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THE ROLE AND IMPACT OF

ADULT LEARNERS WEEKS AND LIFELONG LEARNING FESTIVALS

IN EUROPE

1.
The Context

1.1
Lifelong Learning as Part of Democratization Processes

The global economic, social und cultural transformations affecting individuals and communities alike have given rise to an overall recognition of the importance of active and critical citizenship. In Europe, as in other world regions, it is widely assumed that the mastery of the accelerating changes will rely on people’s capacity to constantly integrate new developments, knowledge and skills. Aside from the ability to adapt to requirements imposed by structures and to upgrade individual competencies, active and critical citizenship, however, implies the motivation and ability of people to influence and transform the conditions there are living in.

A beautiful definition of democracy includes the notion of individual and group empowerment: understanding and respect for oneself and for others, awareness of rights and possibilities, and resistance to manipulation are some of the essential principles. Skills previously considered to pertain to higher cognitive categories have gained a new quality as the basis for everybody in all areas of human live and interaction, such as independent and analytical reflection, problem-solving and decision-taking. Other key skills entail the capacity to communicate, to negotiate and to treasure others - and otherness.

This makes clear why continuous learning has assumed such a central place, and why the inherent link between active and critical citizenship and lifelong learning has been widely acknowledged. It also needs to be kept in mind that democratic civil societies, while they are regarded as the answer to the overall processes of structural transformation, are processes in themselves. They are dynamic and moving, constantly reviewed and levelled out by integrating conflicting interests. This process character of democratic civil societies requires an ongoing learning effort from their citizens. At the same time, the transformative power of lifelong learning for both individual growth and social cohesion contributes to the building and reinforcement of democratic civil societies. Democratic civil societies are learning societies - and vice versa.

Finally, democratic structures are uphold by social ties and the sense of belonging to a community which is built on shared values, is inclusive and grants space for participation to all its members. Social marginalization, on the one hand, has traditionally been linked with exclusion from learning opportunities, leading to parts of the population being silenced. On the other hand, the participation in learning opportunities can offer pathways into the community and into social activities, and creates possibilities to articulate oneself. Learning needs and aspirations can be expressed by learners themselves, leading to the design of educational provision which is based on demand  - with an enormous potential to democratize approaches to lifelong learning and entire education systems.

1.2
A Special Tool to Promote Lifelong Learning

Against this background, an international movement to develop a specific promotional campaign for learning came into being some ten years ago. In the context of cuts and shifts in public spending for non-work related adult education, the idea of a learning festival was developed by the National Institute for Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE) in the United Kingdom with the aim of reaching out to potential learners - in particular to communities and individuals excluded from previous and current learning opportunities - and of encouraging them to take part in learning and social activities. Broad public visibility for the diversity of learning opportunities and the excitement created by learning was among the major objectives, with learners and their voices at central place - a celebration of learning and of learners!

The first Adult Learners Week took place in the United Kingdom in 1992, and has been organized there each of the following years with a growing mobilization effect vis-à-vis potential learners and a growing coalition of partners and supporters. Inspired by the success, the concept of a learning festival was passed on and picked up by Australia and Jamaica in 1995, by South Africa in 1996 as well as by Belgium (Flanders), Slovenia and Switzerland in 1996, and a growing number of countries in and outside of Europe from 1998 onwards.

While the initiative grew through advice and cooperation from one country to another, the Fifth International Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA V) in 1997 set out the path for a tightened international framework: the conference delegates committed themselves to “promoting the culture of lifelong learning through ...the development of a United Nations Week of Adult Learning.” UNESCO, as the United Nations lead agency in education, took up the issue following CONFINTEA V. Recognizing that the learning festivals already carried out in a number of countries worldwide “provide(d) an annual national focus on adult learning, celebrate(d) learners’ achievements, and provide(d) opportunities to promote lifelong learning by giving existing learners a role in mobilizing others and engaging the mass media in energizing people all over the world to learn”, the General Conference of UNESCO adopted a resolution to launch “International Adult Learners Week” on 8 September 2000. 

Within UNESCO, the UNESCO Institute for Education (UIE) took over the responsibility to monitor and support this international movement. International Adult Learners Week is a mechanism to bridge the learning festivals already taking place in the various countries worldwide, and to deepen the cross‑national exchange and cooperation by lending technical and moral support to those groups and agencies coordinating festivals or trying to develop them in their countries or regions. The purpose of International Adult Learners Week is to serve as a trans-national advocacy tool for the integration of a broad and holistic concept of lifelong learning into political agendas, both within countries as well as at international level, and to contribute to the building of learning cultures and societies.

1.3
The “European Area of Lifelong Learning”

In November 2000, the European Commission issued a “Memorandum on Lifelong Learning”, followed by a Europe-wide consultation process which included Member States as well as individuals and organizations from Civil Society. Drawing upon the input gained from this deliberation, the Commission elaborated a set of elements for the development and implementation of “coherent and comprehensive lifelong learning structures”, subsequently made public in the official Communication “Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality” (November 2001).

The Communication takes up the “concerns (emanating from the consultation process) that the employment and labour market dimensions of lifelong learning were too dominant” in the Memorandum. In consequence, four key dimensions of learning are indicated, namely the work-related, political, personal and social ones. According to the Communication, the objectives of learning include “active citizenship, personal fulfilment, social inclusion, as well as employment-related aspects.” The basic principles for an effective implementation of lifelong learning put forward in the Communication include the ”centrality of the learner, the importance of equal opportunities, and the quality and relevance of learning opportunities.” 

Both the principles and the objectives indicated in the Communication reflect the broad view of learning underlying the national learning festivals movement and International Adult Learners Week, and they are also in line with the overall democratization processes evolving at global level. The wider implications of lifelong learning formulated in the Communication mirror the enlarged perspective of learning beyond employability issues in the context of active citizenship: “Lifelong learning is, however, about much more than economics. It also promotes the goals and ambitions of European countries to become more inclusive, tolerant and democratic. And it promises a Europe in which citizens have the opportunity and ability to realize their ambitions and to participate in building a better society.”

What then are the elements needed in order to make this vision of lifelong learning a reality? According to the Communication, the “strategic building blocks” revolve around partnerships, attention to the demand for learning, adequate resourcing, facilitating access to learning opportunities, creating a learning culture, and striving for excellence. The Communication also highlights a set of priority actions to be undertaken, which are addressed to different stakeholders at national and European level and range from the overall urge to value learning (recognition of non-formal and informal learning, mutual recognition of diplomas between countries) to the importance of strengthening information, guidance and counselling services. Governments and the private sector are called upon to invest time and money in learning, while the creation of “learning communities” is encouraged as a means to bring together learners and learning opportunities. And finally, attention is called to the conceptual adjustments which have evolved in recent years: the “new” concept of basic skills as the foundation for lifelong learning, as well as innovative pedagogic approaches, in particular the shift from knowledge acquisition towards competence development.

2.
Adult Learners Weeks and Lifelong Learning Festivals in Europe

2.1
Overview

One decade after adult learners was born, some 35 to 40 countries worldwide have been celebrating an adult learners or literacy week or lifelong learning festival, including Botswana, Kenya and Egypt, the Philippines, Japan and New Zealand, and Brazil and Mexico. The European region accounts for more than half of them: in twenty-two countries stretching from the far North-Western tip to the South-Eastern angle of the continent, learning festivals have already been organized. These countries are: Albania, Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Bosnia/Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Norway, Romania, the Russian Federation, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, the United Kingdom, and Yugoslavia. Cyprus joined the movement as the 22nd country with its first learning festival organized in April 2002.

As diverse as the backgrounds and socio‑cultural contexts of countries may be, the fundamental concepts and the key objectives of the adult learners weeks and learning festivals are shared: the weeks are promotional campaigns for learning. They contain an organized set of mainly public events over the duration of a few days in a predetermined period of the year, and aim at raising the visibility and profile of adult and lifelong learning. The events organized during the festivals are geared towards potential learners and attempt to mobilize them to take part in or return to learning activities. They equally aim at attracting the attention of the general public to the variety of existing learning activities, and particularly at reaching out to excluded and marginalized adults. But the festivals also function as advocacy tools to highlight the role of continuing learning vis‑à‑vis policy makers and social partners, within and outside education. And, finally, their goal is to stimulate exchange and debate among "experts" and to strengthen partnership building and cooperation between providers ‑ not in the least between non‑governmental actors and ministries.

The place attributed to learners themselves constitutes one of the central elements of adult learners weeks and learning festivals: to give a voice to the learners, to make them experience the transformative potential and the joy of learning, and to stimulate the expression of their learning needs is at the heart of the campaigns. The assumption of organizers of learning festivals is that through mobilizing people to take part in learning activities, they gain more confidence and control over their lives, sharpen their critical and analytical skills, and are encouraged to participate more actively in shaping their social and political environment.

2.2
The Assessment Process: Phase 1

In December 2001, the national coordinators of adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals from twenty-one countries
 in Europe met in Brussels, Belgium, as participants of a conference organized by the UNESCO Institute for Education (UIE) and the European Commission in the framework of a SOCRATES/Grundtvig programme. A survey had been undertaken on the basis of a questionnaire prepared by UIE and disseminated to all national coordinators prior to the meeting
, of which a first assessment report was presented in Brussels.

The first assessment report provided an illustrative account of the richness of activities carried out in the different countries. It portrayed common characteristics as well as divergent features of the campaigns, including the gains accomplished and the obstacles confronted with. It turned out that one of the greatest challenges for organizers of learning festivals - being promotional campaigns that greatly rely on publicity - is the need to increase the cooperation with and presence in the media as key partners. Other major factors to improve the efficiency of learning festivals include the need for steadiness and reliability in implementing the campaigns, and the necessity for tightened cross‑national cooperation. The assessment procedure equally revealed severe deficiencies with regard to systematic evaluation of the festivals within countries: a general lack of monitoring activities, and a lose collection of measurable and comparable (hard and soft) data. 

2.3
The Assessment Process: Phase 2

However, adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals, despite their focus on celebration and enjoyment, are no end in itself. Because of their potential to mobilize people to take part in learning and social activities and to stimulate their learning demand, learning festivals constitute important strategic tools in building social cohesion and in promoting active and critical citizenship ‑ and thus in fostering the democratization processes of adult and lifelong learning practices and societies on the whole. As such, the festivals are part of the overall democratization processes outlined in chapter 1.1.

Another important function of learning festivals is their role within learning and education structures themselves: the festivals have the clear and manifest purpose to high-profile lifelong learning on all fronts and to help build a culture of lifelong learning. In the European context, this function aligns learning festivals perfectly with the vision of a “European Area of Lifelong Area” anticipated by the European Commission in their Communication of November 2001, as portrayed in chapter 1.3.

The objective of the second assessment phase is, in consequence, to demonstrate how adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals function as essential components of the strategies to establish sustainable, purposeful and integrated lifelong learning practices in Europe. The strategic building blocks proposed by the Communication are used as the benchmarks to reflect the results obtained in the survey and to show how the learning festivals already implement principles outlined in the Commission’s framework, and what they have achieved. Particular attention is given to the issue of partnerships, the demand for learning, access to learning opportunities, and the creation of a learning culture. A view into the future concludes the report. 

3.
Assessing European Adult Learners Weeks and Lifelong Learning Festivals as Tools for the Democratization of Lifelong Learning

3.1
A first Glimpse

Following the first adult learners week in Europe set up in the United Kingdom in March 1992 (later on changed to May of each year), the movement spread over to Slovenia (September/October), the Flemish Community of Belgium (October) and Switzerland in 1996. In 1998, Germany (May), Estonia, Norway and Finland (all in September) joined, followed by Austria in 1999. One year later, in 2000, the first festival was organized in the Russian Federation (January), in Sweden (April), Iceland, Bosnia-Herzegovina and the Netherlands (all in September) and Romania (November). And finally in 2001, Bulgaria (September), Yugoslavia and Albania (both in October) organized their first learning festival.
 In most of these countries the campaign has been set up regularly following the first year, with the exception of Flanders/Belgium and Switzerland where the time span between festivals covered two or more years.

The inspiration to set up a learning festival derived largely from the successful examples in other countries with which cooperation or exchange already existed. The idea was greatly carried over from the UK, but also from Germany and Slovenia, or right away acknowledged as an “export article from other countries” (Estonia). Even in the UK, which is generally considered to be the inventor and one of the main cross-national promoters of adult learners week, the very first initiative had been developed on the basis of a celebratory event (“Congressional Breakfast”) witnessed in the United States. At the same time, a number of international special events or campaigns have marked the starting point in several countries, notably the Fifth International Conference for Adult Education (CONFINTEA V) and the respective resolution by UNESCO to launch International Adult Learners Week, but also the European Lifelong Learning Initiative (ELLI) and the ensuing European Year of Lifelong Learning (Slovenia). However, a clear perception within the countries on the necessity to act in adult and lifelong learning already existed in the countries prior to setting up a festival, and the belief that an adult learners week or learning festival would be suitable to remedy certain developments. Particularly in the South-Eastern European countries, the change of political systems and the subsequent needs to re-build social and educational structures provided the context in which learning festivals were considered helpful instruments. 

The principal events organized in the framework of adult learners weeks and learning festivals embrace, apart from a central opening ceremony usually carried out in the capital of the city, a number of public events (presentations, exhibitions,). These are usually carried out in public spaces, or in the form of "open doors" on the premises of various education providers, sometimes coupled with taster courses and/or possibilities to obtain an individual assessment. As one of the central objectives of adult learners weeks and learning festivals is to reach as many people as possible and to de‑mystify the negative stereotypes of education, activities during the week are organized with an enormous amount of creativity in a great variety of public locations not automatically associated with learning or education. These include: shopping centers, markets, churches, libraries, parks, schools, colleges, job centers, buses, trains, community centers, town halls, prisons, workplaces, theatres, city centers, leisure centers, council offices, galleries, clubs, cultural institutions, concert halls, houses for the elderly, congress centers, recreational centers... “The list is endless", as one coordinator put it, "wherever adults go is a target place."

Other activities embrace workshops, discussion fora, and conferences mainly addressing "experts" such as educators, politicians, and academicians. Slovenia, Switzerland and the UK reserve a lot of space to the granting of awards to learners and organizations. Activities in previous years unique to a particular country have embraced guided city tours (Switzerland), a Parliamentary Reception and a national helpline (UK), company visits, "in‑house days of lifelong learning" in companies and a concluding family festivals to celebrate the “fun of learning” (Iceland), a contest for adult learners to invent the logo for the learning festival (Finland), and, finally and very special on the European continent, workshops and visits of learning centers during a train and boat trip ("mobile institute") in the Russian Federation.

Neither the moment during the year nor the duration of festivals in the different countries is uniform: even where the official name suggests a "week", the festival is not necessarily fixed for seven days. The duration ranges from 1 ‑ 2 days (some local/regional festivals in Germany, or the 2001 activity in Belgium/Flanders), and 3 ‑ 5 days (Bulgaria, Romania, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Estonia, other regional festivals in Germany) to 6 ‑ 8 days (all others). In Slovenia, organizations are now explicitly encouraged to set up events exceeding the one‑week duration, and in the Russian federation, due to the size of the country and the special format of the festival ("mobile institute"), the "week" lasts approximately fifteen days.

3.2
“Strategic Building Blocks” 


► partnerships 



A large ‑ and steadily growing ‑ number of organizations is involved in the festivals in all countries in Europe. Usually, the overall organization structure includes a coordinating committee or a coalition of major ("umbrella") organizations providing the framework within which smaller/regional organizations operate, frequently coordinating the events or activities at local level. 

In most countries, the coordination of the festival is undertaken by the (national) adult education organization or institute. In Austria and Sweden (and Flanders/Belgium since 2001), the central coordination is in the hand of the Ministry of Education, who is also shouldering parts of the funds, in particular for all activities undertaken at central level, such as public relations. This support to selected activities at central level from the Ministry of Education also exists in Estonia, Iceland, Netherlands, Norway, Romania, Slovenia, and Switzerland, although the Ministry is not the central coordinating body of the festival. In addition, as in the other countries, all partners (education providers), different ministries and sponsors also contribute. The UK has also a mixed funding structure (including the ministerial support and private sponsoring), yet the bulk of their funding is obtained from the European Social Fund. In the Eastern and South-Eastern countries, the Institute for International Cooperation of the German Adult Education Association (IIZ-DVV) is providing substantial financial (and technical) support.

The numbers of partners range from half a dozen umbrella organizations (for instance in the Netherlands), to 10‑20 (Estonia, Norway) to approximately 50 (Albania, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Slovenia) and to much more than 100 (Austria) organizations with up to 1000 or more local events (Belgium/Flanders, Switzerland). In Germany, the numbers grew from 140 regional festivals with 3000 local providers (in 1999) to 2000 regional festivals with 5000 (in 2000) local providers. An assessment of numbers is impossible to do in Finland because different themes are focused each year which, however, leads to the involvement of a growing variety of organizations.

In order to mobilize organizations to join a learning festival, the respective networks and member organizations of the coordinating body are tapped and direct contacts are established. These are also used for the large-scale dissemination of information on the festival. In Austria and Iceland, for example, it is the Ministry of Education which forwards the information to national and local providers and invites them to cooperate in the campaign, while in other countries the national association or NGO in charge of the overall coordination mobilises their members and identifies additional organizations to join. In the Netherlands, the coordinating agency even informs the education centers on the possibilities of financial support granted by the Ministry, and in Finland, the national coordinator is visiting all regional coordinators to discuss and plan for the week.

Yet, not only within countries, but also across borders partnerships are being established. Cooperation across countries between coordinators of adult learners weeks and learning festivals in Europe has already been part of adult education work for a number of years. One of the most active countries to establish links and intensify exchange and cooperation (in all world regions) is the UK, while Slovenia has been very dynamic in this regard particularly in Eastern and Central Europe, and Switzerland has reached out to Austria and French-speaking Canada. The Institute for International Cooperation of the German Adult Education Association (IIZ‑DVV) has equally played an important role through their network, providing cooperation and support to countries from Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. In general, coordinators exchange and cooperate with neighbouring countries, or countries sharing the same language (and similar culture). Both, bi-national and multi-national cooperation consists of exchanging pragmatic advice on organizational matters and promotional materials, and of "study visits" to a festival in another country (sometimes including a specifically organized international seminar in the framework of the festival).


► the demand for learning 



Despite central coordination structures, the majority adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals in Europe cover communities in the entire (or large parts of) country. In those countries where this is not yet the case, plans for future festivals are prioritizing the geographical extension. Apart from the central ceremonies and highly publicised activities, events of the festivals are set up at local level, according to local needs and under the responsibility of a variety of local providers (Austria, Switzerland, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia, UK). Germany provides the most illustrative example of a decentralized and localized nature of the learning festival.

New learning demands have become discernible through learning festivals in a number of countries. Concrete results in consequence have been obtained in Bosnia‑Herzegovina, where the festival has helped prompt a debate on a law for adult education and in the Russian Federation, where the problems of rural communities to participate in learning activities have emerged during the festival and have led to increased attention to rural teachers and schools. In the UK the recognition of and dedication to learners' stories (through awards) has resulted in the implementation of “learners forums”, and has stimulated further research from unusual angles  (e.g. on how doctors encourage people to learn).

It is strongly affirmed in most countries (Albania, Bosnia‑Herzegovina, Slovenia) that new groups of learners have been reached through the learning festival, such as unemployed people (Bulgaria), prisoners (Russian Federation), and senior citizens (Estonia). In the UK, the growing number of networks manifests how more and different groups of people have been reached through adult learners week.

Life histories from award winning learners provide insights into the learning (and life) challenges faced by people, and the support and kind of learning to overcome them (UK). Telephone enquiries and other means are used in Slovenia to find out about perceptions of visitors and their educational needs. These are subsequently used to adapt programmes and events of next year’s festival, involving educational providers or learners themselves.


► access to learning opportunities 



Due to the decentralized structures, figures indicating the numbers of participants in or visitors to events set up within learning festivals are hard to assess. Nonetheless, a tendency of growth is acknowledged in all countries. Among the few countries for which concrete data are available are Austria where the number of participants/visitors grew from 60,000 to 96,000 to more than 100,000 in three years, and Bosnia‑Herzegovina where the number increased from 800 participants (in 2000) to 5000 participants (in 2001). A very illustrative testimony for this upward trend is the Slovenian lifelong learning week, the amount of events multiplied from 500 (in 1996) to around 2.500 (in 2001), and the initial number of visitors of 10.000 (in 1996) increased to more than 45.000 (in 2001).

The vast majority of countries define their target groups as practically all adults or all social groups (Austria) or simply "all" (Switzerland). In some cases, an explicit emphasis is put on those adults that have least profited from former education or are in need of it (Netherlands, UK, Finland, Sweden). Other countries indicate specific target groups, which also fit in this category, such as ethnic minorities (Bulgaria, Estonia), unemployed (Bulgaria, Russian Federation, Slovenia, Sweden) or disabled people (Russian Federation, Slovenia). Politicians are addressed in Yugoslavia, and decision‑makers and donor agencies in Albania, whereas in Belgium/Flanders, providers have been concentrated on as the sole target group in 2001.

Publicity is one of the crucial elements around adult learners weeks and learning festivals. On the one hand publicity is needed as an instrument to attract the attention to the festival itself and its activities, and on the other hand it serves to ensure the continued visibility of the underlying issues and the presented learning opportunities. In consequence, public relations activities assume a prominent place in the implementation of the festivals. They can be divided into two groups: first of all, the public relations activities in forms of advertising, websites (including calendars of events), logos, dissemination materials (posters, brochures) in order to announce the programme of the festival itself; and secondly, the "marketing" activities in cooperation with or through media (press conferences) with the aim of projecting a positive image of learning and its role. The public relations activities are also used to highlight the potential of adult learning as "the main instrument for the social, political and economic transition" (Yugoslavia).


► creating a learning culture 



With regard to the underlying concepts of adult learners weeks and learning festivals, the majority of European countries firmly bases their activities on a holistic view of learning, namely the combination of formal and non‑formal education (and public and private). The overriding principle is lifelong learning, which denotes the learning process from the "cradle to the grave" and comprises all forms of knowledge and skills. Lifelong learning is also believed to promote active citizenship, employability, adaptability, social integration and personal development. When defining lifelong learning in Slovenia, reference is made to the European Lifelong Learning Initiative and the broad definition of lifelong learning that has resulted from CONFINTEA V.

The learning activities featured during the festivals include formal and continuing education, vocational training and up‑grading, general skills for the labour market, and distance learning. The most popular courses/topics are languages (occasionally associated with the European Year of Languages during 2001), computers and ICTs, health and well‑being, culture, and personal development or travelling. While in Finland a different thematic focus is chosen every year, the approach of UK's adult learners week cuts across all sectors and incorporates "learning for work, for pleasure, for fun." In addition, "citizenship and democracy education" is among the major topics (Yugoslavia).

Several countries also employ additional public relations measures, such as asking mayors to take over the patronage of a local festival (in Germany), or profiting from slogans that are not easily understood or controversial - and thus create discussion and draw the attention (as happened in Switzerland with the slogan "One hour a day for learning"). In Estonia, the success and attractiveness of previous adult learners weeks themselves have contributed to the popularity of the present campaign.

Despite the challenges to be surmounted in gaining the interest of media and journalists to issues of education, a remarkable amount of media coverage can be noted in all countries. The interest of and coverage in the media has grown over the years, yet it remains to be further developed and improved. At least at local level, newspapers pick up the issues around adult learners week/learning festival with enthusiasm everywhere, followed by radio stations and even TV channels (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Norway, Romania, Russian Federation).

In quite a number of countries, the events are also covered by national newspapers and TV stations (Albania, Bulgaria, Germany, Sweden, UK, Yugoslavia). In Switzerland, approximately 1800 newspaper articles could be counted around the learning festival, and in Austria, this was partly accompanied by editorials focusing on lifelong learning. In Iceland, the media coverage profited greatly from the National Broadcasting Service participating in the festival: a variety of news programs reported on activities, and one entire magazine was dedicated to the festival, including discussions, interviews and the possibility for viewers to call. The awarded "Learner of the Year" was even invited to a popular TV talk show in Estonia.

3.3
Gains and Achievements


A variety of political agencies and non‑governmental organizations have been sensitized to adult and lifelong learning issues with the help of the festivals. International Adult Learners Week is regarded as supplying additional support to mobilize policy makers and as providing weight vis‑à‑vis national stakeholders. Political goals are inherent to most festivals, and those actually achieved include the development of new organizational structures, the improvement of education work and the development of (appropriate) legislation (linked to funding). In Slovenia, the festival equally sustains the overall national motto "Slovenia ‑ a learning country." In terms of increased cooperation and partnership between providers, a positive effect has been noted in all countries, sometimes leading to long‑term and/or continued cooperation relations.

Adult learners weeks and learning festivals are considered to be very useful as a strong mobilizing, awareness‑raising and out‑reach instrument to promote lifelong learning versus potential learners as well as versus policy makers. The festivals are equally regarded as a "valuable learning lesson for all participants" or as a "springboard" for other initiatives. Yet the necessity to improve the campaigns is equally perceived and articulated, and ideas and support are expected from the international /European network.

It is firmly believed that adult learners weeks and learning festivals contribute to social cohesion, active civil society, democratic cultures and lifelong learning cultures. The “learner friendliness" of the festivals is mentioned as a contributory factor to all four aspects (Slovenia). It is equally assumed that the festivals help building a culture of lifelong learning and social cohesion since they demonstrate the benefits of learning for individuals (Austria) and for the cultural and economic vitality of entire societies (UK). The festivals are judged to have the potential to impact on a "huge variety of issues", because “learning takes place in all life aspects” (Albania). The transformative potential of the festivals towards active and creative approaches to work and relationships is clearly perceived (Russian Federation). And finally, the festivals are considered to contribute to the humanization of society because of the communication potential they entail (Germany).

3.4
Outlook Towards the Future


Expectations from future international cooperation include, aside from technical help and mutual support, the wish to strengthen and "empower" the national festivals, in that additional prestige and arguments are provided to win the support from politicians. There is also a strong belief that through highlighting the international framework and connectivity, more general attention will be gained within the countries and, in consequence, more impact and broader results will be achieved at national level. Specific suggestions for future collective projects include the production of joint promotional tools, the common accessibility of professional materials related to adult and lifelong learning within social contexts, and a databank illustrating examples of good practice and successful learners' life stories (including problems encountered and how those have been solved). Finally it is hoped that international cooperation will be helpful to secure financial support through "adequate funding and promotion possibilities."

A common date for the festivals is almost unanimously rejected. In many countries, the festival is carried out at a particular moment during the year in order to mobilize potential learners right before the beginning of the new cycle of courses (Austria, Netherlands,). With regard to a common theme, concerns exist that this might collide with themes discussed and decided upon in cooperation with governments, having negative consequences for funds provided by these sources (Netherlands). One possible scenario is the recommendation of a common international theme, leaving, however, flexibility and room for the national organizers/festivals to follow it, and to what extent (Norway). 

Within countries, steadiness and reliability are believed to be the key principles for improving adult learners weeks and learning festivals in the future: continuous implementation of the festivals, regular funding systems, and structured evaluation methods. The second main future requirement is the enlargement and consolidation of the cooperation within countries, particularly between NGOs and governments and with media in order to ensure more on-the-spot and long-term visibility. And, finally, it will be important to cater (even) more closely to the needs of learners, both content‑wise as well as in terms of developing more local initiatives.

Based on the successes and broad-based recognition, the outlook into the future of adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals is very promising in most European countries.  “Ten years on” were celebrated in UK in May 2002, manifesting the impact and scope which Adult Learners Week has been able to achieve there, with a growing coalition of partners and sponsors, and support from politicians and political parties. Enlarged networking to extent the reach of learning festivals within and across countries is taking place, for instance, in the Russian Federation, where educators from different parts of the country joined a training workshop to learn how to set up local festivals. The South-Eastern European network is preparing for a common learning festival of all countries of the sub-region in October 2003, and the number of individual countries joining the International Adult Learners Week movement is enhanced by Macedonia planning their first national festival in October 2002. In Germany, a number of (separate) smaller learning festivals have been made an integral part of “learning areas”, which are local network projects (of one or more communities) supported by the Ministry of Education.

Apart from these positive and exciting developments, there are also setbacks for the learning festivals movement in Europe. While, for instance, local festivals are still organized in great numbers in Germany - within or separate from “learning areas” - the central coordination has been abandoned, and not even a central all-encompassing monitoring mechanism or agency exists. The worst news, however, come from Denmark: under the new government, the learning festival has been simply abandoned, and the Institute previously in charge of it completely dismantled.

Nonetheless, the positive and constructive developments by far outnumber the setbacks, and they are very indicative of the ground the movement has been making. Not only the continuation of festivals and the growing number of individual countries developing their own events, but also the cooperation patterns across countries – in particular the sub-regional initiatives and networks - show the belief in the effectiveness of the festivals. These tendencies also strengthen the movement, providing support both within national contexts as well as on the international scene. A clear challenge in this regard for the future is to explore and incite the two sub-regions not yet part of it to join the movement: South-Western and Mediterranean Europe, and the countries of Central Europe.

On the whole, the assessment process at European level clearly illustrated the strategic potential of adult learners weeks and lifelong learning festivals for the emerging lifelong learning cultures and societies: the emphasis on learning with pleasure, the manifestation of the diversity of learning, and the integration between learning and the daily life realities of people. By stimulating and bringing to the surface the learning needs, interests and concerns of people, the festivals help to develop needs-based education policies, strategies and provision. By recognizing and incorporating different forms of learning and knowledge, the festivals help to overcome boundaries between formal, non-formal and informal learning modes and to foster a holistic vision of learning. And, last but not least, by setting up events in unusual settings, the festivals help create literate and learning environments beyond conventional educational frameworks, highlighting at the same time the multiplicity of learning contexts, experiences and literacies. Partnerships, old and new alliances and synergizing efforts are both the basis and the objective of the festivals, and new capacities are, thus, built in planning and management, in programme design and in cooperation of all those involved.

At the same time, the assessment underlined the instrumental value of the festivals for the democratization of societies: the creation of spaces for self-expression, the approaches to engage in horizontal and mutually benefiting learning processes, and the motivation to become involved. By activating people to take part in learning activities in non-threatening ways, the festivals help people discover qualities and mobilize assets which lead to their empowerment. By encouraging and facilitating participation in learning and social activities, the festivals help fuel individual people’s reflection, inter-action and action. Lastly, learning festivals are also marked by the space they provide for reflection and experimentation, for dialogue and debate among providers.

“Bridges into new learning worlds” was the title of a recent national report - a term which, in the old and beautiful tradition of the learning festivals movement, should be “stolen” and carried on as a symbolic expression of the challenges ahead, but also as an ample programmatic principle for the future of International Adult Learners Week.
.
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“Partnerships reflect the shared benefits of, and responsibility for, lifelong learning. Joint/coordinated action is often also the most responsive to different circumstances and the most effective, building on diverse expertise, strengths and resources. Lifelong learning strategies must bring together, and be supported by all actors.” Communication from the Commission: “Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality”








“Adult Learners Week is now ten years old and a fine example of how to work in partnership, how to campaign and how to change attitudes and behaviours. The Week has won the wholehearted support of the Government, of national organizations, of local providers around the country and of the press and broadcasters.” Baroness Blackstone, Minister for Education and Training in the House of Lords, quoted in: Learning is for Everyone, ALW Review 2001








“An understanding of the needs for learning amongst citizens, communities wider society and the labour market should be the basis of any strategy for lifelong learning. Such an understanding must be grounded in evidence from the local level. This is a prerequisite for ensuring an effective learner-centred approach and equality of opportunity.” Communication from the Commission: “Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality”








“From the findings of last year’s Lifelong Learning Week survey on learners’ needs, we prepared 27 events, all of them free of charge. Worthy of special mention were seven presentations covering various topics: the vision of success, books and landscapes, personal and local security, high-quality leisure time, healthy nutrition, and legislation related to work. Presentations were prepared by study circles from our institution.” Folk High School staff member from Slovenia, quoted in: Learning is for Everyone. Adult Learners Week in South-Eastern Europe, IIZ-DVV 2002











From the reactions of the press and the public, and on the basis of reports from organizations and agencies taking part, it can be said that the intended aims were largely achieved: popularization of the concept of Lifelong Learning among large sections of the public, and effective presentation of institutions and organizations offering a variety of programmes and projects in the field of adult education.” Report on the Learning Festival in Yugoslavia, Learning is for Everyone. Adult Learners Week in South-Eastern Europe, IIZ-DVV 2002











“There should be a dual approach to access to learning: making what is already on offer visible, flexible, integrated and effective, while also developing new learning processes, products and environments. Strategies must also address issues of equality of opportunity (e.g. gender equality) and of targeting specific groups, in order to ensure lifelong learning opportunities are genuinely available for all, especially those at particular risk of exclusion such as people on low income, disabled people, ethnic minorities and immigrants, early school leavers, lone parents, unemployed people, parents returning to the labour market, workers with low levels of education and training, people outside the labour market, senior citizens and ex-offenders.”


Communication from the Commission: “Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality”











“For strategies to foster a learning-for-all culture, direct measures are needed to motivate (potential) learners and raise overall participation levels by making learning more desirable in terms of active citizenship, personal fulfilment and/or employability.” Communication from the Commission: “Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality”











“Learning festivals and learning areas are instruments and important pillars for the construction of learning societies. These learning societies will be defined by their capacity for vision and revision - because the future in learning societies is being learned and build collectively.” Heinz Meyer, Project Coordinator of the German learning festivals 1998 - 2000, DVV Magazin Volskhochschule, No4, 2001











“Adult Learners Week matters because getting back to learning can change lives. It can mean becoming better at your job, boosting your pay packet or opening up new career opportunities. In the last year alone, we have seen 125,000 adults pass a test in literacy or numeracy. I congratulate all of them for their achievement and I urge other adults to follow their lead.  The training we have introduced to drive up basic levels of literacy and numeracy has been welcomed in the first survey we have done of learners’ experiences. Nine out of ten learners said the training had helped them overcome their lack of confidence , while two thirds said the training had helped them assist their children with school work. Three quarters of learners said the training had encouraged them to get mor qualifications. (...) My message is straightforward: Learning should be an enjoyable lifelong journey. It’s important not to stop learning once you’ve started.” Estelle Morris, Education and Skills Secretary of State of United Kingdom, during the 2002 Adult Learners Week Opening Ceremony “Ten Years On”, 14 May 2002








“The worldwide learning festival movement has played a considerable part in these developments. The idea of calling attention to the need and potential of lifelong learning by means of an annual national event involving all providers, which originated in the Anglo-Saxon countries, has succeeded in bringing about a remarkable change in awareness of the importance of this sector in many states.” Uwe Gartenschläger, coordinator of IIZ-DVV project “Adult Education in South-Eastern Europe”, Learning is for Everyone. Adult Learners Week in South-Eastern Europe, IIZ-DVV 2002
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�As mentioned above, Cyprus had not yet been part of the network at the end of 2001, as the first learning festival took place in Cyprus in April 2002.


�With the exception of Denmark and Ukraine (for language and technical problems), all coordinators (19 out of 21) replied to the questionnaire and gave their input to the assessment.


�Cyprus, as already mentioned, set up its first festival in April 2002 and was not part of this assessment.
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