Study Visit and Working Meeting of the International Adult Learners Week in Europe (IntALWinE)

21 - 25 April 2004, Helsinki & local Regions, Finland

Hosted by the Finnish Adult Education Association (FAEA), Eeva-Inkeri Sirelius, and the Finnish ALW Committee (AOV), Johanna Korhonen, the Grundtvig-4 network International Adult Learners Week in Europe got together in Helsinki, Finland on 21 – 25 April, 2004 for its First Study Visit and second Working Meeting.

The meeting included three days of working sessions, followed by parallel over-night excursions to ALW events in five different locations away from the Capital. Aside from the Finnish hosts and the network coordinators, all thirteen original network members took part in the meeting (see the list). While the representative from Belgium/Flanders has been replaced by a colleagues from the same department (Kathleen Huet), the new (“silent”) network member from Switzerland (Ruth Jermann, Swiss Association for Adult Education, SVEB) and an observer from Italy (Cristina Miliacca, Training and Development Department Teknopras s.a.s.) joined the meeting.

The main objectives of the meeting were to take part in activities of the Finnish ALW, to finalize the information leaflet, and to discuss the location & dates of the mid-term meeting (the Netherlands/Iceland). The meeting was also used to advance the work of the working groups, in particular regarding the International Learners’ Forum (Working Group 1), An Evaluation Framework for Learning Festivals (Working Group 2), as well as to clarify administrative matters (share of staff costs, contracts).
After three days of working sessions at the premises of the Finnish Diverse Learners’ Association HERO (Helsingin Seudun Erilaiset Oppijat) in Helsinki, the network split in smaller groups for excursions in different locations around Finland. Upon return from the excursions, the meeting concluded with an informal session over dinner back in Helsinki.

ALW in Finland

Eeva-Inkeri Sirelius (Finnish Adult Education Association – FAEA) presented the main features of the 2004 ALW in Finland, the seventh ALW after the inauguration in 1998. Two distinct themes had been chosen for the 2004 festival, with Awards to be given in both areas to two outstanding learners: “active citizenship”, and a “skilful person” (to celebrate different skills, the joy of creativity, and the richness of learning).

The new initiatives and highlights of the 2004 festival included: 

· a 2-hour live radio programme with experts on adult learning certification, answering questions from the public,

· the two National Award winners presented and interviewed in the morning programme of the Finnish National Broadcasting Company,

· the National Awards presented by the Minister of Education on the premises of the Finnish National Broadcasting Company, 

· regional and provincial awards,

· a special award for a person who has developed a profession out of a hobby,

· a seminar for 130 policy makers,

· a book published on the importance of the linkage between arts, crafts and citizenship, 

· and a documentary film on ALW by the Finnish National Broadcasting Company.

Previously, ALW had been organized in the month of November, However, in order to better fit the schedule and needs of (local) adult education centers, the festival had been shifted to the month of April in 2004. The official opening was going to take place on Thursday in the main railway station, chaired by Dr. Pentti Arajärvi (the husband of the President of Finland) and part of the programme for the network meeting.

Information leaflet
A draft of the information leaflet, prepared by UIE and laid out by a professional designer, was presented by UIE. Overall, the suggested leaflet was well received by the network, including the proposed logo. It was decided that the leaflet will be printed in English only, and disseminated throughout Europe via national and regional networks.

Mid-Term Meeting

In the First Working Meeting at UIE in Hamburg in December 2003, the network members from Iceland and the Netherlands had volunteered to host the mid-term meeting. They had been requested to prepare a more concrete proposal, including points relevant to the objectives of the network project. 

As Gyda Tröfn Dryggvadottir (EDUCATE – Iceland) explained it would be possible to get an overview on a number of activities in Iceland, and, provided the meeting was arranged at the time of the learning festival, to see several locations where the learning festival is taking place. 

However, the Netherlands, as Annelies Dickhout (CINOP) highlighted, will be holding the presidency of the European Union, and a meeting of Education Ministers will take place in Maastricht in December. She proposed to link the network’s Mid-Term Meeting with activities around the meeting of Ministers, which would include a press conference (December 13), a conference for the Ministers (December 14), a large conference on vocational education (December 15), and an educational fair exhibiting projects from the Leonardo program.

The presentations were followed by long discussions, weighing the respective arguments pro and contra. There was a common understanding by all partners that the scenario of the Maastricht meeting should be approached with ample realism, knowing that, in view of the large number of such meetings and of organizations present, IntALWiE might only be “a drop in the ocean” and not at all gain the desired visibility. In addition, the dominance of vocational education and labor market considerations in the Maastricht meeting might make it more difficult to make the case for a broader vision of lifelong learning as represented by IntALWinE, while at the same time the uni-lateral focus of the conference would precisely challenge the network to push its own perspective and widen the Minister’s horizons. At the same time, the proposal of the Icelandic partner to host a meeting in Iceland was received with great interest by all partners, and there was a general consensus that this possibility should be pursued. 

After some period for reflection and an overall acceptance of the risks entailed, the group’s majority decided to opt in favor of the potential for advocacy and visibility which the Maastricht meeting would offer, and took the decision for Maastricht. Annelies was given the mandate to continue her efforts for linking activities between the network meeting and the meeting of the Education Ministers. A reservation was left to recall the decision if it would become obvious in the near future that the network would not profit from the Maastricht meeting as hoped for. It was also pointed out that the second Study Visit, scheduled to take place in September 2005 in Austria, might need to be reconsidered due to the uncertainty of the festival organization there. Iceland was suggested to be considered as the host of the meeting instead.

Working Groups

a) International Learners’ Forum (WG1) 4 – 6 October 2004
On behalf of the working group, Sica Martinez (NIACE, UK) reported on the progress of the survey (“mapping exercise”) that had been conducted during last December/January in order to prepare the International Learners’ Forum in October. A questionnaire had been distributed to the network members (to which the majority has responded). The questionnaire had two key goals: 1) To introduce the concept of the International Learners’ Forum, and 2) to start the process of identifying the learners from the partner countries who are going to introduce the idea of a learners’ forum in their countries and to act as Multiplyer (possibly and hopefully!) when returning home after the Forum. 

The key criteria for the participating learners are:

· willingness to participate and to take an active role within the Learners’ Forum,

· sufficient level of English language,

· confidence to ‘take the stage’ both in the Forum and when returning to the home country,

· experience and leadership skills, and 

· empathy for learners.

In the discussion following the report, the selection procedures in different countries were discussed. It was further clarified that, despite the different procedures of selection – through learners’ award winners, elected representatives, different platforms or unofficial networks of the learners – the above mentioned criteria will be the basis of the selection. It was decided that the network members are to identify the participants for the Learners Forum by the end of May 2004. In order to ensure continuity and to enable a monitoring process, the learners/participants in the Forum will be the same that will take part in the Study Tour in May next year.

A draft programme for the Forum in October was presented by Sica, which first of all was directed towards the group and not yet towards the learners in the forum. As pointed out by the network members, the programme should not be too exhaustive, ‘high professional level’ (not threatening), and adapted to the language skills of the learners. 

b) Evaluation Framework (WG2)
Sonja Euller (Federal Ministry for Education, Science and Culture - BMBWK, Austria) presented the Austrian evaluation of and reporting on their learning festival, pointing out that evaluations are always about money and help to justify the mounting of the festival year by year. Providers that take part in the learning festival have to register and become part of the calendar of activities on the central website administered by the Ministry for Education, and they are later sent a questionnaire to provide quantitative information on their activities. 

According to the Austrian experience, sponsors, beside the number of visitors, are very keen on the media coverage as an indicator for the success of ALW. A professional company is hired each year to monitor and report on the media coverage of the learning festival. A similar trend as with the number of visitors could be drawn over the years: as the number of articles, features, reportages etc has more than tripled within a few years, the costs for “contacts” with media representatives have been reduced.

The second issue in the Austrian evaluation is the quality of activities. For this purpose, the questionnaire sent to providers that took part in the learning festival, for self-evaluation is sent to providers includes a section for self-evaluation on qualitative issues (nature of activities, cooperation, general impressions, media response, new ideas etc). The results are used for the Annual Report on the learning festival, together with some quotations (learners voices) and a lot of visual materials, which is published shortly before the next year’s learning festival for fundraising purposes. 

Following Sonja’s presentation, Annelies Dickhout (CINOP – Netherlands) introduced the evaluation model used for the learning festival in the Netherlands and an illustration of respective results. The model is based on four levels of evaluation, namely:

1) Reaction/satisfaction: the appreciation of local activities by participants,

2) Learning: the information participants have obtained about the learning possibilities,

3) Application/implementation: participants use the information and motivation obtained and start looking for ‘learning options’,

4) Social impact (impact on the provider): number of people actively taking part in formal or non-formal learning activities as a result of activities during the ALW.

The two presentations provide a starting point for the working group to develop an ALW evaluation framework. However, the assignments of the groups aiming at an operational improvement of learning festivals also include collecting good and bad practice, as well as developing guidelines for the cooperation with sponsors/supporters and with media. To take care of these dimension – and to continue the work on an evaluation model – the group members volunteered to cooperate by e-mail in “sub-groups”:

Administrative matters

Finally, the network members looked into the revised – from now onwards called the “operational” budget, which will be used and adapted as the network will proceed with its activities and expenses. 

As in all other EU-funded projects, the budget of the network is a shared one. While the EU funds cover the respective meetings, publications and other direct costs related to the network’s activities, the partners given an “in-kind” contribution in the form of the working time. In addition, a small (rather token amount) will be available for each partner out of the budget.

The justification of staff time will have to be done in preparing the official Progress Report to the Commission (“Appendix 9 and 10”). The deadline for the Progress Report for the European Commission is 1 January 2005, so all documents have to be received by UIE not later than 15 November 2004. 

The enlargement of the network will take place for the next working meeting, that is either in December 2004 (Maastricht), or in 2005 (if Maastricht should not materialize). This far, Spain, Hungary, and Germany are named as possible candidates. The network is also looking for possibilities for helping establishing ALW in other countries, of which Italy, with the help of Cristina Miliacca (Training and Development Department Teknopras s.a.s.), is particularly mentioned.

A legal partner agreement will be made between the coordinator (UIE) and each of the network members of which the purpose is to share a feeling of responsibility, as well as for clarification of tasks undertaken by the network members. 
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