region – thus, for example, only one-third of African countries collect 
data on completion rates; for the remainder, information on quality of 
outcomes was absent.

Some 81 per cent of countries have pre-service and in-service training 
for adult educators, a very positive development. For example, in Africa, 
ALE educators and trainers were receiving pre-service training in 84 per 
cent of countries. Pre-service qualifications were increasingly required in 
91 per cent of countries. 

sTandardizaTion and benchmarking

There is some ambiguity in the Mid-Term Review regional reports on 
the progress of standardization and benchmarking, whether in relation 
to learning outcomes, capacitation of educators and trainers, or other 
aspects of the ALE systems being monitored.

Asia has followed on from Europe in seeing some standardization 
through National Qualification Frameworks (NQFs). Equivalency pro-
grammes are often now evaluated in a standardized way. The European 
Union recommends linking NQFs to the European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF). Recognition, validation and accreditation systems 
have also improved across the Europe and North American region. The 
Renewed European Agenda for Adult Learning (European Union, 2011) 
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supports strengthening monitoring systems and systems for RVA. The 
Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies 
(PIAAC) has surveyed key cognitive and workplace adult skills, mainly in 
Europe, and helps countries better understand how education and train-
ing systems can nurture these skills. 

The German Adult Education Association, DVV International, has 
produced the Curriculum globALE, which is a modularized and compe-
tency-based framework curriculum for the training of adult educators 
worldwide (DVV International, 2015) 

In Asia there had been attempts to adapt national core curricula for 
local use – a difficult balancing act between quality and standardization 
versus local contextual relevance. International cooperation has aided 
the convergence of standards across the Asia and Pacific region. As yet, 
debates about how far standardization is both desirable and possible in 
ALE are not prominent.

Africa reported low achievement of BFA goals of instituting common 
benchmarks and indicators in ALE. Capacitation at national level is still 
needed here and it is likely that without significant international support 
this will remain a weak area.

pre-service and in-service Training for aduLT educaTors

Globally, 81 per cent of countries have pre-service and in-service training 
for adult educators, and there has been growth in such training. There 
were general complaints, however, about the working conditions of adult 
educators, which inhibit professional development, and the lack of ca-
pacity for continuing in-service education and training of staff. 

In Africa there has been growth in pre-service educator training and 
a demand for more pre-service qualification requirements (though not in 
all programmes). There has been rapid growth of in-service and continu-
ing education for practitioners, but inadequate capacity, and there was 
little growth in capacity-building frameworks.

In Arab States, pre-service qualifications are required (though they 
are somewhat traditional) and there was a need for adult education as a 
discipline to be taken on by universities. Professional development was 
needed in TVET.

In Asia, the variety of providers makes standardized qualifications for 
ALE educators unrealistic, though some countries have national standards.
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Lack of daTa inhibiTs moniToring QuaLiTy

There was a general concern about the lack of adequate data on ALE and 
the lack of investment in research. 

Two examples of positive examples of data collection come from 
Southern Africa – the DVV International initiative, Open Society Initiative 
Southern Africa (OSISA), published baseline studies on youth and adult 
learning in Angola, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia and Eswatini conduct-
ed by a sub-regional team (Aitchison, 2012; Figueira and Inácio, 2012; Jele, 
2012; Luis, 2012; Setoi, 2012; Shaleyfu, 2012). In South Africa, the Kha Ri 
Gude Literacy Campaign, which ran from 2008 to 2017 and reached about 
4.5 million people, collected data on participation and the assessment (na-
tionally moderated) of all the learners (Aitchison and McKay, 2017).

ThE IMpACT OF AlE

The five regional reports presented to the Mid-Term Review, as well as 
GRALE 3, also looked at the impact of ALE and its benefits to health and 
well-being, employability and access to the labour market, and generally 
on social, civic and community life. 

In both the BFA and RALE, the real impact of ALE on  people’s lives 
is given minimal attention. Both documents make only brief mention of 
the need to have ‘outcome and impact measures’ in  relation to the qual-
ity of ALE. The BFA did, however, include the following (unreferenced) 
claim: ‘It is estimated today that for every single year that the average 
level of education of the adult population is raised, there is a corre-
sponding increase of 3.7 per cent in long-term economic growth and a 
6 per cent increase in per capita income’ (UIL, 2010b, p. 11).

GRALE 3 devoted nearly half of its content to a detailed analysis of 
the impact of ALE on health and well-being, employment and the labour 
market, and on social, civic and community life. This groundbreaking ma-
terial strove to uncover the links between ALE and these areas, examine 
the evidence-based research showing positive impacts of ALE, and sug-
gest ways to overcome the dissonance between countries agreeing that 
ALE is highly useful yet not fully supporting it, as well as coordinating its 
integration into broader development interventions.

This latter point is important: 89 per cent of countries that responded 
to the GRALE 3 question about the contribution made by ALE to health 
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said it made a large contribution; 50 per cent said ALE had a positive 
impact on employability and the labour market; and about two-thirds 
said that literacy programmes help develop democratic values, peaceful 
co-existence and community solidarity.

The regional reports presented to the Mid-Term Review all made 
some reference to the impact of ALE (largely based on GRALE 3 data). 
They are summarized in Table 2.

All regions see ALE as addressing a large set of social, political, cul-
tural, health and economic challenges, and locate these ALE activities 
within the broader picture of sustainable development. Policy-makers 
and practitioners clearly believe that ALE does indeed have a very posi-
tive impact on individual people’s lives and that there is some evidence of 
this impact – for example, most countries saw positive evidence that ALE 
influenced people’s health. 

However, the evidence for these positive conclusions is modest and 
often semi-anecdotal. While accepting the known difficulties in estab-
lishing causal links between education (and particularly adult education) 
and such desirable impacts, more evidence-based research is needed – if 
only to assure the state and private funders of ALE that investment in 
ALE is worthwhile. 

In relation to health, the evidence that illiteracy is a barrier to better 
health is quite substantial and gives impetus to the need for interdepart-
mental and multi-sectoral coordination of health-related ALE. The find-
ing (Eggoh et al., 2015, p. 107) that health and education expenditure 
over a certain threshold does help economic growth can spur further 
attention to ALE’s positive role in development. 

While ALE authorities in many countries believe that ALE leads to eco-
nomic benefits, this remains merely a belief – unless and until there is substan-
tiating evidence that can be communicated to important stakeholders. More 
evidence is needed to prompt higher levels of investment in ALE. Though 
many countries in the world see initial vocational education and training as 
having the most positive impact on productivity and employment, there is a 
problem here: a lack of sufficient facilities in many parts of the world to pro-
vide such TVET to the graduates of basic education (whether from schools 
or adult education). For example, in Namibia the formal vocational training 
system only has places for about 3 per cent of school-leavers per year.

Positive perceptions abound about the societal outcomes of ALE, and 
most literacy and basic skills programmes deal with social and cultural 
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Health and 
well-being

• Some 89 per cent of countries agree that ALE 
 contributes a great deal to personal health and 
 well-being, encouraging healthy behaviours and 
 attitudes that lead to longer life expectancy, a  reduction 
in lifestyle diseases, and lowering the costs for acute 
healthcare. 
• Globally, about one-third of countries have an 
 inter-departmental coordinating body to promote ALE 
for health. 
• In Africa there is increasing recognition of the value of 
ALE, some evidence of its impact on health, and illiteracy 
is seen as a major barrier to health progress. 
• In the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, policies also recognize the impact of ALE on 
health. 

Labour  market 
and employment

• More than 50 per cent of countries agree that ALE has 
a positive effect on employability and labour markets, 
producing higher skills, better employability, higher 
wages, greater job satisfaction and commitment, im-
proved productivity and entrepreneurship and increased 
tax revenues. 
• In Europe, policies have prioritized investments in ALE 
for upskilling and reskilling primarily as a response to 
 rising unemployment levels. 

Social, civic and 
 community life

• A majority of countries in the regions say that literacy 
and other ALE programmes help develop democratic 
values, tolerance of diversity, peaceful coexistence 
and community solidarity, as well as attention to the 
 environment and political participation. 
• Africa reported that most literacy and basic skills 
programmes deal with social and cultural development 
issues. 
• In Europe, there is support for education for common 
citizenship and tolerance as a counter to radicalization 
and terrorism.

Table 2: The impact of ALE 
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development issues. Unfortunately, in several regions there is little evi-
dence available to prove the contention that ALE programmes have in-
creased social capital. Though present, critical popular education per-
spectives are not prominent, which is unfortunate considering the current 
context of growing world inequality and the diversion of educational re-
sources to the graduates of better schooling in higher education. Linked 
to the need for better data on participation is the need for research on 
impacts arising from ALE that is evidence-based and well-communicated. 
This will need support from academic institutions nationally and from 
the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning and other international 
organizations.

On a positive note, that the measurement of outcomes and impacts is 
now solidly on the ALE agenda is a good sign of progress and maturation 
of ALE since the last CONFINTEA.

INTErNATIONAl COOpErATION

The BFA lauded international efforts to achieve the six Education for All 
(EFA) goals through government-led cooperation with United Nations 
agencies, civil society organizations, private providers and donors. 
However, it also complained that ‘in none of these efforts has there been 
a designated role for adult learning and education beyond basic literacy 
and life skills’ (UIL, 2010b, p. 11). 

The BFA did not set out any guidelines for international cooperation 
in ALE, a task rectified in some detail in RALE (Sections 29 and 30): on 
stimulating ALE development, capacity-building, mutual cooperative as-
sistance, networking and regional integration. RALE called for the regu-
lar exchange of information, documentation and materials on policies, 
concepts and practices in ALE, relevant research, and more adult learning 
and education professionals at national, regional and international levels. 
However, it cautioned against the mere transfer of structures, curricula, 
methods and techniques to other countries. In other words, there should 
be policy-learning rather than mere policy-borrowing.

International data-collection mechanisms based on agreed indicators 
and definitions should be enhanced (UIL and the GRALE play a key role 
in this). There should be building on countries’ capacities to produce data, 
and the dissemination of such data at various levels. Lastly, RALE urges 
that specific clauses relating to ALE be incorporated into international 
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agreements concerned with cooperation in the fields of education, sci-
ence and culture, and with the attainment of the SDGs.

The Mid-Term Review heard that European and North American 
countries benefit from European and OECD frameworks on adult learn-
ing, enabling benchmarking and qualifications comparisons, and en-
hancing international cooperation. In particular, the European Union 
supports international cooperation via funded programmes and there is 
some North–South cooperation. There are several European and North 
American ALE networks: for instance, the European Association for the 
Education of Adults (EAEA), the European Society for Research on the 
Education of Adults (ESREA), and the American Association for Adult and 
Continuing Education (AAACE). 

In Latin America, international cooperation plays a role mainly in 
technical support. There is some evidence that Latin American popular 
education methods and ideas on knowledge have spread beyond the 
region. The following international or regional organizations are influen-
tial: UNESCO; the Organization of Ibero-American States (OEI); the Latin 
American Network of Education in Contexts of Imprisonment (RedLECE); 
regional NGOs such as the Council of Adult Education in Latin America 
and the Caribbean (CEAAL); the Latin American Campaign for the 
Right to Education (CLADE); and the Observatory on Youth and Adult 
Education for Latin America and the Caribbean (AEPJA).

International cooperation ‘has also provided an important space for 
the circulation of southern epistemologies, which reflect the culture, his-
tory and cosmologies of the indigenous populations of the region’ and in 
‘the field of non-governmental cooperation, regional NGOs like CEAAL 
and the Latin American Campaign for the Right to Education, CLADE, 
have placed the affirmation and defence of education as a human right 
and the strengthening of active and participatory democracy in the coun-
tries of the region at the core of their political agenda. Both are strongly 
influenced by the paradigm of popular education’ (CEAAL, 2017, p. 12).

In Asia, UNESCO Bangkok was important for advocacy, dissemi-
nation and technical support. The following organizations also played 
important roles: the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN); 
the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC); the 
Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization (SEAMEO); the 
Asia South Pacific Association for Basic and Adult Education (ASPBAE); 
Plan International; OXFAM; Action Aid; and DVV International.
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In Africa, examples of international cooperation with funding, techni-
cal support, capacity-building, and research include UNESCO, CapEFA 
(now CapED), DVV International, the Commonwealth of Learning, and 
UIL. The Africa regional report also noted the region’s positive responses 
to past international declarations and policy influences – e.g. the Dakar 
Framework for Action targets (UNESCO, 2000).

The Suwon Statement recorded that a number of post-CONFINTEA 
VI follow-up regional and sub-regional conferences had been held and 
that the ‘regional action plans developed by these meetings were useful 
for identifying and implementing necessary next steps for supporting the 
implementation of the BFA on regional, national and sub-national levels 
according to specificities of each region.’

ChAllENgES ANd OppOrTuNITIES

The flip side of progress is failure, regression, stalemate or simply no 
activity. The same sources that report on ALE progress are also frank on 
the challenges that remain – some of them long-standing and intractable 
(such as inadequate finance for ALE), others less obvious and often the 
result of inaction or the failure to take advantage of opportunities. More 
broadly, ALE will face challenges in six global trend areas: inequality, em-
ployment, environment and climate change, accelerating technological 
change (especially in ICT), ageing populations (in the North), and mass 
migration (from the South).

pOlICy ChAllENgES

A major policy challenge is to see ALE as no longer confined to the direc-
tion of a single ministry, e.g. the Ministry of Education or the Ministry 
of Culture, as has often been the situation in the past. The strategic and 
political steering of ALE should ideally allow for a continuous adjustment 
of strategies and interventions undertaken at the country level and re-
quires a political dialogue among all development stakeholders, namely 
all ministries, civil society organizations, development partners, etc. 

Another continuing challenge is that though most regions see the im-
portance of ALE for social cohesion and active citizenship, this is not 
always recognized in policies. There is a range of policy related questions. 
Is ALE substantially contributing to the achievement of the Sustainable 
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Development Goals (English, 2017)? Are adults being given better infor-
mation on and access to ALE? Is there ALE spending along the whole life 
course? Is there better cross-sectoral coordination together with stronger 
partnerships? Are ALE policies adapting to the data revolution and, more 
broadly, to the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)?

LifeLong Learning poLicies

Although lifelong learning is strongly to the forefront in international 
discourse as the overall policy paradigm in education in many regions, 
it receives mainly lip service in terms of practical commitment to its 
realization. 

More information on ALE policy development and lifelong learning 
needs to be collected and shared and support given to Member States 
on developing implementable policies. Several suggestions have been 
made on the need for UIL to develop a more detailed up-to-date da-
tabase of Member State ALE policies and to provide toolkits for policy 
formulation.

LiTeracy

The Suwon Statement expresses particular concern at the slow increase 
found in rates of youth and adult literacy and of ‘proficiency levels of 
functional literacy and numeracy and digital skills on a continuum of 
learning’ (UIL, 2018, p. 6). It was noted that poor countries were still 
faced with the realities of needing basic literacy provision, and that the re-
moval of adult literacy from the Human Development Index in 2010 was 
a disincentive to prioritize and fund basic adult literacy programmes. The 
Suwon Statement asks that the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) reverse its decision. It also acknowledges the importance of the 
Global Alliance for Literacy in the Framework of Lifelong Learning (GAL) 
in advancing the literacy agenda.

Generally, data on adult illiteracy was found inadequate, though there 
was some improvement in Latin America. It was notable that there was 
no clear indication as to the extent to which the EFA goal of reducing 
illiteracy by 50 per cent from 2000 levels by 2015 had been met (see 
Aitchison, 2016, pp. 129–134, on the complexities of confirming such re-
duction in relation to South Africa’s highly successful Kha Ri Gude literacy 
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campaign). Direct testing was taking place in Asia but was in foreign-
funded surveys and unlikely to be institutionalized.

The regional reports highlighted some of the problems related to 
 basic literacy:

•	 In Africa, universal primary education may in time lead to adult il-
literacy becoming primarily a male problem (when both sexes have 
genuine equal access to schooling, boys tend, for various gender and 
contextual reasons, to drop out more easily).

•	 In Latin America, diversity and inequality pose challenges, as does the 
lack of an integrated and coordinated multi-sectoral approach.

•	 In the Arab States there was a need for literacy work to be re-orientated 
towards a new perspective and better teaching approaches and methods 
so that it can be more effective and relevant to marginalized groups, es-
pecially in the domains of health, the economy and social and cultural life.

informaTion and communicaTions TechnoLogy in aLe

The BFA did not say much about information and communications 
 technologies (ICTs) other than in the annexed Statement of Evidence 
(UIL, 2010b, pp. 11–12):

Information and communications technologies and open and distance 
learning are being embraced and are slowly responding to the specific 
needs of learners who, until very recently, have been excluded.

The Suwon Statement is equally terse in its section on Literacy and Basic 
Skills (UIL, 2018, p. 7):

ICTs have great potential to improve access and promote equity and 
inclusion.

It is to RALE that one has to turn to have a more thorough treatment 
of the importance of ICT for adult education and learning (UNESCO, 
2016a, p. 7).

Information and communication technologies (ICTs) are seen 
as holding great potential for improving access by adults to a 
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variety of learning opportunities and promoting equity and in-
clusion. They offer various innovative possibilities for realizing 
 lifelong learning, reducing the dependence on traditional formal 
structures of education and permitting individualized learning. 
Through mobile  devices, electronic networking, social media and 
on-line courses, adult learners can have access to opportunities 
to learn anytime and anywhere. Information and communica-
tion technologies have also considerable capacity for facilitating 
access to education for people with disabilities, permitting their 
fuller integration into  society, as well as for other marginalized or 
disadvantaged groups. 

Although the education and development potential of ICTs is noted (see 
Thöne, 2016), the broader influence, for good or ill, of ICTs, particularly 
through social media, and their potential impact on whether the ideal 
of an informed educated citizenry can be realized, is likely to be an im-
mense challenge.

gOvErNANCE ChAllENgES

Post-CONFINTEA VI it was clear that in many regions only a small mi-
nority of countries had institutions or governance entities responsible for 
ALE that saw it as their direct responsibility to develop action plans to 
guide the BFA and to ensure that there was coordination between a mul-
tiplicity of institutions and actors.

Most of the recommendations about governance from the regions to 
the Mid-Term Review are general in nature, and would be appropriate 
for all of the regions, because, in multiple ways, most of the problems 
or challenges are the same. All agreed that cross-sectoral governance 
structures were needed with adequate stakeholder consultation and 
strong quality.

Africa sought the development of a regional framework for capacity-
building on working with different partners. Latin America wanted the 
governance of NGO and community-based organization (CBO) educa-
tion programmes strengthened and YALE systems articulated across sec-
tors in state and civil society. Both Africa and Asia made the point that 
data collected into a systematic information base should be a necessary 
component of all ALE governance systems.
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FINANCINg ChAllENgES

The regional reports presented to the Mid-Term Review gave an over-
all picture of a desperate need for adequate (and consistent) funding. 
Although adult learning and education is high on the policy agenda of 
many governments, it is almost non-existent for others.

The already low levels of funding had not increased in real terms in re-
cent years and the recent period of austerity had made things worse. Some 
42 per cent of countries spend less than 1 per cent of their public education 
budgets on ALE. Africa spends less than 2 per cent at present. In Asia, 10 
countries report spending 4 per cent or more, six between 0.5 per cent and 
3.9 per cent, and seven between nil and 0.4 per cent. These percentages 
did not seem to correlate with estimates of the relative wealth or develop-
ment in these countries. It was also reported that there was little prioritizing 
of funding for women, rural people and the disabled. 

There had been a decline in international donor support for education 
(it goes rather to health and infrastructure) and the resolution of the Third 
International Conference on Financing for Development in 2015 did not 
mention ALE in any way, only child education (United Nations, 2015b, para-
graph 78). The Suwon Statement specifically asks that (UIL, 2018, p. 9)

the International Commission on Financing Global Education Op-
portunity (Education Commission), the Global Partnership for Edu-
cation, Education Cannot Wait and other development partners, as 
well as national and sub-national governments, to restore atten-
tion to and provide adequate funding for the full ALE agenda to 
achieve SDG 4.

What the optimal financing level for ALE is, and whether current in-
vestment levels fall short of this, is hard to tell, and we need to rely on 
indirect evidence for the value of investment in ALE. It is clear that there 
is a dissonance between the advocacy by ALE supporters in the various 
regions – who see ALE as having real investment value – and the non-
recognition of the value of ALE at national and international levels. (This 
is one of the motivators of the strategic acceptance that future claims for 
investment in ALE would need to be aligned with SDG requirements.) 
The other point that needs to be made is that, if ALE indeed can have a 
positive productive impact on all key sectors of development, it needs 
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a significant part of the investment budget, and the funding devoted to 
ALE should come not only from the education budget, but from other 
ministries as well. The Arab States recommended establishing a special 
regional fund for ALE projects and incentives and private sector invest-
ment for TVET. Africa wanted ongoing technical support to build capac-
ity to gather more accurate financial data and monitor donor-funding 
trends. 

This latter point, the need for more accurate financial data, is a seri-
ous problem. Many countries did not have much information on ALE 
spending – in Africa, one-third of countries provided no information at 
all, and in Europe and North America the proportion was similar. It is, of 
course, recognized that the diversity of ALE provision makes estimating 
ALE expenditure difficult. Much ALE funding tends to be project-based 
and extra-budgetary. For example, adult literacy provision is seen as a 
temporary issue and is funded separately from the regular budget allo-
cation. One of the things that is clear is that unless there is the creation 
of a separate allocation for ALE funding in national budgets there is lit-
tle chance of integrating ALE into financial strategies across government 
departments and creating an integrated ALE strategy, as committed to 
under the BFA.

Alternative or innovative forms of financing were rare. Some African 
countries have developed an outsourcing strategy for adult literacy provi-
sion known as faire–faire, which involves cost-sharing with civil society 
organizations. Asia relies increasingly on fees and private resources. In 
some parts of Europe there is paid study leave and training vouchers.

pArTICIpATION, INCluSION ANd EquITy ChAllENgES

Whilst it is a truism that it is difficult to collect analysable data given the 
complexity and diversity of ALE provision and activities, the reality is 
that without data it is impossible to make sensible policies or design and 
implement programmes that actually respond to the situational needs 
and possibilities. In Asia, 40 per cent of countries have no information on 
participation, in Africa, 64 per cent had none, and there was little data 
from North America. The Arab States and Europe had some information 
on refugee and migrant education (the consequence of instability in the 
Middle East and North Africa). Generally, information on participation 
of minority groups, refugees and people with disabilities was limited. 
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Looking to the future, several regions recommended the digital transfor-
mation of ALE and the provision of online programmes to increase par-
ticipation (especially of youth). One notes that the Suwon Statement says 
that ICTs have great potential to improve access and promote equity and 
inclusion. Countries could deploy a wide range of mobilization strategies 
to raise levels of participation (e.g., providing guidance and counselling, 
flexible learning trajectories, quality management, outreach strategies, 
accreditation of prior learning, and financial instruments). Whether such 
mobilization strategies are used, or work, will need to be monitored.

Europe recommended the integration of new delivery methods and 
new pathways of learning (the latter well-illustrated by the flexible up-
skilling pathways used for providing literacy, numeracy and digital skills 
to undereducated workers so that they could move into the upper sec-
ondary education and training required for digital technology-based 
workplaces [European Commission, 2016]). Africa wants more post-lit-
eracy and TVET provision, and the Arab world wanted more continuing 
training and professional development as well as programmes devoted to 
peace, culture and active citizenship.

quAlITy ChAllENgES ANd pOSSIbIlITIES

One of the recent impacts on quality of education as a whole has been 
the success in promoting access to schooling for the majority of children 
in poorer regions, and notably in Africa. But as access has grown, there 
has often been a corresponding decline in the quality of school educa-
tion. Though more people now have basic skills, the level of adult literacy 
and basic education in many countries remains low.

The BFA committed Member States to develop quality criteria for cur-
ricula, materials and teaching methods, to professionalize adult educa-
tors, and give greater support to systematic interdisciplinary research in 
adult learning and education and its dissemination. RALE then explicated 
some of these commitments in detailed guidelines to action (Sections 
25 to 28). Though something of a wishlist of desirable activities, the ex-
istence (or non-presence) of these activities (and the quality of those 
activities) can be determined. This provides scope for more effective 
monitoring of quality improvements in the next decade. Current efforts 
to develop a reference framework for quality in adult learning and educa-
tion will support this.
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For the Mid-Term Review, the Arab and European regions put stress on 
the importance of qualifications frameworks and of recognition, valida-
tion and accreditation (RVA) processes for quality assurance and encour-
aging participation. The Arab States wanted an actual RVA observatory. 
They also want a qualifications framework that integrates the outcomes 
of non-formal education and informal learning outcomes. The Europe 
and North America regions stressed that a comprehensive approach to 
quality is needed: one that can provide a consistent framework of prin-
ciples, criteria and guidelines. It also looked at ICT and open educational 
resources (OER) as a way of delivering quality ALE that is flexible and 
accessible for all. Latin America noted the continued need for data, data 
analysis and, particularly, specific indicators on YALE which could con-
tribute to improving the quality of provision, results and policy.

A quality framework should be flexible, open and transparent to all 
stakeholders in the adult learning sector; it should comprise both a techni-
cal and a political approach; it should take into account the particularities 
of the adult learning sector (serving different goals, provided by a wide 
diversity of providers, taking place in different learning environments, 
and the involvement of wide variety of social and economic actors); it 
should endorse the basic principles related to quality adult learning (that 
adult learning provision should be tailor-made, learner‐centred and at-
tuned to the specific learning needs of the adult learner); and it should be 
offered in a flexible manner in terms of duration, time, and place.

A MAjOr ChAllENgE ANd pOSSIbIlITy OF ENgAgINg  
wITh ThE SuSTAINAblE dEvElOpMENT gOAlS 

One of the greatest challenges, yet also a dramatic possibility, is linking the 
role of ALE to the realization of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
and, more specifically, with the Education 2030 goals and targets (United 
Nations, 2015a, 2016; UNESCO, 2015, 2017a, 2017b). Many opportunities 
are now opening for ALE activities assisting in the achievement of each of 
the SDGs (see GRALE 3 for many examples of such linkages in health, the la-
bour market and civic life). Greater resources, field-based research and more 
widespread dissemination of information would further add to the impact of 
ALE. Alignment with the SDGs may also be crucial in the future financing of 
ALE by ensuring that it receives greater attention from funding organizations.

This SDG challenge is the topic of Chapter 5.
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SOME CONCluSIONS

The Suwon CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review received pleasing evidence 
that there had been progress in at least three of the five areas demar-
cated by the BFA. There were better ALE policies, better governance and 
better attention to monitoring and quality. Given that this had occurred 
during a period of global financial austerity, this was extremely positive. 
The collection and analysis of data on ALE had been made easier and 
more rigorous by the use of the BFA area categories and the comprehen-
sive and systematic approach provided by RALE. GRALE had taken up 
the issue of the impact of ALE.

The now-traditional challenges remain: the need for better cross-
ministerial and cross-sectoral coordination, adequate finance and the 
need for research evidence of impact to encourage investment in ALE, 
and the necessity of taking seriously quality issues and the collection of 
adequate data. In the context of the growing inequality in the world, 
advocacy for a lifelong learning perspective is increasingly crucial for the 
empowerment of all. 

The other challenge is the lack of reference to ALE in development 
cooperation agendas. However, it is precisely here that quality adult 
education and lifelong learning are at the heart of attitudes and skills 
needed for the achievement of the SDGs. This is the place for future 
action and growth.  



ChApTEr 4

IMprOvINg ACTION:  
EFFECTIvE prACTICES ANd 
 lESSONS lEArNEd
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At the Mid-Term Review conference in October 2017, many examples 
were given in the regional reports, and in plenary and side presentations, 
of effective practices in ALE. Rather than present a listing of multiple 
programmes and projects, here, we will focus on two examples of suc-
cess at opposite ends of the ALE continuum – one of an entire system of 
lifelong and life-wide learning, the other a programme of basic literacy 
and numeracy as a foundation for lifelong learning. 

ThE lEArNINg CITy OF SuwON, rEpublIC OF KOrEA

The city of Suwon in the Republic of Korea has a population of 1.25 mil-
lion people; it is a major industrial centre, home of the Samsung electron-
ics company. It is one of the world’s leading ‘learning cities’ and operates 
over 600 Lifelong Learning Centres and institutions. Its development as 
a learning city started in 2005 and culminated in Suwon receiving the 
UNESCO Learning City Award in 2017. It is to be noted the neighbouring 
city of Osan is also a ‘learning city’ (Osan City, 2017).

Suwon’s efforts to become a ‘learning city’ did not lead to overnight 
success. The campaign went through various stages of development 
from 2005, when an ordinance was promulgated and an initial declara-
tion made. A taskforce produced mid- and long-term plans, a Lifelong 
Learning Centre and website were established, followed by an enormous 
expansion of activities and facilities since (Suwon City, 2017, p. 6). 

Throughout this developing process there has been full participa-
tion of city residents, achieved by providing information about learning 
opportunities through broadcast and print media, and social and com-
munity networks, and through citizens’ involvement in developing and 
approving plans at round-table meetings, and through local community 
forums. Various cultural events, academic conferences and lifelong learn-
ing festivals have been held regularly (UIL, 2017h).

Successful efforts to build participation in the development of Suwon’s 
lifelong learning city strategy have been key to fostering public interest. 
Suwon has met the demands of its citizens and reached a broad public 
by promoting learning through multiple networks, on digital platforms, 
in public facilities and in local communities.
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ThE grOwTh IN lEArNINg OppOrTuNITIES

Between 2011 and 2016, the city more than doubled the number of 
people taking part in a variety of learning opportunities, and it is now 
estimated that over 791,000 people are participating in some form of 
learning: formal, non-formal and informal. ‘In Suwon, everyone can 
be a learner, and almost everyone is’ (UIL, 2017h, p. 144). The 600-
plus  facilities in locations across the city offer over 42,000 funded pro-
grammes and courses – an indication of the significant funding that has 
been poured into the learning city initiative.

One of the striking things about Suwon’s ‘triple A’ approach, ‘Learning 
for Anyone, Anywhere, in an eAsy way’, that supports participation is 
the ease of physical access to facilities. The number of learning locations 
increased from 525 in 2011 to 614 in 2016, ensuring that people are 
always within walking distance of a site – i.e. never further than five min-
utes away from a learning facility and 10 minutes from one of the city’s 
153 libraries (17 large, 50 medium-sized and 86 small). Most facilities are 
accessible at all hours.

Another spur to participation is that individuals or groups who believe 
they have knowledge or skills to share are allowed access all the 614 ven-
ues for free when they are not being used for their initial purpose. The 
programme illustrates Suwon’s will to empower its citizens to teach and 
learn anywhere. 

Initiatives include education schemes for local residents, cultural and 
arts programmes, and local community-building projects.

dIgITAl plATFOrMS

The city hosts various digital platforms that connect learners with indi-
viduals willing to share their knowledge on a voluntary basis. Lifelong 
learning e-classes (a system of massive open online courses [MOOCs] 
offering more than 900 lectures on a huge range of subjects including 
new technologies) are free of charge to city residents (ibid., p. 145). The 
city also has also a volunteer programme linking quality education with 
employment opportunities.

Various public relations media channels ensure that citizens can 
readily acquire information about learning opportunities and networks. 
‘Hopeful Message Boards’ displaying educational messages related to 
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culture, history and the humanities have been placed at bus stops and 
other locations across the city, reaching city-dwellers as they go about 
their daily lives.

lEArNINg FOr SENIOr CITIzENS

Suwon aims to counteract the challenges faced by an ageing Korean 
population, and has developed two innovative participatory education 
projects. One, ‘Morado Hakgyo’ (‘Anything School’), enables senior 
citizens to study whatever they like, adapting its curriculum to suit the 
needs and demands of the elderly. The other, ‘Nuguna Hakgyo’ (‘Anyone 
School’), is open to anyone who wishes to teach or learn, encouraging 
participation by enabling citizens to share their skills, and to engage with 
a huge variety of topics with a particular focus on intergenerational and 
cross-topical education for all. ‘These schools encourage participation 
and enable citizens to become both teachers and learners; resolve the 
issue of unequal access to education; create jobs; and improve partici-
pants’ skills and employability’ (ibid., p. 145).

IllITErACy

Korea has all but eliminated illiteracy, but literacy classes are held to help 
foreigners and illiterate adults to integrate into society. The city is also 
supporting marginalized young people who want to re-enter education, 
thus offering them better chances in life.

lEArNINg FOr ThE dISAdvANTAgEd

Suwon provides a support service for homeless people and underprivi-
leged groups, including women, disadvantaged families and those on 
basic welfare who have lacked access to learning, so that they can ex-
ercise their right to education, return to learning and re-enter society. 
‘Suwon’s success with such projects at the local level has made the city a 
leader in Korea’s projects for community renaissance nationwide’ (ibid., 
p. 149).
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IMpACT ON COMMuNITIES

Suwon’s strategy is to create a ‘lifelong learning city’. Included in the 
strategy are district task forces, which monitor the learning city projects;  
experts posted at learning centres across the city; and a network of life-
long learning facilities. The results have been positive. Not only have skills 
and knowledge increased but there has been a revival of communities 
within the city area and in the province as a whole.

Furthermore, citizens are becoming increasingly aware of the impact 
that their actions have on the environment: to date, 156,400 have partic-
ipated in one of the 5,522 ecological education programmes that Suwon 
has organized across the city. With the development of a citywide learn-
ing community, individuals have been able to react more promptly to 
changes in the job market. Moreover, the learning sector itself has creat-
ed many jobs, especially in the areas of teaching and course certification. 
Finally, the increase in learning opportunities centred on local culture and 
history has instilled a shared sense of pride in Suwon.

rECENT dEvElOpMENTS: CrEATINg A COOrdINATEd STruCTurE 
INvOlvINg All STAKEhOldErS

Suwon has facilitated the emergence of a comprehensive learning eco-
system across the city that involves all stakeholders. Building a learning 
city in Suwon led to a rapid surge in the number of learning activities and 
venues available.

The current responsibility of coordinating the learning city process 
lies with the Suwon Lifelong Learning Council, which oversees the par-
ticipatory development, implementation and evaluation of related ac-
tivities. The network that promotes learning in Suwon is made up of 
numerous organizations. These include, among others, the University 
Council, the Lifelong Learning Association, the Suwon Humanities 
Advisory Committee, the Suwon Literacy Teacher Council, and the Eco-
Mobile Community Organizing Committee/Environmental Education 
Committee. To support the Lifelong Learning Council at neighbourhood 
level and to ensure that projects are implemented effectively, a munici-
pal task force of experts has been established in each of the city’s four 
districts.
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The Suwon Lifelong Learning Council regularly liaises with the Municipal 
and National Councils for Community Building to exchange information 
on education-based activities that promote civic pride. Its partners also 
promote the city’s progress at local, national and international levels. 
Furthermore, the city shares its best practice with regional and national 
organizations through the Korean Association of Lifelong Learning Cities 
and the Gyeonggi Province Working Council for Lifelong Learning.

MONITOrINg ANd EvAluATION

Suwon has developed two sets of learning-city evaluation indicators. 
These were designed to establish a transparent and fair evaluation of the 
learning city and ensure that outcomes are continuously monitored. The 
first set is on the foundations for a lifelong learning city (seven items) and 
the second set is of performance indicators (16 items). There are regular 
surveys on lifelong learning organizations and citizen satisfaction. 

Both the Suwon Lifelong Learning Council and the Humanities City 
Advisory Committee are made up of representatives from non-govern-
mental civil society organizations, education experts and representatives 
from the city’s education office. They hold workshops, forums and per-
formance evaluations to measure in detail Suwon’s progress towards be-
coming a learning city. Evaluations consider the extent to which projects 
foster collaboration between civic experts and citizens, whether projects 
fit citizens’ needs, and whether projects accommodate Suwon’s unique 
identity based on its specific regional features. The findings inform the 
planning of future projects.

On completion, projects are evaluated in line with agreed procedures 
for accommodating feedback and identifying future improvements. The 
city has also produced learning-city outcome booklets and runs a course 
to train residents as lifelong learning monitors. This ensures that the voic-
es of learners and other stakeholders in Suwon’s learning organizations 
and programmes are heard, and that these voices are reflected in policies 
designed to promote the learning city’s development.
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ThE KhA rI gudE AdulT lITErACy CAMpAIgN,  
SOuTh AFrICA

South Africa’s national Kha Ri Gude Adult Literacy Programme concluded 
in 2017 after successfully operating since 2008. During that time, the 
programme reached more than 4 million learners, with 80 per cent of 
participants successfully completing the programme and submitting a 
portfolio of adequately completed literacy and numeracy exercises (that 
was nationally moderated). An analysis of its origins, planning, structure 
and operations is an instructive case study that resonates extremely well 
with the Belém Framework for Action.

The very origins of the campaign indicate the value of both re-
search-based critiques of existing practice and the benefits of inter-
national cooperation. In 2005, the then South African Minister of 
Education, Naledi Pandor, openly acknowledged that the initial post-
apartheid adult basic education night-school system had failed, as re-
searchers had consistently reported. She had been impressed by Cuba’s 
Yo, Sí Puedo adult literacy programme and sent a team to Cuba and 
Venezuela to study it. That team then developed a detailed compre-
hensive plan for a South African literacy campaign (which owed some-
thing to the organizational structure of the Cuban model, though it 
decided not to use the Yo, Sí Puedo literacy teaching method). Another 
factor that led to the initiation of Kha Ri Gude was the government’s 
desire to reach the Education for All target of reducing illiteracy by half, 
which shows the important role that international development goals 
and targets can have.

Kha Ri Gude was launched in April 2008 after a two-year process of 
planning and development. An official report (Ministerial Committee on 
Literacy, 2006) provided a recommendation and plan.

The campaign provides a fascinating model of operation (and certain-
ly of success) in comparison to the lacklustre state adult basic education 
system (which, though renamed, continues to this day). 

The original design for the running of the campaign was not dissimilar 
from many other literacy campaigns where there is a central manage-
ment/ oversight unit that is also responsible for the development of in-
structional plans and materials, and then a cascaded training of person-
nel, from national to provincial to district and then to local level. As with 
all such cascades, problems arise, particularly with regard to:
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•	 the development of training and materials to the lowest level: that of 
the volunteer educator who teaches a group of learners;

•	 methods and effectiveness of the reporting back to headquarters 
on the running of the classes and the assessed achievements of the 
learners;

•	 the financial system for paying salaries and stipends to the personnel 
and volunteers at the various levels.

The campaign design was robust and scalable so that it could be rapidly 
adjusted to the number of participants and increases or reductions in 
the budget (though the final budget allocation was substantial, it was 
less than half of what had originally been envisaged). The operational 
plan dealt with the governance, coordination, educational and research 
structures of the campaign. 

Curriculum, teaching and training had a very small national staff base, 
the Chief Executive Officer played a significant role here, aided by a train-
ing officer. However, most of the major curriculum decisions had already 
been made in 2006 and 2007 and the materials developed. The training 
officer coordinated a cascade of training of coordinators, supervisors and 
volunteer educators. There was an implicit (and correct) assumption that 
many of the higher-level staff, coordinators and supervisors would have 
had some form of adult basic educator training (many had also partici-
pated in an earlier national literacy campaign that had stalled). 

The campaign employed an integrated and multilingual approach to 
literacy skills training. The programme curriculum integrated basic literacy 
skills training of learners in their mother tongue with life-skills training. The 
life-skills component of the programme placed great emphasis on subjects 
or themes that were central to the learners’ socio-economic context or 
 everyday issues, such as health (including HIV/AIDS awareness and preven-
tion; nutrition and sanitation), civic education (e.g. human rights, conflict 
resolution and management; peace-building and gender and racial rela-
tions), environmental management and conservation, and income genera-
tion or livelihood development. In addition, the programme also provided 
some instruction in English (the dominant language of the bureaucracy and 
the workplace) as a second language in order to enable learners to conduct 
ordinary tasks such as filling in official forms. Participation was encouraged 
through radio advertising and there was a special sub-programme for both 
blind and deaf people; special Braille materials were produced.
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The original plan argued for a substantial, specialized and semi-auton-
omous monitoring, evaluation and research component. The reduced 
budgets simply did not allow for this, though built into the coordination 
system was a systematic collection of data to be used for monitoring, 
reporting and research purposes. In 2009, the CEO appointed a subset 
of coordinator-level staff as monitors with a task equivalent to that of an 
inspectorate.

Except for the few officers in the Department of Education and the 
data-capture, call-centre and warehousing staff, and facilities at the pri-
vate-sector centre, the campaign had no institutional bases or facilities. 
The service provider company was responsible for deliveries of materials 
to sites all over the country, including in rural areas. This required up-
to-the-minute, accurate information on learner numbers, the languages 
that they would study in, and so on. Shortages or other problems had 
to be reported to the call centre for immediate redress. Payrolls and the 
authorization of electronic payments into bank accounts were reliant on 
accurate and timely rendition of registers and other reports from volun-
tary educators, supervisors and coordinators.

The implementation of a literacy campaign with this organizational 
structure required accurate, up-to-date data, collected and used effi-
ciently and effectively. Learner data were captured in a number of forms: 
registration data, registers of attendance and the Learner Assessment 
Portfolio (McKay, 2015).

Unlike the practice in many literacy programmes, a conscious decision 
was made that formal assessment of learning would take place. The ma-
jor assessment instrument was the Learning Assessment Portfolio (LAP), 
essentially a battery of exercises/ tests linked to the various stages in the 
reading, writing and numeracy curriculum. The completed LAPs had to 
be collected and stored centrally, where the marks were captured on the 
database and there verified by the South African Qualifications Authority 
(SAQA). This was a massive exercise. There has never been a time in 
South Africa when so many assessment scripts have been collected to-
gether in one place. 

SAQA had been involved from the start in checking the alignment of 
the materials and assessment portfolio documents with appropriate levels 
on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and the first three levels 
of UNESCO’s Literacy Assessment and Monitoring Programme (LAMP). 
Then, each year, SAQA ran a three-day LAP moderation workshop in 
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which a SAQA-appointed team of specialists (the senior verifiers) over-
saw about 200 moderators and 20 verifiers who checked a large sample 
(usually at least 10 per cent) that reflected the distribution of languages 
and provinces of the LAPs submitted at the end of the previous year. 
Special attention was taken to identify signs of possible irregularities, 
and only a small percentage (ranging from 3 to 5 per cent over the years) 
of the sample exhibited such. At the end of the process the results of 
the successful students were loaded onto the National Learner’s Records 
Database (NLRD) (Adler et al., 2009).

Conventionally, moderators (or external examiners) re-mark a per-
centage of scripts (usually 10 per cent or less) and, should they find a 
general trend for the original marks to be too high or too low, a statistical 
adjustment is made to all the candidates’ marks. Kha Ri Gude verifica-
tion, though it also encompassed traditional moderation, focused more 
on a different target – the marker, not the learner. All the assessment in 
Kha Ri Gude is site-based. The assessment via the Learner Assessment 
Portfolio (LAP) is overseen and marked by the educator in charge of the 
class. There are large variations in how the classes are run, the style of 
instruction, and in the timing and way in which the various portfolio ac-
tivities (the assessment items) are handled. Although the outcomes being 
assessed are very basic and the criteria given to the educators straight-
forward, too much variation in the marking was considered a real pos-
sibility, particularly as many of the educators had fairly minimal training 
as literacy instructors.

The SAQA verification process therefore focused initially on the mark-
ing. The ‘moderators’ were asked to ‘moderate’ the marking. This, of 
course, required something of a mind shift, from looking at what the 
learner got right or wrong to what the marker got right or wrong. Some 
counterintuitive judgements have to be made, for example that a learner 
who got a very low mark may indeed have been marked in an excellent 
way or that a learner who got a very high mark may have been badly 
marked.

Another rationale for focussing on the marking is that the learners, 
once they have completed the programme, are gone for good. The mark-
ers remain – and improving their marking of the next cohort of learners 
is a high priority. The particular way in which Kha Ri Gude has managed 
its assessment, and the moderation and verification thereof, is elegantly 
straightforward and might be considered for other initiatives as well as 
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for primary schooling, particularly in those grades where there are no 
external examinations.

Financial data were of signal importance in the operations of the 
campaign. Clearly, the campaign as designed could not run without 
materials being printed and delivered, and then used in classes whose 
part-time teachers would be paid a small stipend. Yet the history of 
South African educational interventions is replete with disaster sto-
ries about corruption in textbook procurement and delivery, and about 
part-time educators who are either not paid, or who don’t teach but 
are paid, or who don’t exist or are dead but someone receives the pay-
ment (the so-called ‘ghost teachers’). Because of the announcement 
in November 2006 that the government had approved a budget of 
ZAR 6.4 billion (approximately USD 445 million) for the new literacy 
initiative, it was also likely that the campaign would be the target of 
the entrepreneurs of educational procurement and delivery malfea-
sance. A robust financial system that was able to speedily interact with 
the other data flows was necessary not only to ensure the success of 
the campaign but also to see that it was not derailed. The impact of 
this rigorous financial management allied to a functioning and up-to-
the-minute data system, which in turn led to dramatic cost savings, for 
example by 53 per cent from 2008 to 2009.

Because the Kha Ri Gude  database had data on the numbers of learn-
ers per class, submission of LAPs from the class, etc., poorly performing 
educators could be identified and their services dispensed with or reme-
dial action taken. It also enabled reports replete with accurate statistics 
to be issued on a regular basis for accountability and advocacy purposes.

The delivery infrastructure developed by the campaign worked ex-
tremely well and was, in principle, a valuable delivery mechanism avail-
able to all government departments (though it was only taken advantage 
of by the Expanded Public Works Programme). The stipendiary payments 
gave support to nearly 40,000 people per annum and brought significant 
income to poorer communities and rural areas.

Like South Africa before Kha Ri Gude, many countries have been 
hosts to failed educational management information systems. How is it 
then that the Kha Ri Gude information system actually worked? One has 
to firstly discount the idea that it is because the campaign headquarters 
staff were professional, zealous and hard-working (though they may well 
have been so). Many information systems have excellent hard-working 
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experts and professionals running them at the central level. The explana-
tion has rather to be seen in the particular design of the system and what 
its main driver was. 

A core driver of the Kha Ri Gude information system is that of pay-
ment of stipends to the personnel. Every aspect of the data collection is 
linked to the data required to enable payments to be authorized. Human 
self-interest (in being paid a stipend) therefore almost guarantees that 
data will be fed into the system – no data (in the form of registers, re-
ports and assessment portfolios) means no money. This is a huge incen-
tive to everybody at each level (people want to be paid and people do 
not want to be seen as not having done the data-submission work that 
enables them to be paid). Further, the data submission is nearly always 
timely because no stipends are paid in advance of the data submission 
for the month.

The second design feature that is significant is that though there are 
authorization steps for payment (steps at which data have to be available 
for the decision to be made), there are not too many (in effect four: su-
pervisor endorses, coordinator endorses, service provider processes and 
generates list, Kha Ri Gude authorizes payment). By comparison, many 
other bureaucratic chains of authorization are many and cumbersome 
(in the state night schools, there could be up to 17 steps). With Kha Ri 
Gude, the connection between providing the raw data (registers,  monthly 
reports, learner assessment portfolios) and being paid is straightforward, 
obvious and relatively prompt. 

The third design feature (and one which severely limits the likelihood 
of fraud within the system) is that the person who authorizes at the first 
two steps is known and closely monitored. The design of data fields also 
requires data that can be easily correlated with other data (such as iden-
tity numbers, registration numbers, etc.).

Lastly, the Kha Ri Gude system was designed more or less as a new 
integrated system. It was not attached to some other existing system 
(and in particular, not welded onto some already dysfunctional system 
that was failing).

Kha Ri Gude has shown, in a very short space of time, that it is possible 
to run a successful data system if there has been a good design process 
and if, once implementation starts, it is well managed. Elements of pro-
fessional design and management resources have been important in this 
success, but perhaps the most telling finding is that it works because it is in 
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the direct interests of the personnel in the campaign that it works. Hence, 
good, accurate, really useful data can be collected, processed and used in 
an educational system or programme. That this success took place in the 
often marginal and derided field of adult literacy and basic education is 
particularly good news. If it can be done there, it can be done anywhere.

Two failures have to be admitted in relation to the campaign. The 
first, the expectation that learners who had completed the six-month 
programme, which was equivalent to Grade 3, would then move into a 
next-level programme at the nearest state adult basic education night 
school was a false one. It is impossible to judge whether this was a failure 
of the Kha Ri Gude instructors to push or the state night school staff 
to pull, or that the learners simply were not attracted to the state night 
schools. The other failure was the plan to use the Kha Ri Gude struc-
ture to deliver higher-level education (and at a cost far less per learner 
than the state night schools) or other useful programmes (in association 
with other ministries) – a failure, undoubtedly, of the management of the 
campaign in its last three years.

The Kha Ri Gude campaign is a brilliant example of a large-scale in-
tervention addressing the needs of poor, illiterate or semi-illiterate people 
which was successful because it had top-level political support, adequate 
funding, well-prepared materials and an extremely well-designed plan 
that reduced the risks of fraud and mismanagement. Its output (of learn-
er achievement) was monitored and moderated by a reputable external 
body. Its failure, not of itself, but of the formal educational bureaucracy, 
was not to further capitalize on its system for wider inter- and cross-
sectoral delivery.

lESSONS FrOM ThE TwO CASE STudIES

There are some interesting commonalities in these two case studies, 
though they seemingly are very different, one about a learning city at 
the forefront of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the other about basic 
literacy and numeracy learning. These common features point to what 
makes for effective action in ALE.

•	 Both examples were driven by an initial political will to introduce 
change. Associated with this political will was a broad and challeng-
ing vision of what adult education could deliver.
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•	 Considerable resources had to be mobilized, and in both case studies 
it is clear that the planning and preparatory stage was essential for 
mobilizing those resources and in gaining public support. 

•	 Ease of access for the participant beneficiaries (and publicizing that 
accessibility) was crucial. In both cases access to learning sites and 
learning resources was made local. 

•	 New, efficient systems, designed for purpose, with new ways of oper-
ating, were used. They did not have to contend with the dead weight 
of past bureaucracies or systems. 

•	 Both examples provide varying degrees of cross-sectoral cooperation 
and interaction.

•	 The Suwon Statement specifically endorsed the idea of learning cities, 
urging Member States to strengthen the implementation of ALE at 
the local level using, inter alia, the learning cities approach.



ChApTEr 5

IMplEMENTINg AlE  
IN ThE CONTExT OF  
Sdg 4 – EduCATION 2030
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Given the many opportunities for ALE activities to assist in the achieve-
ment of the SDGs, intersectoral implementation of ALE will be a major 
challenge for the next decade. Such action will need to be synchronized 
with the SDGs and targets, and more specifically with Education 2030 
goals and targets (UNESCO, 2015, 2017a, b). 

Making such an alignment may also be crucial in the future financing 
of ALE, by ensuring that it receives greater attention from funding organ-
izations. Currently, gaining such attention remains a challenge. There is a 
lack of reference to ALE in development cooperation agendas. However, 
it is the contention of the worldwide ALE community that quality adult 
education and lifelong learning are at the heart of the attitudes and skills 
essential for the achievement of the SDGs. This is the place for ALE’s 
future action and growth.

This chapter therefore looks at the implications of the ALE links with 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and how far the implica-
tions are likely to be realized given current global conditions, challenges 
and diverse contexts.

TOwArdS 2030

The Belém Framework for Action, the 2015 Recommendation on Adult 
Learning and Education and the Suwon-Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term 
Review Statement of 2017, backed up by the research evidence in the 
GRALE and regional reports on ALE, have provided the field of adult edu-
cation with directions and goals, together with guidelines and standards 
for practice.

The conclusion reached at the Mid-Term Review held in Suwon in 
late 2017 was that, reviewing past action to achieve the BFA aims, there 
was a long way to go. Progress had been made, but there were many 
hindrances and only limited substantive evidence that ALE was making 
a real impact on health, on training people for and in the labour market, 
and for building up an informed citizenry. This is why it makes sense to 
link ALE to international efforts to reach the 2030 Agenda deadline, not 
just in education but in all the 17 areas for which SDGs have been set.

The ALE contention as to why it should be an active and accepted 
partner in SDG achievement is simple: a key factor in development proc-
esses is the changing of minds and of attitudes and the development of 
capacities. And these are essentially adult education processes: ALE is 
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vital not only in the obvious areas of literacy, adult basic education, vo-
cational training and citizenship education, but in all the other SDG areas 
of action. But to link ALE to these areas requires complex intersectoral 
approaches and the elimination of the barriers that have often inhibited 
such cooperation in the past.

ThE bFA, grAlE ANd ThE SdgS: ThE IMpOrTANCE OF 
CrOSS-SECTOrAl IMplEMENTATION

The Suwon-Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review Statement (UIL, 
2018, p. 9) reiterates the importance of intersectorality, urging:

Member States to work intersectorally and increase policy dialogue 
that includes all stakeholders, including civil society and learners, to 
create lifelong learning systems and societies.

The importance of intersectoral approaches had already been sounded 
in the Belém Framework for Action (UIL, 2010b), which said that ALE 
policies and legislation should be ‘based on sector-wide and intersectoral 
approaches, covering and linking all components of learning and edu-
cation’, and that governance should include ‘promoting and supporting 
intersectoral and inter-ministerial cooperation’.

The need for this intersectorality ranges from the macro level – seen 
in the involvement and contribution of ALE in the achievement of various 
Sustainable Development Goals – through to intersectoral and inter-min-
isterial cooperation at the Member State national level, and down to im-
plementation at local levels. The foreword to the third GRALE report (UIL, 
2016), by Irina Bokova, then Director-General of UNESCO, notes that:

In moving forward, adult learning and education must be built into 
a holistic, intersectoral approach. This requires a ‘whole-of-gov-
ernment’ approach to education, working across sectors, guided 
by the urgent need for deeper partnerships. We must continue to 
inform all sectors of the essential importance of education for suc-
cess across the board. 

Chapter 6 of GRALE 3 (pp. 133–139) considers how the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development might pave the way for greater intersectoral 
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collaboration on ALE and for a better balance of educational opportuni-
ties across all ages with multiple benefits and lasting impact. In particu-
lar, barriers to intersectoral coordination will need to be dismantled, and 
particularly in relation to intersectoral funding – there would need to be 
financial incentive schemes to promote such intersectoral programmes 
and interventions.

GRALE 3 (pp. 135–137) also stresses the need for a rebalancing or 
reweighting of resource deployment within the educational sector itself: 
the respective size of the allocations to early childhood education, school-
ing, technical and vocational training, and ALE. But this is unlikely to hap-
pen unless there is intersectoral collaboration and a resultant awareness 
of the contribution that each of these components bring to each other. 
Awareness needs to grow ‘that investments directed at adults can bring 
immense benefits to children’ and that ‘even adults who have received 
basic education will need continuous learning in order to keep their skills 
up-to-date’. Attention will also have to be focused on less easy-to-meas-
ure non-formal ALE programmes and informal learning (including those 
using the new technologies).

GRALE 3 did provide some grounds for optimism. Many countries had 
reported a strengthening of the understanding of the impact of ALE on 
other sectors and on society and community in general. The challenge 
was to translate this awareness into practical inter-ministerial collabora-
tion and co-financing. Recommendations included (p. 149):

Member States should develop integrated policies using interdis-
ciplinary and intersectoral knowledge and expertise, encompass-
ing education and training policies and related policy areas, such 
as economic development, human resource development, labour, 
health, environment, justice, agriculture and culture. 
To develop adult learning and education policies, Member States 
should consider: 
 a) strengthening or creating interministerial forums to articulate 
across sectors the roles of adult learning and education in the life-
long learning spectrum, as well as its contributions to the develop-
ment of societies; 
 b) involving all relevant stakeholders, including parliamentarians, 
public authorities, academia, civil society organizations, and the 
private sector as partners in policy development.
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rAlE ON INTErSECTOrAlITy IN  
ThE ThrEE TypES OF AlE

Looking at intersectorality in the three ALE types or sectors delineat-
ed in RALE (literacy and basic skills; vocational skills, entrepreneurship, 
continuing education and training and professional development; active 
citizenship skills developed though community, popular or liberal educa-
tion), it is clear that everything is, in principle, connected, as is affirmed 
in the Suwon Statement.

AlE ANd bASIC SKIllS

Intersectoral approaches to literacy are necessary to respond to the di-
verse needs of learners. Many of these needs are prompted by contextual 
demands that are not directly educational, such as health and well-being, 
environmental sustainability, and conflict and post-conflict and disaster 
situations. Indeed, it is precisely in these varying contexts that the impor-
tance of literacy as an indispensable foundation for lifelong learning is to 
be understood. In other words, it is important to remember that ‘literacy 
is not a standalone set of skills that can be acquired and completed within 
a short timeframe; rather, it is a component of a set of core competencies 
that require sustained learning and updating on a continuous basis’ and 
‘literacy and ALE programmes should be linked to non-formal TVET/in-
come-generation training, and TVET should include literacy components. 
Literacy skills and higher-level skills are increasingly required for decent 
work, active citizenship and lifelong learning’ (UIL, 2018).

Literacy and basic education for adults can help parents engage with 
what their children are learning at school, with positive effects both for 
their children and the school system’s effectiveness. They can help adults 
understand health risks and health education advice. As GRALE 3 puts it 
(UIL, 2016, p. 136):

ALE programmes may avoid or reduce the need for medication, 
help prevent patients from wasting or misusing medication and 
save valuable professional time. They may also allow for a closer 
match between risks, needs and provision, potentially reducing the 
use of health services and need for hospitalization as well as ex-
pensive residential care for older people.
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AlE ANd vOCATIONAl SKIllS, CONTINuINg EduCATION ANd 
 TrAININg, ANd prOFESSIONAl dEvElOpMENT 

Another commitment of the Belém Framework for Action (UIL, 2010b) 
was to ensure access to work-related adult learning for different target 
groups (which included self-employed workers, workers in the informal 
economy, and migrant workers) in a range of traditional and non-tradi-
tional jobs and sectors.

GRALE 3 reported on some limited achievements here (e.g. Mali, 
Estonia, Finland, Hungary), though participation seems to be dominated 
by men (UIL, 2016, p. 51) and there was little information on the partici-
pation of minority groups, migrants and refugees. Chapter 3 of GRALE 
3 provides a very important analysis of the links between ALE and the 
changing labour market. It notes that ‘ALE has a major role to play in 
helping populations adapt to these changes. Adults need support in ac-
quiring new skills and managing the mental, physical and emotional de-
mands of a new labour market’ (p. 88). However, though many research 
studies have provided positive evidence of the range of benefits that ALE 
can offer the labour market, these studies have tended to look at easy-
to-measure factors (such as the correlation between formal educational 
qualifications and labour-market outcomes). More conclusive evidence is 
needed that (pp. 88–89):

ALE can have an impact for individuals, their employers and 
 societies and economies in which they live. … However, [studies]
also show that the benefits should not be expected too quickly, nor 
should they be taken for granted. The success of ALE programmes 
often depends on how well they were designed (internal factors), 
but can also be highly dependent on external factors, such as soci-
etal norms and cultural practices. Thus, different types of ALE will 
have different types of outcome in different contexts. For example, 
formal qualification-bearing programmes will be particularly im-
portant for certain careers in some countries, whereas in others, 
workplace-based training will be the main source of benefit to both 
employees and employers. 
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GRALE 3 concluded that there was ‘an undeniable business case’ for en-
gaging and investing in ALE. However, getting government, the private 
sector and funders to recognize and respond to the value of ALE is not 
that simple, given that positive attitudes to ALE do not necessarily lead 
to more than minimal investment. Part of the problem may be unreal-
istic expectations of ALE in terms of rapid and dramatic labour-market 
outcomes. (The bold estimate in the BFA (p. 9) that ‘for every single 
year that the average level of education of the adult population is raised, 
there is a corresponding increase of 3.7 per cent in long-term economic 
growth and a 6 per cent increase in per capita income’ is clearly not to 
be understood as being mechanically correlated to the quantum of adult 
education provided in a society. This is an area where more research and, 
based on that research, advocacy and information must be provided to 
all sectors.)

The Suwon Statement again calls for more TVET and continuing 
ALE (UIL, 2018): 

The provision and investment in continuing education, profes-
sional development and TVET needs to be increased, and more 
so through non-formal approaches, to enable educational agents 
to offer training for livelihoods in informal economies, paying par-
ticular attention to women and girls, youth and older persons, mi-
grants and refugees, and to provide credit for self-employment and 
entrepreneurship. 

Beyond work-related skills, it is important to support the devel-
opment of capabilities such as problem-solving, critical thinking, 
creativity, the ability to work in a team, and the ability to continue 
learning and be resilient to rapid change.

Literacy and ALE programmes should be linked to non-formal 
TVET/income-generation training, and TVET should include litera-
cy components. Literacy skills and higher-level skills are increasing-
ly required for decent work, active citizenship and lifelong learning.

The challenge remains that, though there is often a primary or strong focus 
on vocational and professional education and training there are few truly 
integrated approaches to ALE to address development in all its aspects.
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AlE ANd ACTIvE CITIzENShIp SKIllS

There is a very common supposition that there is a resource-scarcity 
dilemma in choosing between economically useful ALE and ALE that 
yields benefits to individual citizens, their families and the communi-
ties they live in. Historically, adult education has always taken both 
seriously. Unfortunately, compared with the outcome benefits of voca-
tionally directed ALE, the impact of ALE that promotes individual, cul-
tural and socio-political development is often not susceptible to easy 
measurement.

The BFA highlighted as its first theme adult learning and  democracy. 
ALE had a key role in ‘encouraging active citizenship, strengthening the 
role of civil society, ensuring gender equality and equity, enhancing the 
empowerment of women, recognizing cultural diversity (including the 
use of language, and promoting justice and equality for minorities and 
indigenous peoples) and a new partnership between state and civil soci-
ety’ society’ (UIL, 2010b). Member States committed themselves to cre-
ating greater community participation and ‘encouraging and developing 
leadership capabilities among the adult population and especially among 
women, enabling them to participate in institutions of the state, the mar-
ket and civil  society’ (UIL, 2010b).

Chapter 4 of GRALE 3 is devoted to looking at the multi-faceted links 
between ALE and thriving communities, though it acknowledges that lit-
tle research has been done in this area. However, it states that (p. 108):

Nonetheless, there is compelling evidence to show that ALE in 
formal, non-formal and informal settings helps individuals acquire 
greater skills, knowledge and understanding. This, in turn, can have 
considerable ‘spill-over’ benefits for their families, their work and 
their community environments. ALE can have a strong impact on 
active citizenship, political voice, social cohesion, diversity and tol-
erance. These factors bring important benefits for social and com-
munity life.

The report provides a number of examples that give evidence for posi-
tive outcomes of non-vocational courses for psychosocial well-being and 
resilience, social cohesion, and general social capital and more active par-
ticipation in social, civic and community activities.
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At the beginning of the CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review, the Civil 
Society Forum stated that (International Council for Adult Education, 
2017):

ALE, in a lifelong, life-wide and life-deep perspective, is crucial to 
the empowerment for all women and men around the planet. It 
should be truly transformational, critical, empowering, participa-
tive and inclusive so it can support the development and trans-
formation of individuals, communities, societies and economies, 
according to individual needs. An intersectoral approach is needed 
which acknowledges the urgent need for recognition and accredi-
tation of increasingly mobile populations. 

Much of this wording was taken up into the Suwon Statement itself:

ALE should be truly transformational, critical, empowering, par-
ticipative and inclusive and address the needs of all citizens, in 
particular those who participate the least. Opportunities for open 
dialogue need to be developed. 

ALE should ensure the participation of adults in learning, thereby 
promoting democratic values, peace, and human rights through 
empowerment and active citizenship. Education for sustainable de-
velopment and global citizenship should therefore be fostered. 

‘Popular education’ as referred to in RALE should be an underlying 
concept of ALE and inform education policies and practice.

IMplEMENTINg ThE bEléM FrAMEwOrK FOr ACTION 
TO rEACh ThE SuSTAINAblE dEvElOpMENT gOAlS

The Belém Framework for Action did not refer to the Sustainable 
Development Goals as they had not yet been formulated by the United 
Nations. However, it did ‘recognize the key role of adult learning and 
education in the achievements of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), Education for All (EFA) and the UN agenda for sustainable hu-
man, social, economic, cultural and environmental development, includ-
ing gender equality’. RALE was able to respond to the new post-2015 
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situation and noted ‘the significant role of adult learning and education 
in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’.

Of particular importance among the 17 SDGs is SDG  4: ‘Ensure 
inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong learning’ 
(United Nations, 2016, UNESCO 2017a, b). There is an essential syn-
ergy between the strategic and implementation recommendations 
of the BFA and SDG 4 (as explicated in the Incheon Declaration and 
Framework for Action). However, the challenge, simply put, is to ensure 
that ALE is recognized (and given implementation resources) as having 
a key role in education (and therefore in the achievement of SDG 4) 
and in the achievement of the other 16 SDGs. It is a challenge because 
ALE is not always recognized as a significant part of education deliv-
ery (even when lifelong learning may be the official state policy) and 
deserving of the budgetary resources to play that role. Being officially 
recognized as a necessary part of the variety of development activities 
is also a struggle (and this where evidence-based impact studies are so 
important). Historically, adult education has been a force for develop-
ment, human rights and equality. There is substantial evidence that a 
key factor in development processes is the changing of minds and of 
attitudes (conscientization) that is really the forte of adult education. 

As UNESCO puts it (2017a, p.7):

Embarking on the path of sustainable development will require 
a profound transformation of how we think and act. To create a 
more sustainable world and to engage with sustainability-related 
issues as described in the SDGs, individuals must become sustain-
ability change-makers. They require the knowledge, skills, values 
and attitudes that empower them to contribute to sustainable de-
velopment. Education, therefore, is crucial for the achievement of 
sustainable development. 

Of course, being a player in SDG achievement requires adjustments in 
practice. ALE becomes merely one of several players, and sometimes a 
subsidiary one, in an intersectoral multi-ministerial programme. Becoming 
a significant SDG implementation player will require new policies, pro-
grammes and strategies; specifically, ones of intersectoral cooperation.

As already noted, there are five key ALE policy implications of the 
2030 Agenda (English, 2017):
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•	 To fulfil the right to education, governments need to provide adults 
with information and effective access to high-quality learning 
opportunities.

•	 To ensure true lifelong learning, governments need to balance educa-
tion spending along the life course.

•	 Recognizing the holistic nature of sustainable development, govern-
ments need to promote cross-sectoral coordination and budgeting.

•	 Stronger partnerships are required among all stakeholders.
•	 ALE needs to be part of the data revolution.

The Suwon Statement takes these implications into account, and its full 
section on ALE and the SDGs has important propositions. Although it 
specifically reaffirms a commitment to SDG 4, it sees ALE as crucial for 
all the SDGs (UIL, 2018):

We recognize that education and lifelong learning are at the heart 
of the SDGs and fundamental to their achievement. We affirm that 
ALE has a structural, enabling and pivotal role in promoting the im-
plementation of the entire 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. 
The provision and acquisition of knowledge, skills, competencies, 
attitudes and values in all the fields of education and lifelong learn-
ing are key to achieving this agenda and, in particular, SDG 4. 

Many factors influence sustainable development, such as rapidly 
changing social and economic developments and labour markets, 
growing unemployment, and demographic change characterized 
by population growth and a high proportion of youth in some 
countries and ageing populations in others. Large-scale migration, 
which has a major impact on communities – for those left behind, 
for those migrating and for receiving communities – also has an 
effect, as does unbridled urban growth, climate change and other 
environmental challenges, violent conflicts and shrinking demo-
cratic space. Seen through a lifelong learning perspective, which 
includes the provision of literacy and the language it is taught in, 
intercultural understanding and skills acquisition has an important 
role to play in tackling these issues.



97TOWARDS CONFINTEA VII – CHAPTER 5

ALE as a key component of education and lifelong learning is criti-
cal for the achievement of the SDGs. Therefore, putting ALE and 
lifelong learning into practice remains critical in addressing global 
education issues and challenges.

The Suwon Statement is also frank about the lack of attention to ALE in 
the SDGs (and of the need to rectify this):

However, ALE is not sufficiently articulated in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development and is the least supported link in the 
lifelong learning chain. 

Further efforts are needed to raise awareness of the potential of 
ALE among all relevant stakeholders, i.e. policy-makers, researchers, 
and practitioners beyond education, particularly in labour, health, 
community development, agriculture, peace promotion and conflict 
prevention, social cohesion, defence and military services, internal 
or homeland security, in ministries and  agencies of international co-
operation, in faith-based organizations,  unions, political parties and 
the full breadth of civil society.

The statement also urges some specific UNESCO and United Nations ac-
tions in this regard:

UNESCO [must] incorporate the BFA and RALE within the SDG 4 im-
plementation processes and architecture, such as the  SDG-Education 
2030 Steering Committee and regional SDG 4 coordination mecha-
nisms, as well as within the wider United  Nations structures. They 
must be used as a reference for voluntary national reviews and high-
level political forums on  sustainable development, as well as to guide 
the work of the Global Alliance for Literacy.

For Member States, working with the SDGs is totally congruent with the di-
rections that the BFA, RALE and Suwon Statement have indicated. There will 
need to be a focus on the links between the five key areas of the BFA and 
five of the targets of SDG 4 and a demonstration of the relevance of each 



BFA SDG 4

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

Governance

Target 4.4: By 2030, sustainably increase the number 
of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including 
technical and vocational skills, for employment, decent 
jobs and entrepeneurship.

Financing

Target 4.5: By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in 
 education and ensure equal access to all levels of 
 education and vocational training for the vulnerable, 
 including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples 
and children in vulnerable situations.

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

Quality

Target 4.7: By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to promote  sustainable 
 development, including among others, through 
 education for sustainable development and sustainable 
 lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of 
a  culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship 
and  appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture`s 
 contribution to sustainable development.

Source: Yulealawati, 2017, p. 2
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area to the targets, both in conceptual and practical terms (see Table 3). For 
example, in policy matters, Member States need to work intersectorally and 
increase policy dialogue that includes all stakeholders, including civil society 
and learners, to create lifelong learning systems and societies. National and 
sub-national governments need to restore attention to, and provide adequate 
funding for, the full ALE agenda to achieve the SDGs.

Table 3: The links between the five key areas of the BFA  
and five of the SDG 4 targets
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IMplEMENTINg AlE lINKAgES wITh ThE SdgS

There are two immediate hindrances to ALE and SDG interactivity. The first 
is that, over decades, certain elements of ALE, such as formal literacy instruc-
tion, have often been run as formal, if somewhat unsupported, elements of 
conventional schooling systems with little connection to other parts of so-
ciety. The second is almost the reverse: many adult education activities are 
alive and well within other sectors – health education, rural development, 
etc. – but are not recognized as being ‘adult education’ and are therefore 
somewhat cut off from wider developments and transformations in ALE 
thinking and practice. So breaking out of restricted silos and recognizing the 
existence of adult education practice in development is a twofold move that 
will require imagination, information and various degrees of restructuring of 
institutions, governance, and the training and deployment of adult educa-
tion practitioners.

Much will first have to be done at the international level, particularly 
with the support of the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL), 
which will have to play a much larger and more assertive role in guiding 
implementation processes and architecture, explaining to the develop-
ment field the important conceptions and goals presented in the BFA, 
RALE and the Suwon Statement.

UIL will have to guide this paradigm shift of ALE becoming a key part-
ner in the achievement of the SDGs. If this is to happen, UIL will itself have 
to be better resourced. Also, in its planning for the 2022 CONFINTEA VII, 
UIL will perhaps have to more directly focus on ALE’s contribution to the 
SDGs and whether a strategic alliance with these goals is proving benefi-
cial for the adult learners of the world.



ChApTEr 6 

MONITOrINg ANd  
MEASurEMENT OF AlE  
AT COuNTry ANd glObAl lEvEl
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INTrOduCTION: ArE ThErE quAlITy dATA  
ON AChIEvEMENTS?

We cannot gauge the extent of participation in ALE or the quality of ALE 
outcomes. without some system of monitoring and evaluation; this re-
quires accurate and up-to-date data that can be analysed and interpreted.

The Belém Framework for Action acknowledged the need for such 
data and committed signatories to a range of national and international 
data collection and monitoring and evaluation activities (UIL, 2010b).

ThE CurrENT MONITOrINg SITuATION  
ANd ITS INAdEquACy

There are some existing instruments for monitoring ALE at national and 
regional levels, such as those used by the OECD, the UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics (UIS), Eurostat and UIL. But, at best, only partial information 
is provided on ALE and non-formal education by these instruments and 
the global coverage is limited, with data uneven or lacking in many re-
gions and countries. Measurement of non-formal learning often looks to 
formal education for criteria, but appropriate approaches for non-formal 
learning – and eventually informal learning – are necessary. Thus, cur-
rently it is not possible to construct a global pool of comprehensive and 
accurate profiles of ALE and lifelong learning and their outcomes and 
impacts (Benavot, 2017).

The diverse, voluntary, complex, non-comparable nature of ALE 
makes measurement particularly challenging. For instance, the multiple 
life commitments of adults can undermine full participation in ALE, re-
gardless of the quality of that provision. Because ALE covers so many 
areas of education and learning, much of it falls outside the authority of 
education ministries and it is difficult to get multiple ministries to cooper-
ate in monitoring ALE. Governments are also usually reluctant to fund 
ALE, preferring to invest in the more easily monitored formal education 
and training. Indeed, Benavot (2017, p. 15) argues that ‘the continu-
ing lack of systematic and comparable information on ALE to help drive 
policy interest, reform and expansion, will effectively marginalize adult 
learning and education for another generation.’
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A set of suitable data categories of ALE that should be monitored were 
suggested by Benavot (ibid., p. 12); these include::

•  Definitions and conceptions of ALE and position within lifelong 
learning;

•  Official ALE regulations, law and policies in place, regardless of 
provider (for profit and non-profit);

•  Overall investment (funding) in ALE by government, private 
sector, civil society;

•  Actual provision of ALE – both formal and non-formal 
 frameworks and programmes;

•  Differential access and participation rates in ALE among 
 different youth and adult populations;

•  The quality of ALE programmes and especially the background 
of the educators;

• Completion rates of ALE participants;
•  The sustainability of outcomes from ALE programme partici-

pation over time and during an individual’s life;
•  Assessment of impact of ALE on society, economy, polity and 

environment.

Information should be collected at macro level (global, regional and na-
tional patterns and trends), meso level (in urban areas, learning cities, 
community-based programmes and community learning centres, and in 
workplaces and employer-sponsored programmes), and at micro level (on 
individual or household participation in ALE).

This information should be made available in a dynamic, international 
online Wikipedia-like database showcasing national ALE profiles.

Benavot (ibid., p. 17) concludes that there has never been a more op-
portune time to advocate for ALE – global trends show adults living longer 
and demanding lifelong learning, diversifying populations need social in-
tegration and solidarity through ALE, climate change and environmental 
degradation call for improved adult resilience, and growing population 
displacement requires education, training and skills acquisition. Thus the 
need for monitoring and evaluation capacity in ALE is urgent.
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rAlE ON ThE COllECTION OF dATA

As well as being a normative instrument for the comprehensive and 
 systematic review and further development of quality ALE policies, con-
cepts and practices, RALE provides a very valuable template of categories 
for the collection of data. It also provides detailed guidelines for some of 
the necessary mechanisms, structures and activities related to standards 
setting, monitoring, evaluation and research (UNESCO 2016a, Sections 
25 to 28). The RALE ‘template’ had a formative influence on the shape 
of the questionnaires sent out to gather data from Member States for 
GRALE 3 (and was also used for the compiling of the five regional reports 
prepared for the Mid-Term Review).

However, the RALE ‘template’ is still at a very broad level of categories. 
It is generally acknowledged that information from many Member States 
on participation and progression in adult education programmes (infor-
mation, incidentally, that is supposed to be disaggregated by gender and 
other factors) is weak and inadequate. Similarly, progress on benchmarks 
in various fields, that provide guidance on whether provision, participa-
tion and quality targets have been met, is a very slow process.

ThE rOlE OF grAlE IN MONITOrINg ANd EvAluATION

The first Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE) had 
been presented to CONFINTEA VI in 2009 and was a particularly useful 
resource in the drafting of the BFA. The two subsequent reports have 
been equally valuable in analysing progress in ALE and in identifying the 
challenges to implementation. The production of the GRALE reports (and 
the regional reports) has undoubtedly brought some success to the BFA 
information gathering commitments.

GRALE 3, itself a quality monitoring mechanism, refers to the 
 following five key areas for monitoring quality in the provision of ALE 
(UIL, 2016, p. 56):

1.  Systematic collection of information.
2.  Existence of pre-service education and training programmes 

for ALE teachers and facilitators.
3.  Requirement of initial qualifications for teaching in ALE 

 programmes.
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4.  Existence of continuing, in-service education and training pro-
grammes for adult learning teachers and facilitators.

5.  Substantial research produced on specialized topics for ALE.

It is not that the GRALE reports do not have their limitations. Walters 
(2017) argues that, though GRALE is an evidence-based report, it is the 
result of a ‘light touch’ reporting process and there are needs for case 
studies to back up the Member State self-reporting process, more accu-
rate data from civil society and on popular education, and deeper evalu-
ation of the social impacts of ALE.

ThE rOlE OF ThE rEgIONAl rEpOrTS

The Mid-Term Review regional reports of 2017 provide a more fine-
grained examination of the data collected from the Member States in a 
questionnaire survey designed to gather information for GRALE 3, sup-
plemented by what other information the countries could provide. The 
GRALE 3 survey questionnaire had two sections, one on progress in im-
plementation the BFA and a second on themes relating to health/ well-
being, employment and community life. The regional reports, precisely 
because of their regional focus, could be more specific on the monitoring 
and evaluation needs of the regions.

All the regional reports had a similar architecture to that of the BFA; 
that is, they looked at literacy; policy; governance; financing; participa-
tion, inclusion and equity; quality; and international cooperation.

These regional reports sought to establish:

•  What are the key accomplishments, improved practices, and 
lessons learned from the monitoring of BFA in each region?

•  What were the enabling factors in implementing sector-wide 
youth and adult education policies and programmes devel-
oped from lifelong learning perspective?

•  What recommendations and proposed action points could be 
generated for the future global ALE agenda, with an additional 
focus on improved advocacy and regional cooperation?
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MONITOrINg, EvAluATION ANd rESEArCh CApACITy

In these reports to the Mid-Term Review of 2017, all the regions saw the need 
to improve knowledge management through better data collection, analy-
sis and research. Reliable data were needed to understand participation, the 
source and destination of ALE funding, quality of provision and learning, and 
to evaluate the impact of ALE on health, the economy and society.

One has to repeat the observation that this urgent need for improve-
ment has been articulated at international and regional ALE conferences 
for decades.

The capacity to gather data for monitoring and evaluation (and to know 
what data to gather) and do the analysis and interpretation and further 
research requires strengthening ALE institutions and technical support. 
Standardization of what information is really required is vital. National 
and regional databases of the necessary information required for plan-
ning, monitoring, evaluation and decision-making are needed. Generally, 
UIL is seen as having a significant role in all this capacity-building.

The potentially enormous impact that digital technology could make 
on data collection has yet to be fully explored in ALE and capacity-build-
ing is required here too.

It has also been recognized that ALE research capacity needs to be re-
vitalized. In many regions, previous adult education research capacity at 
higher education institutions has been decimated (particularly in Africa). 
Existing university and regional centres need to be supported and gen-
erally enhanced. It is also common for programme and project-funding 
proposals to be stripped of any research component as it is seen by the 
funders as a kind of luxury add-on.

The issue of continuity of research is also vital. A common predictable 
occurrence is the production of a baseline research output, funded by an 
external donor, which is then not capitalized on because it is not kept up 
to date or used as the foundation for further, more fine-grained research 
studies.
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ThE ISSuE OF ThE MONITOrINg OF quAlITy

The Suwon Statement affirmed the importance of quality, better data 
collection, and the monitoring of quality. This quality enhancement needs 
to be funded. It is generally conceded that monitoring of quality requires 
more detailed data than the monitoring of things such as participation or 
certification of achievement. Lack of data inhibits monitoring quality, and 
it is clear that in many regions both the data collection and the monitoring 
of quality is weak. For example, in sub-Saharan Africa, only about a third 
of countries collect data on completion rates; for the remainder, informa-
tion on quality of outcomes was absent. In Latin America, there has been 
better monitoring of literacy programmes (71 per cent of countries) than 
for post-literacy youth and adult learning and education (YALE) (57 per 
cent). However, there is a lack of a systematic approach to monitoring, 
evaluation and assessment and, when it is done, it tends to focus on serv-
ice delivery and not on accountability and impact. In Asia, the diversity 
of the sector was seen as a difficulty in gathering monitoring data. In 
Europe, monitoring systems have improved, though here also the diversity 
of the sector creates problems. It may well be that, given the inevitability 
of diversity in ALE, new imaginative methods of monitoring are called for.

ThE ISSuE OF IMpACT STudIES

While ALE authorities in many countries believe that ALE leads to economic 
benefits, this remains merely a belief – unless and until there is substantiat-
ing evidence that can be communicated to important stakeholders. A vague 
belief that ALE has a benign influence is clearly an inadequate prompter of 
investment in ALE. More firm evidence is needed to gain higher levels of in-
vestment. For example, though many countries in the world see vocational 
education and training as having a positive impact on productivity and em-
ployment, there often is a lack of sufficient facilities to provide such TVET to 
the graduates of basic education (whether from schools or adult education). 
Clearly the investment is not there. Would hard research evidence on the 
benefits of TVET make a difference?

GRALE 3 devoted many of its pages to an analysis of the impact of 
ALE on health, the labour market/ employment, and on social, civic and 
community life. This analysis tried to demonstrate the positive links be-
tween ALE and progress in these areas. But GRALE 3 also noted the 
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dissonance between countries agreeing that ALE is highly useful, yet not 
fully supporting it and failing to coordinate its integration into broader 
development interventions.

It is this dissonance that better impact studies need to resolve.

MONITOrINg AlE IN rElATION TO Sdg 4 INdICATOrS

Closely related to the importance of impact studies is the monitoring of 
the achievement of the SDG 4 targets and indicators related to youth 
and adult literacy and technical and vocational skills (United Nations, 
2018), namely: 

Target 4.4:
  By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and adults 

who have relevant skills, including technical and vocational 
skills, for employment, decent jobs and  entrepreneurship.

Indicator 4.4.1: 
  Proportion of youth and adults with information and 

 communications technology (ICT) skills, by type of skill.
Target 4.6:

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

Indicator 4.6.1:
  Proportion of population in a given age group achieving at 

least a fixed level of proficiency in functional (a) literacy and 
(b) numeracy skills, by sex.

However, the language of these targets is open to different interpretations.
Sigdel (2017) has noted that there is a need to clarify what is meant 

by ‘all youth and a substantial proportion of adults’, ‘functional’, and 
‘literacy and numeracy’. A key challenge is to develop new literacy and 
numeracy scales to address a continuum-based understanding of literacy 
proficiency (rather than a dichotomous ‘literate’/ ‘illiterate’ one) and the 
literacy and numeracy tasks performed at different moments in the hu-
man life cycle. Apropos of this, UIS’s Technical Cooperation Group on 
the Indicators for SDG 4 – Education 2030 and by the Global Alliance 
to Monitor Learning (GAML) are looking into new ways to define and 
source the necessary data. Current questions include whether literacy 
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should be addressed only as reading or also as writing, how to define 
levels of proficiency, and decisions on how to structure reporting on indi-
cator 4.6.1. Sachs-Israel (2017) argues for the following:

•	 An agreement on an ‘expanded’ conceptual framework including do-
mains (reading, writing, numeracy) for assessing indicator 4.6.1;

•	 Proposals for the inclusion of alternate ways of measurement of the 
identified relevant competencies for indicator 4.6.1; 

•	 Inclusion of methods for monitoring in low- and middle-income coun-
tries that take their needs into account;

•	 A pragmatic strategy to define a minimum or fixed level of proficiency 
in literacy and numeracy;

•	 Interim reporting that ensures relevance to all countries.

SOME CONCluSIONS ON MONITOrINg  
ANd MEASurEMENT

The Suwon Statement calls on:

UNESCO, in particular UIS and UIL, to continue to  support  Member 
States in building high-quality and sustainable  monitoring and as-
sessment systems and ensuring reporting for SDG 4 indicators;

Member States to set up efficient monitoring and measurement 
mechanisms for adult literacy and ALE.

Lack of accurate and systematically organized data has been a persistent 
problem in the history of ALE. It has exacerbated the difficulties in ob-
taining policy and financing support for ALE in an environment increas-
ingly dominated by the need for evidence of good quality outcomes. This 
situation is now changing. 

The work done in providing a set of categories and templates for the 
collection and analysis of data through the BFA, the RALE and the GRALE 
reports is beginning to bear fruit, though it is very much a work in progress 
and the data currently being collected is often not particularly fine-grained.
The new challenge is to adapt and expand this positive development to 
the analysis of the role of ALE in achieving all 17 SDGs and not just SDG 4.

In this respect, the role of UIL will become increasingly important.
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The Belém Framework for Action (UIL, 2010b), the 2015 Recommendation 
on Adult Learning and Education (UNESCO, 2016a), and the Suwon-
Osan CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review Statement (UIL, 2018), backed 
up by the research evidence in the GRALE reports, have provided the 
field of adult education with directions and goals, guidelines and stand-
ards for practice.

The conclusion reached at the Mid-Term Review held in Suwon in late 
2017 was that, while progress had been made in achieving the BFA aims, 
there was a way to go, and for very understandable reasons – ideologi-
cal, practical, financial and programme – much of the future direction of 
ALE action should be linked to efforts to achieve 2030 Agenda targets.

The final plenary session of the Mid-Term Review reflected on the 
conference inputs and their implications for country-level implementa-
tion as we move towards CONFINTEA VII in the light of SDG 4. Regions 
and countries need to make the paradigm shift that would transform 
existing institutional and political patterns and move from concern only 
with basic literacy to lifelong learning. We need to move away from view-
ing ALE as a remedial or welfare measure, and instead see it as a tool to 
foster peace and social cohesion, and to address the complex social chal-
lenges of the time. The links between the five key areas of the BFA and 
the five targets of SDG 4 needed to be articulated strongly and ALE must 
be reaffirmed as a core element of Education 2030.

The product of the Mid-Term Review, the Suwon Statement, asks 
Member States to take the necessary steps to implement, fully and ur-
gently, the BFA and RALE; it makes a detailed set of ‘way forward’ rec-
ommendations related to the BFA’s five areas of action and RALE’s fields 
of learning (UIL, 2018, pp. 6–8). 

It also makes the following calls (pp. 8–9):

•	 All stakeholders should contribute to a global effort to advocate 
learning at all ages as the key means to achieve sustainable develop-
ment, and for Member States to work intersectorally and increase 
policy dialogue that includes all stakeholders, including civil society 
and learners.

•	 UNESCO and its specialized institutes, specifically the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics (UIS) and UIL, need to take the necessary steps 
for continued monitoring of the BFA and RALE and to produce fur-
ther GRALEs at regular intervals (at least every three years) and for 
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Member States, supported by UNESCO and its specialized institutes, 
to ensure appropriate monitoring of organized learning activities 
in relation to the targets of SDG 4. More specifically, UNESCO, in 
particular UIS and UIL, are to continue to support Member States 
in building high-quality and sustainable monitoring and assessment 
systems and ensuring reporting for SDG 4 indicators (as well as for 
the efficient monitoring and measurement of adult literacy and ALE in 
general).

For this to happen many of the lead actions will need to take place at the 
international level and the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning will 
have to play a larger and more assertive role in, as the Suwon Statement 
prescribes, incorporating ‘the BFA and RALE within the SDG 4 imple-
mentation processes and architecture, such as the SDG – Education 2030 
Steering Committee and regional SDG  4 coordination mechanisms, as 
well as within the wider United Nations structures.’

Lastly, of course, there is the question of money. The statement calls on 
the International Commission on Financing Global Education Opportunity 
(Education Commission), the Global Partnership for Education, Education 
Cannot Wait and other development partners, as well as national and 
sub-national governments, to restore attention to, and provide adequate 
funding for, the full ALE agenda to achieve SDG 4.

In the foreseeable future, the BFA, RALE and the Suwon Statement 
should be used as a reference for national reviews and high-level politi-
cal forums on sustainable development, as well as a guide to the work 
of the Global Alliance for Literacy. But if these documents are to have 
the impact they deserve, they need to be backed up by guides to imple-
mentation and practice, benchmarks and checklists, to support educa-
tion bureaucrats and ALE practitioners in Member States. More interna-
tional support will be needed to ensure data are collected and analysed 
(and RALE has effectively provided us with the master template for what 
needs to be looked at). Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms and sys-
tems will have to be upgraded – in fact, in many focus areas they will 
actually have to be established.

The future shape of CONFINTEA VII will perhaps need to be more 
directly focused on checking the match between the goals of the pre-
ceding decade with actual achievements and evaluating whether the 
proposed strategic alliance with the Sustainable Development Goals 
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initiative is proving beneficial for the adult learners of the world. If such 
an approach is adopted it would require a new look at how the data pre-
pared for CONFINTEA VII by the GRALE and Member State and regional 
reports should be framed. It would also require a new look at how, in the 
conference in 2022, the match between goals and achievement is to be 
assessed.
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The Sixth International Conference on Adult Education 
(CONFINTEA VI), held in Brazil in 2009, closed with 
the adoption of the Belém Framework for Action (BFA), 
which recorded the commitments of Member States and 
presented a strategic guide for the global development 
of adult learning and education. The third Global Report 
on Adult Learning and Education (GRALE 3), published 
in 2016, drew on survey data to evaluate progress made 
by countries in fulfilling the commitments made in Brazil. 
The CONFINTEA VI Mid-Term Review, held in Suwon, 
Republic of Korea, in October 2017, took stock of progress 
made by Member States in the past eight years, looking 
ahead to GRALE 4 in 2019 and CONFINTEA VII in 2022. 
This report summarizes the discussions that animated the 
Mid-Term Review conference and gives readers a brief 
survey of the key issues concerning progress against the 
BFA, across all world regions.
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