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Foreword 

This publication presents the outcomes of research activities carried out in Den-
mark, Estonia, Italy and Sweden in 2008-2009 within the collaborative project: Be-
coming Adult Educators in the European Area (BAEA). The project has been 
funded with support from the European Commission under the European Union‟s 
Lifelong Learning Programme (Grant No. 142405-LLP-1-2008-1-DK-
GRUNDTVIG-GMP). It reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commis-
sion cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information 
contained therein. 

The cross-national project team was composed of researchers from several in-
stitutions (in alphabetical order): 
 

 Brunnsvik Folk High School (Sweden): Per-Ola Jansson & Christina 
Gabergs-Gunn; 

 Danish School of Education, Aarhus University (Denmark): Marcella Milana 
& Anne Larson; 

 Estonian Non-Formal Adult Education Association (Estonia): Tiina Jääger 
& Maire Sander; 

 Linköping University (Sweden): Per Andersson & Susanne Köpsén; 

 Metropolitan University College (Denmark): Lise Søgaard Lund; 

 People‟s University of Rome (Italy): Andrea Ciantar, Stefano De Camillis, 
Fiorella Farinelli & Monica Griscioli; 

 Tallinn University (Estonia): Marin Gross & Larissa Jõgi. 
 
Further, four national user-groups consisting of policymakers and practitioners in 
the field of initial education and training for adult educators-to-be in the participat-
ing countries were formed at the outset of the project and met twice for a dialogue 
with BAEA‟s researchers and provided feedback on project activities.  

Special thanks goes to members of the BAEA team who do not appear as au-
thors in this report as well as members of the national user-groups for their inesti-
mable contribution to the collection of empirical evidence and insightful discus-
sions on the research‟s activities and results. 

Other products resulting from the project, including single-country reports, a 
Delphi study and a handbook for adult educators, are or will be available for 
download through the project website (www.dpu.dk/baea) by September 2010. 
 

 
The project coordinator and editor 

Marcella Milana 

http://www.dpu.dk/baea
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Executive summary 

By Anne Larson 
 
 
With an increased interest in and focus on lifelong learning and adult education as a 
means to economic development, social cohesion and participation in a democracy, 
comes an enhanced attention on adult educators and their qualifications. In light of 
this, the aim of Becoming Adult Educators in the European Area (BAEA), results 
of which are presented in this publication, has been to investigate ways prospective 
adult educators qualify for their jobs in terms of professional competences before 
entering the profession. Inspired by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986), among others, 
the study is grounded on the premise that individuals exist in multiple, multi-
layered and interacting contexts, each of which is a domain of social relations and 
physical contexts. The specific aims of the project have been: 
 

 To analyse ways in which adult education policies and initial education and 
training opportunities for prospective adult educators affect professionalisa-
tion processes in the field of general, vocationally-oriented and liberal adult 
education; 

 To investigate social and cultural factors that influence the individual forma-
tion of initial competences and qualifications of adult educators in the field 
of general, vocationally-oriented and liberal adult education; 

 To investigate the main factors that influence the construction of a profes-
sional identity among prospective adult educators. 
 

Professional development in this study is defined as a process that involves the ac-
quisition of a specialised body of knowledge, the formation of personal teaching-
learning theories grounded on both theoretical principles and the self-interpretation 
of one‟s own practice, as well as the construction of a professional identity.  

The study is designed as a comparative study involving four European coun-
tries: Denmark, Estonia, Italy and Sweden. The empirical data was collected in the 
period of 2008-2009, in two steps. In the first step, a literature review of existing in-
formation on adult education and learning and on the structural conditions sur-
rounding the adult educator at work was conducted. The documents analysed in-
cluded research reports and articles, official descriptions of national education 
systems, policy papers, laws, by-laws and reports, including national reports to the 
European Commission on the implementation of lifelong learning strategies at na-
tional levels. The second step consisted of narrative interviews which were con-
ducted with a total of sixty-two persons undertaking specialised studies in adult 
education and learning. Each interview was first analysed in depth following a 
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common frame of reference. Thereafter, cross-case analyses were carried-out na-
tionally, and finally comparisons were made cross-nationally.  

Though the four countries studied differ in relation to adult education tradi-
tions as well as structural and political conditions, the analysis unveils similar trends 
for all – both in relation to adult education and training and in relation to the quali-
fication of current and prospective adults educators. The empirical evidence 
brought together underscores that while the quality of adult education represents a 
topic of concern, it nonetheless underestimates the difficulties embedded in the 
provision of qualified teaching-learning transactions by adult educators who often 
enter the profession without specialised pedagogical knowledge. Further, the evi-
dence highlights that professionalism in the field of adult education embodies con-
trasting views and understandings of its purpose, characterisations and possibilities, 
not least due to weak social recognition, fragile collective representativeness and 
individual protection.  

To better the conditions for the professionalisation of prospective and current 
adult educators, hence the quality of adult education provisions, more research-
based knowledge in the field is needed. At the same time, the European Commis-
sion, governments, and other institutional actors and education agencies should: 
 

 Develop policies and practices aimed at defining and implementing initial 
education and training paths and appropriate support for further career de-
velopment in the field of adult education;  

 Recognise adult educators as a professional group with complex cultural and 
professional competences; 

 Create new opportunities for participation in specialised studies and concrete 
or virtual communities for professional exchange and mutual enrichment; 

 Organise functional internships; 

 Improve recruitment strategies and working conditions. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

By Marcella Milana 
 
 

1.1. Background 
 
In modern societies there is a pervasive consideration that lifelong learning is nec-
essary in order to guarantee further economic and social development, to reinforce 
democratic participation and to strengthen social cohesion. Consequently, national 
and international strategies for lifelong learning have embraced not only reforms of 
compulsory or basic education, but also structural intervention in the field of adult 
education and training. This has brought along new demands for adult educators as 
a professional group (EC, 2006, 2007a, 2007b; Merriam & Brockett, 2007; Nuissl & 
Lattke, 2008; Osborne, 2009).  

The debate on the professionalisation of adult educators has been revitalised 
in recent times by its re-positioning on the policy agenda of transnational bodies. 
The European Union acted as a driver by inviting national governments to invest in 
“initial and continuing professional development measures” (EC, 2006, p. 7), by addressing 
“the quality of teachers and teacher education as a key factor in securing the quality of education” 
(EC, 2007b, p. 15), and by recognising that “little attention has been paid to the training 
(initial and continuing)… of adult learning staff” (EC, 2007a, p. 8). Further, the European 
Union has invested economic resources to commission a study of current condi-
tions of adult learning professionals in Europe (Research voor Beleid & PLATO, 
2008) and a follow-up study of key competences for adult learning professionals 
(Buiskool, Broek, van Lakerveld, Zarifis & Osborne, 2010).  

Contributions to current debates of professionalisation in adult education also 
result from the efforts of researchers and practitioners that have been directed, on 
the one hand, at identifying, describing, comprehending and understanding new 
demands on adult educators in diverse societal contexts (Egetenmeyer & Nuissl 
exp. 2010; Merriam & Brockett, 2007; Osborne, 2009; Przybylska, 2008) and, on 
the other hand, at planning training modules for the professional upgrading of 
adult educators (cf. Carlsen & Irons 2003; Jääger & Irons, 2006). 

Against this background, however, only limited attention has focussed on re-
searching, specifically, initial education and training of prospective adult educators, 
as compared to other professionals in education. Further, while a number of na-
tional policies emphasise the quality of adult education and training provisions, ini-
tial education and pre-service training of prospective adult educators are rarely con-
centrated on.  

The project Becoming Adult Educators in the European Area (BAEA) was 
conceived with the scope of investigating ways in which prospective adult educa-
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tors acquire professional competences and qualifications before entering the pro-
fession in four European countries: Denmark, Estonia, Italy and Sweden. 

The specific aims of the project were:  
 

 To analyse ways in which adult education policies and initial education and 
training opportunities for prospective adult educators affect professionalisa-
tion processes in the field of general, vocationally-oriented and liberal educa-
tion; 

 To investigate social and cultural factors that influence the individual forma-
tion of initial competences and qualifications in the field of general, voca-
tionally-oriented and liberal education; 

 To investigate the main factors that influence the construction of a profes-
sional identity among prospective adult educators. 

 
Given the extensiveness of the field, the BAEA team had to make some choices in 
order to delimit the area under investigation. Firstly, although the term „adult edu-
cators‟ includes all people involved in the design, management and implementation 
of adult education opportunities, the BAEA project paid special attention to teach-
ers and trainers in short, medium and long courses and programmes – those work-
ing in direct contact with adult learners. Secondly, although people practising adult 
education on a voluntary basis make an important contribution to this field of prac-
tice, the project only addressed people who earn a living educating adults – irre-
spective of the fact that they may or may not be recognised as adult educators. 
Within this group, the main focus centred on people teaching in the adult educa-
tion and training supply that is regulated by the state and regional governments. 
Thirdly, although the project‟s original interest was on „prospective‟ adult educa-
tors, i.e. people preparing themselves to enter the field of adult education as profes-
sionals, the researchers had to acknowledge that a clear-cut distinction among those 
willing to enter the profession and those already working as adult educators was 
not always possible. In spite of the above limitations, the project captured the 
complexity of the field by addressing different adult education contexts, i.e. general 
adult education, vocationally-oriented education and liberal education, rather than 
limiting its attention to one of these areas. 

The remaining sections elucidate the theoretical and methodological frame 
that guided the project and inform about the gathering of empirical data. The chap-
ter concludes with a brief outline of the report‟s structure and content. 
 
 

1.2. Project theoretical framework 
 
A review of the scholarly literature on professionalism and professionalisation ex-
emplifies how these two terms have been assigned different meanings, when ap-
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plied in a variety of vocational areas, in different socio-cultural contexts (cf. Barber, 
1963; Cervero, 1992; Collins, 1990; Elliott, 2004; Etzioni, 1969; Greenwood, 1966; 
Tawney, 1920; West, 2003; Whitehead, 1933; Wilensky, 1964). 

Within the realm of adult education, several studies shed light on the influence 
of societal, educational and occupational contexts within which professional devel-
opment among adult educators occurs; hence, they draw attention to the existence 
of a multitude of educational paths leading to professionalisation among adult edu-
cators (Andersson & Köpsén, 2009; Buiskool, Lakerveld & Broek, 2009; Jõgi & 
Gross, 2009a; Milana & Larson, 2009; Przybylska, 2008; Research voor Beleid & 
PLATO, 2008; Sabatini, Melanie, Ginsburg, Limeul & Russel, 2000). 

Against this background, however, professionalism and the professionalisa-
tion of adult educators are still under debate and have not been investigated to such 
a degree of breath and depth, as is the case in other educational fields, e.g. compul-
sory education. Consequently, the current debate on professional development in 
this field seems to reflect competing discourses on adult education and learning. 
The term „discourse‟ is here used to refer to “all the practices and meanings shaping a par-
ticular community of social actors” (Howarth, 2000, p. 5). This definition is rooted in the 
broader social constructivist perspective and therefore shares its premises: the re-
fusal of a taken-for-granted knowledge about the world; the recognition of histori-
cal and cultural specificity of world representations and of identity-construction 
processes as inseparable from social interactions (Burr, 1995).  

In spite of divergent views and approaches that characterise today‟s studies on 
professionalism (cf. Cunningham, 2008), and competing discourses on adult educa-
tion and learning, core unifying principles seem to be found in a general recogni-
tion that: 
 

 Professionalism represents the precondition for a competent, specialised 
practise that takes place in a work context; 

 Professionalisation is the process leading to professionalism.  
 
Accordingly, professional development is understood as a complex, slow process, a 
non-linear continuum and a continuous process of systematic maintenance and im-
provements made to broaden the professional growth and development of per-
sonal qualities, necessary for the execution of professional roles that take place in 
society (Berliner, 2001; McAuliffe, 2006). In other words, it is a lifelong and life 
wide learning process that involves planning, managing and benefiting of one‟s per-
sonal and professional development and it is influenced by an individual‟s self-
awareness (Winter, 1995). Eraut (2004) uses the term „self-knowledge‟ to address 
the capacity that an agent possesses to use knowledge in order to understand and 
construct the self within a work context. 

In line with this argument, within the BAEA project, we define professional 
development of adult educators as a process that involves:  
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 The acquisition of a specialised body of knowledge; 

 The formation of personal teaching-learning theories grounded on both 
theoretical principles and the self-interpretation of one‟s own practise; 

 The construction of a professional identity. 
 
 

1.3. Methodological consideration and data collection 
 
The premise of the methodological approach applied by the BAEA team is that 
individuals exist in multiple, multi-layered and interacting contexts, each of which is 
a domain of social relations and physical context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986). 
Here, the individual creation of meaning is related to life conditions and social 
identities. An important element in this perspective is the focus on the interaction 
between adult educators and the structural conditions that characterise the wider 
socio-cultural context in which they act.  

From the autumn of 2008 to the spring of 
2009, the BAEA team collected existing infor-
mation on specialised studies in adult education 
and learning and examined the structural condi-
tions characterising the countries under investi-
gation through document analysis on three 
types of key documents: 1) research re-
ports/articles; 2) official papers describing na-
tional education systems; and 3) policy papers 
such as policy statements, laws, by-laws, and re-
ports, including national reports to the Euro-
pean Commission on the implementation of 
lifelong learning strategies at national levels. 

The desk research activity aimed: a) to map 
out current initial education and training path-
ways for prospective adult educators as well as 
different understandings of professionalisation 
processes, which govern general, vocationally-
oriented and liberal education strategies; and 
b) to identify specific policy strategies put for-
ward to enhance quality in the field of adult 
education.  

The Danish sample consisted 
of fifteen people aged 31-57 
(two men and thirteen 
women), who were undertak-
ing one of the following stud-
ies: (i) a basic education course 
in adult education, lasting a few 
weeks, which leads to a course 
certificate (four); (ii) a course 
entitled „Teachers of Adults‟, 
lasting one-three years, which 
leads to a final degree (four); 
(iii) a diploma programme in 
adult learning, of a duration of 
one-two years, which leads to a 
final degree (four); and (iv) a 
master programme in adult 
education of one-two years‟ 
duration, which awards a final 
degree (three). 
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Individual motivations for working in the 
field of adult education and the learning proc-
esses that led to the formation of competences, 
qualifications and professional identities in this 
field could be better understood by applying a 
biographical perspective (Bertaux, 1997; Bertaux 
& Thompson, 1997; Fischer-Rosenthal, 2000). 
Within this perspective, Horsdal (2002) argues 
that narrative interviews provide important in-
sights in the learning experiences of people, and 
constitute the basis for analysing the significance 
of specific learning arenas for individuals to de-
velop viewpoints, which guide their intentions 
and actions and shape their identities. People‟s 
narratives convey information about both indi-
viduals‟ participation in different learning con-
texts and the impact of such experiences on 
their life course. Accordingly, identity is under-
stood by Horsdal as a narrative construction – a 
narrative about who one is, in relation to the life 
one has lived and the life one wants to live in 
the future. In line with this, processes of iden-
tity-construction represent retrospective crea-
tions of coherence and meaning in the tempo-
rarily separated parts of the lived experience.  

The researchers involved in the BAEA 
project position themselves within this perspec-
tive; hence, from the spring to the summer of 
2009, the team collected a total of sixty-two nar-
rative interviews with people undertaking spe-
cialised studies in adult education and learning in 
the four countries covered by the project. The 
main characteristics of the national samples are 
presented in separate boxes. For the selection of 
interviewees, the BAEA team applied a mix-
sampling strategy: first, relevant educational 
providers of specialised studies in adult educa-
tion and learning were identified in each of the 
countries under investigation in order to gain 
access to their students; then these students 
were invited to participate in narrative inter-
views on a voluntary basis. Although this sam-
pling strategy did not control gender, age, field 

The Estonian sample con-
sisted of fifteen participants 
aged 25-47 (three men and 
twelve women). They repre-
sent different fields of work: 
formal adult education (three), 
vocational adult education 
(six), non-formal adult educa-
tion (four), and other types of 
business (two). At the time of 
the interviews, all interviewees 
were undertaking specialised 
studies at either MA (seven) 
or BA (eight) levels.  

The Swedish sample in-
cluded fifteen interviewees 
aged 29-61 (two men and thir-
teen women); however, one 
interview was not included in 
the analysis due to ethical rea-
sons. The interviewees were 
undertaking or had recently 
undertaken teacher education 
at the university level – a 
teacher education programme 
for general or vocational edu-
cation at upper secondary 
level, with an adult education 
profile, or a folk high school 
teacher programme, or shorter 
university courses preparing 
teachers to become adult edu-
cators – or a liberal adult edu-
cator course at a folk high 
school. Five interviewees were 
in general education, five were 
in vocational education, and 
five were in liberal adult edu-
cation (whereof the inter-
viewee omitted from the 
analysis was). 
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of work and terms of employment, the researchers believe that the resulting sample 
still depicts major distributional trends among the population under investigation. 

Each narrative interview was collected in just one session where an inter-
viewee was invited to tell his/her own life story and, after a break, the participant 
was asked the following pre-defined questions: 
 

 Can you tell about the path that you have 
taken in order to work in the field of adult 
learning (this question was only posed by 
the researcher in cases where the theme had 
not spontaneously been covered by the in-
terviewee, in the first part of a narration)? 

 Can you tell about what made you choose 
this course? 

 How would you describe a person working 
in the field of adult learning?  

 Do you see any difference between teaching 
children and teaching adults? 

 How do you see yourself in a vocational 
context?  

 What are your visions for the future? 
 
In each country, the researchers made an in-depth analysis of individual interviews, 
applying a common frame of reference inspired by Horsdal (2002); then they per-
formed a cross-case analysis aimed at identifying similarities and variations on 
common themes within each national sample.  

Findings from the research activities carried-out at national levels were pre-
sented and discussed in partner meetings, held along the project‟s lifecycle, where 
the BAEA team also engaged in joint analyses and cross-national comparisons. 
Country-specific findings are presented in depth in single-country reports available 
for download at: www.dpu.dk/baea.  
 
 

1.4. Structure of the report 
 
The present report provides a synthesis of national findings and engages in a com-
parative analysis of the four countries under investigation. The project findings are 
illustrated in chapters 2-6. Albeit that all authors were invited to: (i) provide a con-
tent-specific description and describe methodological challenges faced at the na-
tional level when applying the common methodological criteria, if relevant; (ii) pre-
sent a significant synthesis of country-specific findings; and (iii) discuss the main 
issues emerging from a cross-national interpretation, not all chapters trail an 

The Italian sample con-
sisted of seventeen persons 
aged 25-60 (fifteen women 
and two men). Eleven were 
undertaking specialised stud-
ies at the MA level, mainly in 
the faculties of psychology 
and pedagogy. They gener-
ally has little work experience 
which was not always related 
to their field of study. The 
remaining six were workers 
and volunteers in the field of 
adult education.  
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equivalent structure, as they reflect the authors‟ style and traditions in performing 
comparative analysis.  

That being said, chapter 2 presents the status and provision of adult education 
and training that is regulated by the state and regional governments – if any. In do-
ing so, the chapter also addresses the socio-economic status of adult educators by 
examining current employment regulations and terms of employment for teachers 
of adults as well as the role played by labour unions and other professional organi-
sations representing the interests of adult educators. Chapter 3 presents existing 
opportunity structures that (prospective) adult educators have in order to acquire 
the body of knowledge, skills, competences and qualifications that are considered 
necessary for working with adults in a variety of educational settings. Further, it 
provides an overview of national policy strategies for adult education and learning. 
These include both governmental policy on education and training for adult educa-
tors and specific strategies put forward by professional organisations that aim at en-
suring the professional development of adult educators. Chapter 4 analyses how 
people working or willing to work as adult educators construct their individual 
paths to adult education and specialised studies in the field. Chapter 5 illustrates 
which understandings (prospective) adult educators have of their professional role, 
how they construct the self within current professional contexts and how they fore-
see their future careers. Chapter 6 describes their views on adult educators by ad-
dressing what characterises the teaching-learning transactions that occur in adult 
education contexts and the differences they describe in teaching adults versus 
youngsters/children, if any.  

Finally, chapter 7 briefly reports on the main results that led to the formula-
tion of policy recommendations, which conclude this report. 
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Chapter 2: Adult education as a professional field 
of practice 

By Fiorella Farinelli  
 
 
This chapter depicts the main features that characterise adult education as a field of 
professional practice in the four countries covered by the project. In particular, sec-
tion 2.1 provides a short introduction to the status and provision of education and 
training opportunities for the adult population in Denmark, Estonia, Italy and 
Sweden. In doing so, the section limits its presentation to education and training 
provisions regulated or financed by the state and, in the case of Italy, by regional 
governments. Section 2.2 addresses the socio-economic status of adult educators, 
by examining current employment regulations and terms of employment for teach-
ers of adults at national levels, and describes the role played by the labour unions 
and other professional organisations, whenever relevant. Finally the chapter con-
cludes with a discussion of similarities and differences identified at the cross-
national level. 
 
 

2.1. The status and provision of adult education 
 
Denmark 

According to data from Eurostat (2009), almost one third (30.2 %) of the Danish 

labour force, aged 25‐64 years, had participated in some kind of adult education 
and training activity within the last four weeks prior to the study. The high partici-
pation rate among Danes, which is three times the European average, is partly ex-
plained by the existence of a well developed adult education system, comprising 
three typologies of provision (Milana & Larson; 2010): 
 

(1) General adult education, which aims at increasing the chances adults have of 
enrolling in further education as well as fostering adults‟ general interest in 
learning activities. General education is offered at levels corresponding to 
grades 8 through 10 in lower secondary school as well as upper secondary 
school. The main providers are adult education centres. 

(2) Vocationally-oriented adult education, which consists of labour market train-
ing, and vocational education and training for adults. Vocationally-oriented 
adult education is made up of basic adult education and further adult educa-
tion as well as diploma and master education. This typology of provision is 
generally offered by labour market training centres and universities. 
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(3) Liberal adult education, which aims at increasing general and specific knowl-
edge and skills in order to support adults in taking responsibility for their 
own lives, and their active participation in society, including the labour mar-
ket. Liberal adult education is offered by adult education associations, day 
high schools, folk high schools, and university extensions. 

 

Estonia 

The Estonian Adult Education Act, promulgated by the Estonian Parliament in 
1993, establishes three typologies of educational provision aimed at the adult popu-
lation (Jõgi & Gross, 2010): 
 

(1) Formal education includes basic education, general upper secondary educa-
tion and higher education in the form of evening courses and distance learn-
ing provided by universities, open universities, and adult gymnasiums.  

(2) Professional education covers in-service training primarily offered by training 
centres, continuing education departments in universities and vocational 
schools, non-formal training centres and folk high schools. An increased 
volume of in-service training is being offered by professional unions.  

(3) Non-formal adult education delivered by public universities and training cen-
tres, but also by different societies and groups, which make ample use of 
learning circles, i.e. libraries, clubs, learning circles. 

 
Italy 

The right for adult workers to receive a paid leave to attend courses for obtaining a 
primary school certificate that are sponsored by public schools was first introduced 
in Italy in the mid-seventies, due to a strong role played by the workers‟ unions. 
Nonetheless, at present, Italy does not yet have a well structured system of adult 
education at a state level (Farinelli, 2010). However, several typologies of education 
and training provisions exist, which are managed by the state, regional govern-
ments, local institutions, social partners and private companies. These include: 
 

(1) General adult education aiming at increasing educational levels of the over-
16 adult population, for the acquisition of primary and secondary school 
qualifications. This is provided by upper secondary schools, in the form of 
evening classes, and adult education centres, i.e. permanent territorial centres 
established in 1997 by Ministerial Order and transformed in 2008 into pro-
vincial centres for adult education, both belonging to the state school sys-
tem. 

(2) Continuing professional training with the specific goal of providing qualifica-
tions and upgraded professional skills among employed and unemployed 
workers, in order to improve company efficiency and competitiveness, em-
ployability, mobility and better career paths for workers. This typology of 
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provision is administered by municipalities and provinces, companies and 
business associations, as well as public and private bodies for the continuing 
training of specific categories, i.e. health, transportations, agriculture, etc., 
and the Inter-professional Funds. The Inter-professional Funds are a tool 
through which workers‟ unions and business associations finance “business, 
sector and local training programmes” – also on an „individual‟ basis, i.e. upon re-
quest by individual employees with the consent of their employers. 

(3) Non-formal adult education aiming at cultural development of the adult 
population, through the acquisition of basic, transversal and specific skills, 
e.g. foreign languages and computer skills. This is primarily run by popular 
universities, labour associations, as well as public and private entities such as 
libraries, museums, theatres, private foundations and associations. 

 
In addition, all adult education providers can run courses of Italian as a second lan-
guage aimed at those whose mother tongue is not Italian, with particular focus on 
immigrants with diverse cultural backgrounds. 
 
Sweden 

Sweden has a long tradition in adult education, and particularly in liberal adult edu-
cation. Available education and training provisions for the adult population include 
three main typologies (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010): 
 

(1) Formal, general adult education at the primary and secondary levels, which 
has a compensatory function for early school leavers. This type of provision 
follows a national curriculum and is equivalent to the corresponding level of 
education for youngsters. By law, municipalities must provide formal adult 
education at primary and lower secondary levels but can decide whether to 
provide formal adult education at upper secondary levels. Further, they are 
free to commission other providers to arrange formal adult education, 
e.g. private companies, folk high schools and study associations. 

(2) Vocational adult education primarily aimed at fulfilling labour market needs, 
with a focus on training for vocations experiencing labour shortages, and re-
qualifying the unemployed. This typology of provision is partly included in 
formal municipal adult education, through which the same national curricu-
lum as vocational courses of upper secondary schools is offered. However, it 
also covers advanced vocational education, governed by a national agency 
and commissioned to certified providers, which in 2009 was replaced by 
higher vocational education, now under the newly-established Swedish Na-
tional Agency of Higher Vocational Education. Still to be considered within 
the vocational adult education provision is labour market education commis-
sioned by the Public Employment Office, and commissioned to private edu-
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cation companies, and to a limited extent to higher education or municipal 
adult education organisations.  

(3) Liberal adult education includes courses based on an individual‟s needs and 
the needs of a democratic society as such. It has no formal relation to the 
state in terms of a governing agency, etc., although it receives extensive sub-
sidies and its main providers, Folk High Schools and Study Associations, are 
monitored by the Swedish Council for Adult Education, upon the state‟s re-
quest. 

 
 

2.2. Adult educators: The profession’s social status  
 
Denmark 

In Denmark, the official requirements for teachers of adults differ greatly between 
the three sectors of: general, vocational and liberal adult education (Milana & Lar-
son, 2010). In the field of general adult education, only special education, which in-
cludes education for dyslectics and Danish as second language, requires teachers to 
not only possess subject-specific qualifications but also specialised pedagogical 
qualifications in teaching adults. Teachers of the remaining courses are required to 
hold the same pedagogical qualification as school teachers of either primary or sec-
ondary levels, besides subject-specific knowledge and qualifications. In the field of 
vocationally-oriented adult education, while both subject-specific qualifications and 
professional experience are formally requested, no specific pedagogical qualifica-
tions are required before entering the profession. According to recent legislation, 
the Danish Ministry of Education, in agreement with the Council for vocationally-
oriented adult and continuing education, is expected to revise the qualification re-
quirements for teachers within the field of labour market training. In the field of 
liberal adult education, qualification criteria for teachers depend upon specific em-
ployment criteria set by each provider. Although teachers within adult education 
have been organised since 2009 under one common organisation, the Educational 
Confederation, their terms of employment vary between the three sectors. Collec-
tive agreements stating rights in case of illness, holidays etc. exist for teachers 
within general and vocationally-oriented adult education and only to a limited ex-
tent in some branches of liberal adult education, which in comparison has limited 
rights recognised and protected by the Educational Confederation. 
 
Estonia 

In Estonia, no official qualification requirements exist (Jõgi & Gross, 2010). In re-
cent years, however, much attention has been paid to the definition of the Profes-
sional Qualification Standard for adult educators in Estonia, contrasting its Nordic 
counterparts. According to the Professional Standard, introduced in 2004: 
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“The adult educator is a specialist intermediating skills and/or knowledge to adult people, 
directing their formation of comprehension and attitudes, and supporting their self-
development in adult general education, job-related and/or continuing professional training, 
popular education courses, study circles and other circumstances related to a purposeful 
learning situation. The adult educator creates a positive and motivating learning environ-
ment that assists the learners in accomplishing the goals of their learning in the best possi-
ble manner. In order to achieve better results, s/he includes additional resources (other in-
structors, specialists, learners etc.), if the need becomes evident” (ibid., p. 16). 
 

Since 2007, the Professional Qualification Standard is competence-based and appli-
cants are required to undertake specific training in the field of adult education so to 
complement prior education and training attainments in the subject(s) they teach. 
Only in recent years, a precise description of levels from the second to the fifth 
ones has developed, as provided in the Estonian and European system of qualifica-
tions. Opportunities for adult educators to prove their professional qualifications 
have also been extended. In 2004, the right to prove a qualification was accorded to 
three levels only (III, IV and V). Since 2007, it has been possible to acquire profes-
sional qualification as an adult educator at four levels (level II was added, giving 
less experienced adult educators the opportunity to apply for qualification). 

Applying for the Professional Qualification Certificate at any of these levels is 
still a voluntary process and is considered as an additional qualification to subject-
specific qualifications acquired via prior education and training and on-the-job. The 
Professional Qualification Certificate helps in increasing competitiveness among 
education services, thus giving a guarantee to users, employers and contracting enti-
ties. Only the most well-established centres for vocational training can take full-
time staff; usually adult educators have part-time contracts and teach at the same 
time in different institutions.  
 
Italy 

In Italy, no measures have been adopted so far in policies relating to the develop-
ment of continuing education, e.g. general adult education, on-the-job training, 
continuing education managed by labour unions and educational opportunities 
promoted by non-profit associations, which reflects the conviction that specialised 
professional skills are required for teaching adults (cf. Farinelli, 2010). Teachers 
employed in adult education centres, i.e. general adult education, are recruited and 
trained as school teachers, have a degree in a specific discipline relating to the sub-
ject they teach and sometimes benefit from on-the-job training opportunities. 
Within vocational training activities carried out under the responsibility of regional 
governments and the Inter-professional Funds, the accreditation of agencies does 
not foresee the possession of specialised competences in the field of adult educa-
tion. In some regions and autonomous provinces there are, however, professional 
registers of educators which assign points for professional experience gained in the 
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field. For the most part, educators in popular universities and non-profit associa-
tions, some of which are volunteer staff, are only required to have competences re-
lated to the discipline in which they will be teaching. On the other hand, there is a 
great deal of activity involving on-the-job training, above all for teaching that re-
quires sophisticated didactic tools. This is the case, for example, of teachers of Ital-
ian as a second language.  

There are essentially two channels of recruitment in the job training system:  
 

 From within the system, where adult educators responds to job vacancies 
advertised, perform job searches, or are ex-students; 

 Through informal channels, with the help of friends and relatives. 
 

Despite some signs of increased social desirability, it must be said that the profes-
sion of teacher/trainer of adults is weak, both in terms of social recognition and 
subjective perception. This is undoubtedly due to the fact that the teacher/trainer 
profession is a young one, as compared to the more traditional one of school 
teacher, and that in any case, it is a profession which is multi-dimensional and bor-
derline, and thus lacks an established image in society. It is not by chance that many 
teachers/trainers of adults find difficulty in explaining their professional tasks to 
people outside the field. 
 

Sweden 

In Sweden, despite the long tradition of adult education, formal training courses 
and professional training are not so widespread. There is no regulated definition of 
cultural and professional requirements for adult educators, and, when requirements 
exist, the qualification is that of other school teachers (Andersson & Köpsén, 
2010). In general, adult educators are required to have the same qualifications as 
primary and/or secondary school teachers, and subject knowledge is valued higher 
than specific skills for teaching adults. The requirements for teachers in vocational 
municipal adult education are the same as for teachers in corresponding courses in 
upper secondary school. In advanced/higher vocational education, there are no of-
ficial requirements for teachers. When it comes to labour market education, no 
formal requirements for teachers exist either, given that this type of education is 
not part of the formal adult education provision. The same applies to folk high 
school teachers. Neither are there any formal requirements for the leaders of study 
circles, and they often work on a voluntary basis. The recruitment of teachers of 
adults, thus, does not necessarily follow formal criteria, resulting in professional 
and cultural backgrounds hat are very different. For instance, the shortage of pro-
fessional trainers leads to the employment of adult educators without a teaching 
qualification. Recently, a reform of teacher education has been planned for, in 
which some, but limited, attention is focused on adult education and training of 
adult educators. This reform is still in preparation.  
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2.3. Discussion 
 
In the four countries covered by the BAEA project, adult education has a different 
history and evolution; hence, it presents country-specific characterisations in the 
roles held by the public and private sectors, in the responsibilities of different insti-
tutional and social actors, in the regulatory apparatuses for different typologies of 
provision and in other aspects, as highlighted in the prior sections. Despite these 
diversities, a common trait is identified in the presence of three distinguishable ty-
pologies of educational offerings: general education, vocational education and train-
ing, and liberal education, provided respectively in the field of formal education 
oriented towards the achievement of educational qualification, in the field of work-
ers‟ vocational training and in the field of non-formal education, oriented towards 
the development of culture and citizenship. The countries with a consolidated tra-
dition in the field of adult education, namely Denmark and Sweden, show higher 
rates of participation in learning activities, however every country presents consid-
erable dynamics of development, even if the data on the number of people that 
supply this service and data on the capability to respond to the training demand 
aren‟t surveyed by means of reliable statistical analysis. 

 
Increased opportunities for on-the-job training 

In addition, we have noticed a growing interest for on-the-job training as an en-
richment opportunity, or as a professional reconversion for people introduced to 
the labour market, or as employability development for the jobless, and as an inter-
vention aimed at balancing the relationship between the supply and demand of 
specific and rare capabilities in the labour market. For example, in 2009, Sweden 
launched a special initiative aimed at developing a “higher vocational education”, 
which replaced the advanced vocational education promoted during the late 1990s; 
while labour market education – an educational training promoted by politics, 
which is situated out of the formal system and is entrusted to private institutions – 
offers skills assessment and other formative activities for the unemployed who are 
at least 25 years old. In Italy, in 2000, the Inter-professional Funds were established 
to support the continuous training of workers. The Inter-professional Funds are 
managed by social partners, which finance training plans for business, sectorial, ter-
ritorial and individual development. In Denmark, the growing interest of educa-
tional politics for the quality of adult education is mainly oriented to increment its 
effectiveness in comparison to the labour market. In Estonia, more and more in-
service training is being offered by professional unions, while public universities 
and non-academic high level professional training centres arrange evening and dis-
tance learning courses attended principally by part-time students. To respond to 
market needs of cultural and professional competences at the medium-high level as 
well as the needs of new professional figures, general education traditionally fo-
cused on the primary and lower secondary education, i.e. levels 1-2 of the Interna-
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tional Standard Classification of Education (Isced), and seems to have reoriented it-
self to also cover upper- and post-secondary and tertiary education, i.e. Isced levels 
3-5. This is the case in Italy and Sweden and, to a lesser extent, in Estonia and 
Denmark. In Italy, this strategy marks recent changes in adult education under the 
authority of public schools. 
 
Higher attention to specific needs 

At the same time, both formal and non-formal adult education in all countries is 
supplied by public and private providers and competes with new educational and 
specific needs. In Denmark, Italy and Sweden the provision of courses in national 
languages or targeting groups with special needs are increasingly regarded as impor-
tant for the cultural and social integration of immigrants, dyslexics (Denmark), and 
disabled adults (Sweden).  

 
Blurred boundaries between teachers and teachers of adults  

In all countries under investigation, with no exceptions, the professional profile of 
an adult educator has not yet been fully identified, recognised, and regulated so as 
to include all the distinguishable characteristics of the profession such as: 
 

 Cultural and professional skills that distinguish it from other educational 
professions; 

 Initial training and recruitment criteria; 

 Conditions of employment; 

 Trade union and/or professional representation. 
 
Moreover, it is significant that in Estonia, where a Professional Qualification Stan-
dard was established in 2004, professional qualification is additional to that 
achieved in the subject to be taught at a university level or in any other educational 
institution, and voluntary. This situation, which contrasts the processes of defining 
a strong professional identity and the perception of specificity of one‟s own work 
that often characterises adults‟ teachers, can be explained by the fact that adult edu-
cation is a much younger profession in comparison to the school-teaching of chil-
dren and teenagers, as well as workplace training and tutoring. Certainly, it is very 
important that these professions have traditionally been largely characterised by the 
cultural and professional mastery of taught subjects than by pedagogical and meth-
odological-didactic qualifications. This second aspect is definitely present in Italy 
where most teachers, especially in secondary education, have a training background 
that is predominantly disciplinary, and where professional qualifications of the 
pedagogical and didactic types mainly evolve through on-the-job training. Also, to 
those who work in the vocational training of workers, the competence resulting 
from work experience is required above all. At the same time, in all countries under 
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examination there is a debate surrounding the specific qualification of adult educa-
tors and specialised training programmes, although unevenly distributed across all 
three sectors in which adult education is diffused. In the planned reform of teacher 
education in Sweden, the attention is to some extent also focused on adult educa-
tion and its teachers; while in Italy, the question of the specificity of this kind of 
professional profile, despite having been repeatedly pointed out in political acts and 
in regulations related to adult education, has not resulted in concrete evidence in 
terms of recruitment and employment.  
 
Uneven professional representation and social protection 

The widespread state of uncertainty on the consistency and professional status of 
adult educators is reflected in the history and forms of trade union and professional 
representation and, consequently, also in the diversity of working conditions. All 
teachers of adults in Denmark, in spite of the sector in which they are employed, 
are now a part of the Confederation of Education, which associates school teach-
ers, managers, counsellors, etc. In Italy, adult educators that teach in schools be-
long, without recognition of specificity, to trade unions that also involve manage-
rial, technical, administrative and auxiliary employees; only a small part of pro-
fessional trainers have trade union representation and trainers used by the Inter-
professional Funds for the continuous training of workers and teachers in liberal 
education have no form of representation. In Sweden, only adult educators who 
work in folk high schools are organised in a separate union for adult educators, 
while adult educators in other sectors belong to the same unions as other categories 
of teachers. In short, although employment conditions differ extensively within and 
between countries, usually, adult educators who work in the public sector are those 
who enjoy greater protection, in contrast to those in liberal adult education. 
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Chapter 3: Structural conditions for professional 
development 

By Anne Larson 
 
 
The aim of this chapter is to present the structural conditions that promote and set 
the limits for (prospective) adult educators‟ participation in education and courses 
qualifying their work within the field. As mentioned in chapter 1, the initial inten-
tion was to focus only on those about to enter the profession as adult educators. In 
practice, however, it was not possible to make a distinction between education and 
courses for prospective adult educators, on the one hand, and education and 
courses for people already working within the field, on the other hand. Most of the 
courses mentioned in section 3.1., thus, are directed at both those interested in be-
coming adult educators and those already working within the field. 

The results presented in this chapter are derived from the desk research 
(cf. section 1.3.). In the comparison of opportunity structures and policy in the four 
countries under investigation, the huge differences in historical and structural con-
texts should be kept in mind. It is thus evident that there will be differences due to 
factors not directly related to the qualification of adult educators. For instance, the 
four countries represent a population size ranging from 1.3 million in Estonia to 
58.1 million in Italy (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark, 2010). In addition, 
differing from the three other countries, regional governments in Italy have direct 
responsibility in the field of vocational training; thus involving an extra political de-
cision-making level between the local and national levels, as compared to the other 
three countries. Finally, according to data from Eurostat (2010), while almost one-
third of Danes and Swedes participated in adult education and learning activities in 
2007, the figures for Estonia and Italy were below one-in-ten.  
 
 

3.1. Opportunity structures for (prospective) adult educators 
 
In this part, a general overview of the opportunities for qualifying as adult educa-
tors in the four countries is presented. These will be further discussed and com-
pared in section 3.3.  
 
Denmark 

Though specific qualifications in teaching adults may not be required for becoming 
adult educators in Denmark, there are many providers of publicly supported quali-
fication for adult educators and many opportunities for those interested in qualify-
ing in the teaching of adults – from short courses (down to approximately three 
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weeks‟ duration) at a basic level, to one-year full-time programmes at the master 
level. While there are no entry requirements for basic courses, there are require-
ments for others related to relevant work experience as well as prior education 
within a subject or profession. Thus, the last group of courses are mainly aimed at 
practitioners already working within the field. For some courses (professional post-
graduate teacher training) enrolment is further restricted to individuals who have 
recently become employed as adult educators.  

There is no set progression between the different courses and programmes 
and none of them are part of the ordinary education system. These courses are de-
fined as „adult education‟. Qualifying as an adult educator does not appear to be 
something one considers to do as a young person entering the labour market for 
the first time. Instead, the opportunity structures promote the understanding that 
educating adults is a career one enters into later in life (Milana & Larson, 2010). 
 
Estonia 

Since the introduction of a Professional Qualification Standard for adult educators 
in 2004, there has been a focus on the qualification of adults. Notwithstanding, 
holding a professional certificate is not mandatory to teach in the field of adult 
education and pedagogical qualifications are still considered as supplementary, 
while the main qualification is the profession or specialist knowledge acquired in 
prior education either from university or from vocational education related to the 
subject(s) the adult educator teaches.  

The qualifications for adult educators in Estonia are mainly offered by two 
organisations: the Association of Estonian Adult Educators and the Estonian Non-
Formal Adult Education Association, both non-governmental institutions. The 
length of the courses on offer varies from that of a short course of 80 hours‟ dura-
tion, to a two-year course lasting a total of 824 hours. Bachelor and master degree 
studies in adult education are offered by Tallinn University, but those graduating 
from these studies become managers in adult education and not adult educators as 
defined in this project. Most of the courses are aimed at individuals already working 
as adult educators. The courses offered by the two organisations as well as by Tal-
linn University are linked to the Professional Qualification Standard, making it pos-
sible for participants to apply for a certificate after the completion of a course (Jõgi 
& Gross, 2010). 
 
Italy 

Though becoming an adult educator in Italy is more likely to be something that just 
happens, rather than the result of a conscious choice, and initial education and 
training for adult educators is optional, rather than a prerequisite for entering the 
profession. However, courses and programmes for adult educators do exist. These 
are offered at different levels by different providers and target different sectors of 
the adult education system. The actual offers differ between regions. The existing 
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courses, however, are mainly aimed at practitioners already working within the 
field, while very few options exist for those interested in becoming adult educators. 
Within the liberal adult education, training courses in e.g. didactics are carried out 
for both prospective and experienced adult educators. Courses run by the Popular 
University of Rome (UPTER), involved in the BAEA project, are an example. Also 
within ordinary universities, there are courses offering qualification to (prospective) 
adult educators (Farinelli, 2010). 
 
Sweden 

In spite of adult education playing a vital role in Sweden, formal education and 
training for adult educators is not very widespread. Only two programmes are spe-
cifically aimed at (prospective) adult educators. One is a 60 ECTS education pro-
gramme for educators within liberal adult education. The programme is offered by 
Linköping University. To enrol in the programme, the (prospective) adult educators 
are expected to have prior studies within the subject they intend to teach. Another 
is a non-academic course that also targets adult educators within liberal adult educa-
tion. The course that is equivalent to ten weeks of full-time study has been offered 
by Brunnsvik Folk High School.  

Other programmes at the academic level are teacher education programmes 
offered by universities and university colleges. The teaching degree obtained from 
those programmes qualify one to teach adults at the levels covered, however the 
programmes are not directed specifically at adult educators, though some universi-
ties mention in their programme descriptions that they prepare students to teach 
adults. The programmes normally range between three years and five and one-half 
years of full-time studies. 

Further, it is possible for those interested in qualifying as adult educators to 
take part in single courses at a basic level at the universities as well as in-service 
training offered by adult education providers, e.g. study associations (Andersson & 
Köpsén, 2010). 

 
 
3.2. National policy strategies for adult learning 
 
This part describes the national policy strategies for adult education and training in 
each of the four countries. The description covers adult education policy as such, 
but the focus is on policy related to (initial) education and training for (prospective) 
adult educators after 2000, the year of the European Union‟s council meeting in 
Lisbon that put lifelong learning on the European political agenda for real. The re-
sults will be discussed in section 3.3. 
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Denmark 

In Denmark, there is a long tradition of adult education and training, dating back to 
the 17th Century. Notably, the first folk high school was established in 1844 (Kors-
gaard, 1997). Though adult education and the qualification of adult educators were 
on the political agenda prior to the Lisbon summit, the importance of adult educa-
tion has gained increased attention from 2000 and on. Lifelong learning became a 
main principle in Danish education policy, stressing the need for education and 
training from kindergarten through to old age. The recent financial crisis, however, 
challenged the implementation of the ambition of lifelong learning for all. As an 
example, education grants for adults, according to a May-2010 agreement between 
the government and the Danish People‟s Party, will be reduced by 20 percent. Par-
alleling this will be a rise in fees for participating in adult education and training 
(Danish Government, 2010).  

Though the years up to 2000 witnessed an interest not only in adult education 
and training, but also in the qualifications of those teaching adults, the situation 
since 2000 has been mainly characterised by an interest in the increased supply of 
adult education and training of relevance to the labour market. Meanwhile, the is-
sue of the qualification of adult educators has been relatively absent in policy pa-
pers. One exception provisions from two 2006 reports that present a strategy for a 
reform of the Danish adult education and training system. These were published by 
a committee composed of representatives from the government/ministries and la-
bour market organisations. In these reports, the qualification of adult educators is 
mentioned, but is not discussed in detail. Further, the qualification of adult educa-
tors was not cited in meetings that ensued between the government and labour 
market organisations, following the publication of these reports (Milana & Larson, 
2010).  
 
Estonia 

The situation in Estonia is special due to the fact that the country only recently be-
came independent, in 1991, and became member of the European Union in 2004. 
As a result, and during the last twenty years, Estonia has witnessed significant po-
litical, ideological, economic, cultural and social changes. In 1993, the Estonian Par-
liament passed an Act with respect to adult education, and thus, lifelong learning 
and adult education have been among the country‟s priorities in relation to devel-
opment in Estonia.  

Since the country became member of the European Union, the adult educa-
tion system in Estonia has been subject to recurrent reforms that focus on equal 
opportunities and aim to increase participation in adult education and training. The 
European Union‟s strategy for lifelong learning, thus, plays a significant role for the 
design of Estonia‟s lifelong learning policy. The ambitious strategies for lifelong 
learning, however, are not fully implemented in day-to-day education policy. Esto-
nia‟s lifelong learning policy is closely related to the labour market policy. Both the 
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act on social protection for the unemployed and the act on labour market services 
include work-related training paid-for by the state.  

Though the strategies mainly focus on the supply and demand of adult educa-
tion and training, Estonia is the only of the four countries who implemented a Pro-
fessional Qualification Standard for adult educators as described above, indicating 
an awareness of the role played by adult educators in the quality of adult education 
provisions (Jõgi & Gross, 2009a,b,). 

 
Italy 

As mentioned in section 2.1.3., the government and unions entered an agreement 
in 1972 granting workers the right to re-enter education with a set number of hours 
to be paid for by employers. This resulted in an increase in adult participation in 
education and training, though the proportion of Italians that participate in adult 
education and training is still below the European average. As a consequence of the 
increased amount of adults taking part in education and training, an offer for adult 
educators was established, targeting new as well as experienced adult educators.  

Since 2000, the adult education policy in Italy has been aimed at developing 
the European Union‟s lifelong learning policy. In March 2000, the Italian govern-
ment, together with regional and local authorities, entered an agreement on the re-
organisation of continuing adult education. Among the targets of the agreement 
was the promotion of participation in adult education and training. The agreement 
also stressed the need for qualified adult educators “with specific professional compe-
tences” (cited in Farinelli, 2010, p. 19). The implementation of the agreement, how-
ever, varies across the country, and in some cases it has been very scarce. Further, 
the initiatives taken thus far to increase the qualifications of adult educators have 
only dealt with on-the-job training and not with initial education and training of 
adult educators. In 2009, the Italian government approved a regulation dealing with 
adult education delivered by public schools, thus reorganising the centres for adult 
education that were first established in 1997. In the regulation, priority was given to 
the acquisition of qualifications at primary and high school levels.  

In spite of the apparent intent to increase participation in adult education and 
training and attention on the need for qualification of adult educators in the 1997 
agreement, no measures have been adopted so far to provide adult educators with 
the needed competences (Farinelli, 2010). 
 
Sweden 

Like Denmark, Sweden has an especially long tradition for liberal adult education. 
The first folk high schools were established in the 19th Century, and today not only 
the present liberal education but also general adult education has its roots within 
the tradition of liberal adult education in the form of evening school organised by 
study associations. Notwithstanding, the status of adult education and training in 
Swedish education policy seems to have changed over the years. General adult edu-
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cation offered by municipalities in the years 1982 to 1994 followed a unique na-
tional curriculum. Yet, from 1994 on, primary and secondary education began ad-
hering to a single national curriculum which does not distinguish between young-
sters and adults. However, in line with the three other countries examined, Swedish 
policy on adult education and training has been aimed at increasing participation. 
At the same time, earmarked subsidies from the state to municipalities offering 
general adult education have been eliminated.  

Recently, vocational education and training has received particular attention; 
in 2009, a special initiative was launched to increase the vocational part of munici-
pal adult education. Among other initiatives is a renewal of state subsidies, but this 
time earmarked for vocational education and training, rather than general adult 
education. 

In spite of the long tradition for adult education and training, and the recent 
intent to increase participation in vocational adult education and training, qualifica-
tion for those going to teach adults has not gained much attention in Sweden ei-
ther. An exception is a 2008 official report produced by the Swedish Ministry of 
Education on the reform of Swedish teacher education. The report described 
teachers in upper secondary school and adult educators as a special category of 
teachers, with the implication that they would be able to obtain an education that 
focussed more on their role as adult educators. However, in the 2010 final proposal 
from the Ministry of Education, the role of the adult educator is less pronounced 
and formal adult education is no longer explicitly stated as a field of practice for 
teachers at upper secondary levels (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010).  
 
 

3.3. Discussion 
 
In this part, a synthesis of the comparison between the four countries is presented, 
highlighting some common trends and tendencies. 
 
Initial education versus in-service training of adult educators 

For all four countries, it is characteristic that though there are no formal require-
ments in the qualification of adult educators to be employed within the field, for 
those interested in qualifying, a number of options exist. As mentioned in the in-
troduction to the chapter, in most cases, it is however not possible to make a clear 
distinction between courses and programmes aimed at prospective adult educators 
and in-service courses for those already working within the field. Further, when 
such a distinction can be made, it seems always to be in favour of the experienced 
adult educators. Options for initial education and training for prospective adult 
educators aimed at preparing them for entering the field, thus, are limited in all four 
countries. For some courses, being employed and/or experienced as an adult edu-
cator is an entry requirement. Though some courses offer basic pedagogical and di-
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dactic qualification for adult educators, they are not restricted to new adult educa-
tors but are typically also open to experienced educators who feel the need for 
pedagogical and didactical upgrading.  
 
Short courses and higher education programmes in adult education 

In all four countries, education and training for adult educators is offered at differ-
ent levels, ranging from very short courses being offered at very basic levels 
through to higher education programmes at bachelor and master levels. The pro-
viders of education programmes for adult educators are mainly universities and 
other higher education institutions. University-level courses exist in all four coun-
tries. They are either full-time degrees or part of a wider programme of study. They 
are however not always restricted to study of education for adults, and they are not 
always part of the ordinary educational system. This is also the case for courses of-
fered by another kind of provider: liberal adult education institutions, as the um-
brella organisation for non-formal adult education in Estonia and the People‟s Uni-
versity of Rome (Italy). In Denmark, adult education courses and education 
programmes are part of adult education and training provisions. By defining pro-
grammes aimed at qualifying adult educators as adult education, becoming an adult 
educator is implicitly defined as a career one enters into later in life, and not as a 
first choice taken by a young person about to enter the labour market. 
 
Adult education and labour market relevance 

Another general trend in all four countries studied is an apparent focus on labour 
market need and labour market relevance when it comes to adult education and 
training. This can for instance be seen in the increased priority given to vocational 
education and training in Swedish policy and the Danish definition of quality of 
adult education as being useful for the labour market. There is, thus, no doubt that 
adult education policy in all four countries is more in line with the human capital 
focus on adult education put forward by the OECD and the European Union, 
among others, than the understanding of lifelong learning put forward by an or-
ganisation like UNESCO. It is, thus, striking that the Danish reform of the adult 
education system initiated in 2006 referenced lifelong skills upgrading and not life-
long learning.  
 
Lack of real attention on the qualifications of adult educators 

Another common trend is an apparent lack of interest in the qualification of those 
teaching adults, as seen in policy papers. The main focus in the papers is on in-
creasing participation in adult education and training, while only very few of the 
papers mention the need to qualify the teachers and even fewer provide any reflec-
tion or suggestions as to how that could be realised. This is especially interesting in 
relation to the coming Swedish reform of teacher education – in general – and how 
the process of reform downplayed the role of the adult educator from the first 
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2008 reform report to the final 2010 proposal for reform. The only exception 
seems to be in Estonia, with the introduction of a Professional Qualification Stan-
dard for adult educators.  
 
Ambitious strategies are not always implemented 

Finally, there seems to be a discrepancy between the ambitions stated in strategies 
and other policy papers, and the actual policy carried out at country levels. Strik-
ingly, there are indications that actual policy, in some cases, is contradictory to 
strategies‟ aims, while several ambitious intentions are not ever undertaken. 
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Chapter 4: Individual paths of professionalisation 

By Larissa Jõgi & Marin Gross 
 
 

“If it had not been an official request from my workplace [to enrol in the course], 
 I do not think I would have gone this way.” Birgitte (DK) 

 
My professional path has been short but I already have something to talk about, I’ve had 

choices...obstacles...joys...and there’s going to be a lot to experience and learning.” Jana (EE) 
 

“This wasn’t my first choice, I wanted to study psychology...but unfortunately  
I didn’t pass the admission test …” Bianca (IT) 

 
“My workmates said: “Why don’t you study to become a teacher?” I had thought of it many 

years ago, to become a teacher in nursing, but I had forgotten it! Now it came alive again, 
through my mates.” Lena (SE) 

 
This chapter presents some of the findings from the field research activity 
(cf. section 1.3.). The results from country-specific analysis (Andersson & Köpsén, 
2010; Farinelli, 2010; Jõgi & Gross, 2010; Milana & Larson, 2010) are presented 
here as a synthesis overview, showing how those acting or willing to act as adult 
educators in the countries covered by the project constructed their paths to adult 
education. It also explores what led them to enter specialised studies in the field of 
adult education. Becoming an adult educator in Denmark, Estonia, Italy and Swe-
den signifies that a person has taken a significant and rather new step forward in 
his/her own life and professional career. The general tendency is that the knowl-
edge, understandings, values and the identity of an adult educator are influenced by 
personal life and life experience, social and cultural aspects, educational possibilities 
and professional practice, and are developed through current studies, professional 
work, personal and learning experiences and reflection on the self, one‟s life and 
one‟s work.  
 
 

4.1. Paths to adult education  
 
The paths to adult education, always self-constructed, non-linear, and atypical, are 
influenced by individual motives and social-cultural aspects. Aspects of career path 
tasks can be recycled throughout personal and professional life spans as changes 
occur in career paths and life roles (McAuliffe, 2006). There is no clear pattern in 
adult educators‟ career paths: they appear heterogeneous. Training adults in the 
classical sense of career is either a progression or a regression, but in every case, a 
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career is sensed as a professional or personal challenge and as an opportunity for 
self-realisation.  

In the countries under investigation, becoming an adult educator was rarely 
the result of an intentional choice, which is related with paralleling work and stud-
ies (DK, EE, IT, SE). In the context of one‟s own career, it is more a case of using 
possibilities and suppositions as one comes across them, rather than a conscious 
and planned process (EE). Becoming an adult educator is also related with several 
shortcuts or turning points in one‟s personal life and work (DK, EE, SE). Turning 
to adult training may have been influenced by current work (DK), changes in life 
(DK, EE, SE) and current studies (EE). Study that was undertaken in university 
(EE, SE) or qualification courses was often described by interviewees as enlighten-
ing or very significant and influential (EE). 

The professional backgrounds of the interviewees vary extensively, as each be-
longed to different professional groups: pedagogues (DK, EE, IT, SE), healthcare 
workers (DK), nurses (DK), police officers (DK), military officers (EE), librarians 
(DK, EE), museum pedagogues (EE), teachers in vocational educational institu-
tions (DK, EE, IT), human resource managers (EE), teachers in folk high schools 
(SE, EE), and adult trainers (DK, EE, SE). 

The educational background, although not deeply investigated, seems to have 
had a specific meaning in the context of career paths (SE), and an influence on de-
cision making and the identification of new professional opportunities (DK, EE, 
IT, SE). 

Individual choices and decisions have been influenced by individual attitudes, 
objective factors, possibilities and dispositional factors like personal life and learn-
ing experiences, triggers in life, etc. Hence, adult education represented quite a new 
professional context for most interviewees.  

Also, processes in society, social and economical changes influenced inter-
viewees‟ choices and opportunities to becoming adult educators (EE). Opportuni-
ties to work as an adult educator were made possible in new structures and institu-
tions in Estonia, i.e. such as in the Defence League, public enterprises, training and 
consulting centres, non-profit organisations, and in popular new fields of training, 
i.e. management, teamwork, sales training and computer training.  

Individual paths were very different, accidental or non-accidental, short or 
long, simple or complicated, as everybody has had different personal/dispositional 
and situational contexts which bore influence on their choices.  

For many, however, the path to adult education had been influenced by pre-
vious professional contexts and experiences (DK, EE, IT, SE) and current work 
experiences (EE), by continuing education or interests or voluntary activities (EE), 
limited number of opportunities (IT, DK), different aspects from personal biogra-
phies (DK, EE, IT, SE) and trigger-events like illness (DK, SE), accidental circum-
stances (IT), family contexts and social relations (DK, EE, SE, IT). 

Teaching adults was rarely the result of an internal choice implemented by in-
terviewees; it was something that came along within the context of other profes-
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sional activities (DK, EE, IT, SE). For some, becoming a teacher of adults was a 
„plan B‟ and/or a second-best alternative (EE, SE) – often resulting from an inter-
est and affection for a specific subject (SE). In other words, most interviewees had 
gotten into a situation where they had to start their lives over again because their 
normal life cycles had been interrupted or they had started to search for new direc-
tions in their lives (DK, EE), not least as in cases where they met a new partner or 
had children (DK). 
 
 

4.2. Choice of current studies 
 
Initial education and training of adult educators has been the interest and obligation 
of adult educators themselves. Thus it is important to look at the motives inter-
viewees had for attending specialised studies in adult education.  

Further studies were seen as an important turning point for becoming an adult 
educator and carry a significant role in individual paths to the profession. Most in-
terviewees expressed great hope in the fact that the studies they were undertaking 
will support their professional and personal development, self-development, under-
standings in how to teach and support adults in learning processes and that the 
creation of a feeling of belonging to a community of practice would be reinforced. 
The two main incentives for participating in further studies were identified as: 
 

 Individual motives 

 External demands 
 
The most important motives of the individual kind were that interviewees had a 
strong interest in studies, which is reflected in their lifelong attitudes towards learn-
ing (EE, SE). Attitudes were influenced by aspects of their socio-cultural environ-
ments and individual personalities. Understanding the self and the self as an educa-
tor – also in a future perspective – were influential motives; hence, entering 
specialised studies was deemed a systematic way of analysing and learning about the 
self (EE).  

Also, the need to belong to a broader community of adult educators was ex-
pressed as an individual motive to undertaking studies (DK, EE, SE); while the 
need to make a commitment to society was also revealed as strong motive, espe-
cially among some Swedish interviewees who were working or willing to work in 
liberal adult education. 

Entering specialised studies in adult education was seen by some interviewees 
as a way of seeking confirmation or formal recognition of prior knowledge that had 
been acquired over the time of practise in the field (DK, EE, IT, SE). New knowl-
edge, and especially theoretical knowledge, was also expected to be gained by 
means of specialised studies (EE). The need for new knowledge was linked to an 
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awareness of current experiences and knowledge that the interviewees held, and the 
recognition that there was a need to improve their own practise of teaching (DK, 
EE, SE). A self-realisation that teaching adults was more than telling about what 
one knows also led to the participation in specialised studies (DK). Interviewees 
also emphasised that in order for learners to learn, they needed to know how to 
approach the learners and create an environment for dialogue and learning. They 
expected to acquire the necessary tools and techniques for that by means of special-
ised studies, as a way towards improving one‟s own professional practice (DK, EE, 
SE).  

A bundle of motives were related to work life, such as wanting to change the 
present situation at work or changing the job profile but keeping the vocational 
knowledge already possessed (DK, IT). Changing workplaces or professions 
seemed normal in the context of the free market economy, and thus giving up an 
existing job and choosing adult training seemed a natural choice for many (EE). 

External demands were mostly linked to changes in society, including the la-
bour market. Unemployment in individual professional fields had created a need 
for professional reorientation (SE). The Danish sample is unique in this respect as 
most of the interviewees were invited by their employers to acquire further compe-
tences as adult educators, but this opportunity was also offered in some cases in 
Sweden. Enrolment at an employer‟s request, however, was mostly consistent with 
individual motives (DK).  

Significant others were pointed out as influential for interviewees‟ choice to 
enter new studies (DK, EE, SE). Significant others include educators whose 
courses they had attended in the past, friends and colleagues who had already en-
tered the field of adult education and family members.  

 
 

4.3. Discussion 
 
Due to life course and individual career paths, prospective adult educators are in a 
special position among professionals because through prior studies, they gain a 
profession, but they usually do not possess formal qualification for teaching adults. 
Prior learning does not include specialist knowledge, specific teaching skills or adult 
learning specialities. Their personal lives and life experiences act as a frame for 
choices that are made possible. 

Prospective adult educators have a self-understanding as adult educators, 
which give meanings. Meanings about the self are connected with social learning, 
personal experiences and institutional learning that make it possible to notice oth-
ers who are influential on making choices. Further initial studies also have an im-
portant impact on professionalisation processes. The more aware an adult educator 
is of him/herself and what is important and valued, the more aware and under-
standable he/she is in his/her professional activity as an adult educator. In short, 
the professional identity of an adult educator is formed in the context of personal 
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life, social life, and current studies. Thus, it is important to understand individual 
motives and external demands in the path to adult education and current studies. 
  

 
Illustration: Structure of aspects influencing the formation of a path 

 
 
To conclude, it seems possible to highlight that key aspects of a professional iden-
tity, as defined in the literature (Bruner, 2001; Olesen, 2007) were partly present 
among the interviewees: self-cognition; self-understanding; awareness of the self; 
cognitive aspects (assumptions, attitudes, motives); emotional aspects (values, con-
tentment); and social aspects (significant others, social relations, belonging to a 
learning community). These aspects help to understand that identity-building proc-
esses among (prospective) adult educators are a complex phenomenon, and bio-
graphical aspects are very important and meaningful parts of such processes. They 
help policymakers, adult educators‟ trainers and adult educators understand and 
value processes of professional identity-building and socialisation among prospec-
tive adult educators. 
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Chapter 5: Configurations of the professional 
context  

By Marcella Milana 
 
 

This chapter brings together and discusses evidence of professional identity-
building processes among current and prospective adult educators. In order to shed 
some light on these processes, we asked interviewees to elicit their perceptions of 
the self in the vocational context and to share their predictions for future develop-
ment. The results summarised in the next two sections were analysed at a national 
level and presented in single-country reports submitted as part of the BAEA pro-
ject. As already mentioned (cf. chapter 1), the researchers shared a methodological 
framework and applied a common method for data collection; however, the data 
under scrutiny also reflects variations in the interviewees‟ interpretations and life 
conditions and the researchers‟ styles in pursuing this type of investigation. More-
over, the breadth and depth of national presentations were rather uneven. In spite 
of these methodological pitfalls, a few main points can be drawn, which may help 

to acquire a better understanding of identity‐building processes among current and 
prospective adult educators in the countries under consideration. These are dis-
cussed in the concluding section. 
 
 

5.1. Defining the self in the vocational context  
 
Denmark 

Responses by the Danish interviewees to the request to define the self in the voca-
tional context show a certain degree of variation; however, it was still possible to 
recognise strong similarities. These led to the identification of four main categorisa-
tions (Milana & Larson, 2010).  

A sub-group of interviewees focused on the inner challenges experienced in 
connection to (i) repositioning the self in relation to the institution in which one 
works; (ii) getting recognition and acceptance by the learners as well as by col-
leagues; and (iii) thinking differently from what one had been used to, up to the 
time one entered into specialised studies in the field of adult education. 

A second categorisation reflects the views of those who placed a special em-
phasis on the teaching-learning transaction. They described themselves in the voca-
tional context in relation to the learners. This was specially the case for interviewees 
who had been affected by institutional changes; they had to rethink their roles at 
work in terms of supervisors rather than teachers in the traditional sense. They 
faced new challenges in creating connections between the theoretical foundation of 
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their profession and everyday educational practices, as well as in balancing their will 
to give space to the learners‟ expressions of the self while confronting them so to 
promote „significant learning‟. 

An additional category accounts for interviewees perceiving the self as one 
who holds a position in which one could influence learning processes, through the 
design and management of teaching activities and by supervising students.  

Lastly, some interviewees defined the self in relation to colleagues; hence, col-
legiality, i.e. working in teams and contributing to the realisation of shared tasks 
and activities became a central feature influencing the way in which these inter-
viewees perceived the self in a vocational context and built their identities as adult 
educators.  
 
Estonia 

When asked to define the self in the vocation context, the Estonian interviewees 
who already possessed first-hand experience in educating adults and had possibili-
ties for self-reflection on their own professional experience, expressed more clear 
and consistent views, as compared to the rest of the Estonian sample (Jõgi & 
Gross, 2010). These views were grouped by Jõgi and Gross (ibid.) under two main 
categories: (i) professional development through work and training; and (ii) self-
realisation. The interviewees‟ view on professional development through work and 
training emphasised the interaction between these two types of learning experi-
ences. Learning on the job as well as by ad hoc training were considered comple-
mentary aspects for both professional and personal development, i.e. “The more I 
understand my work, the better choices I make, I understand people I work with more and also 
understand myself better” (cited in ibid., p. 33). Self-development, although considered 
an important aspect, was essential for interviewees who defined the self in the pro-
fessional context by addressing inner fulfilment as a core element. As expressed by 
one interviewee: “For fulfilling the roles of adult educators you need to fulfil these within your-
self” (ibid.). 
 
Italy 

The views presented by the Italian interviewees when defining the self in the voca-
tional context presented a high degree of internal variation between two major ten-
dencies, which focused either (i) on the indefinite nature of the profession and its 
low social recognition; or (ii) on the intrinsically positive nature of the profession 
(Farinelli, 2010). Representative of the first tendency are especially the views of in-
terviewees who were undertaking specialised studies at the master level and had lit-
tle work experience, not always related to their field of study. When defining the 
self in the professional context, they highlighted the discrepancy between the op-
portunities for employment as defined by their study programmes and the entry cri-
teria required in those work contexts; hence, they tended to express pessimistic 
views about the future and had great difficulties in imagining the self – as an adult 
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educator – in a professional context. These views are fully articulated by the follow-
ing quote: “I am already pessimistic myself, and who knows what prospects there are for a pro-
fessional figure that has nothing behind it” (cited in ibid., p. 40).  

Representative of the tendency that expresses the intrinsically positive nature 
of the profession were primarily the views of those who were acting as adult educa-
tors, often working as volunteers in non-formal learning environments. Although 
they recognised that the professional does not yet have a well-defined profile and 
lacks recognition, interviewees‟ personal views of the self in the professional con-
text, in these cases, emphasised the relevance of their roles of adult educators for 
helping people to adjust to rapid societal changes. Special attention was generally 
bestowed to early-school-leavers, often referred to as drop-outs. 
 
Sweden 

Within the Swedish sample, Andersson and Köpsén (2010) identified three catego-
ries of views in terms of the interviewees‟ definitions of the self in the vocation 
context. The first category refers to the relevance of the subject the interviewees 
teach and the educational contexts in which they act. Within this category, prospec-
tive adult educators placed special attention on their knowledge and understanding 
of the subject to be taught. Meanwhile those interviewees that Andersson and 
Köpsén define as “un-qualified, but „acting‟ teachers” (ibid., p. 31), i.e. working as 
teachers without a teaching degree, seemed more concerned with the characterisa-
tion of the educational context in which they perform.  

The second category focuses on the relation linking the vocational contexts in 
which interviewees will act and their development as teachers. Here, interviewees 
with limited teaching experience expressed a higher concern for achieving personal 
development rather than acquiring knowledge and understanding of the subject to 
be taught. On the other hand, those with accumulative experience in teaching 
adults were more troubled with the development of a professional identity and with 
motivating adults to learn, i.e. “The most important thing with the teaching task is to moti-
vate, that they [the learners] should want to learn… That is my most important task” (cited in 
ibid., p. 30). 

Lastly, a third category draws attention to the interviewees‟ teaching methods 
and the ways in which they communicate and interact in class. While some inter-
viewees were mostly oriented towards the application of specific teaching methods, 
experienced teachers were most primarily concerned with the challenges of estab-
lishing an appropriate relation to the learners, which is “something you have to think 
about” (ibid., p. 31). 
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5.2. Future expectations  
 
Denmark 

The Danish interviewees‟ future expectations at the time of interviews reflected di-
versity in individual biographies. Nonetheless, common features led to the identifi-
cation of two main scenarios (Milana & Larson, 2010). The first scenario deals with 
the improvement of existing working conditions over short and medium periods. 
Several interviewees made reference to favourable changing conditions at work. 
Expected benefits could result in new job tasks and higher influence on how to 
perform these tasks. Further, they made projections on how to make use of new 
knowledge acquired through specialised studies. These include: (i) improving one‟s 
ability to lead a team, supporting collegial work, etc.; (ii) resisting institutional 
changes in the public service by teaching social workers how to be more attentive 
to customers‟ needs; (iii) more project-oriented work; and (iv) prioritising problem-
based approaches, when implementing educational reforms. 

The second scenario foresees ways to overcome current working conditions 
and anticipates new lifelong professional trajectories, often pursued through further 
studies. These trajectories generally imply a change of workplace and/or type of 
educational institution, with a tendency to abandon the public sector in favour of 
either the private sector or self-employment. Although an interviewee argued that 
“my dream is certainly to continue to teach, to support learning processes” (cited in ibid., p. 33), her 
long-term professional trajectories also predicted leaving the adult education field. 
 
Estonia 

The visions about oneself as an adult educator in the future expressed by Estonian 
interviewees present three different perspectives (Jõgi & Gross, 2010). One per-
spective focuses on the relation between (i) individual contentment, i.e. “I am content 
with my work”, “a good adult educator does everything well if he or she enjoys it himself or her-
self” (cited in ibid., p. 33); and (ii) professional development in terms of performing 
different roles, acquiring new skills and carrying out novel activities. The future ob-
jective is a better realisation of one‟s own professional practice.  

A second perspective deals with ways of accomplishing self-development, 
i.e. “I want to become more self-confident and balanced” (ibid.), which often implies becom-
ing more self-critical and analytical as well as better at reacting quickly in diverse 
teaching situations. 

Lastly, a third perspective depicts visions of professional development 
through further studies, which can help to fulfil interviewees‟ expectations to moti-
vate and support learners, i.e. “an adult educator has to be there when learners need him or 
her. That means that he or she has a responsibility towards the taught subject and learners” 
(ibid.). 
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Italy 

For the Italian sample, it seemed more difficult to foresee long-term perspectives, 
when asked to express visions for the future; however, two main scenarios surfaced 
(Farinelli, 2010). The first scenario is strongly affected by the indefinite nature of 
the profession, which emerged from the interviewees‟ views of themselves in the 
professional context (cf. section 5.1.), and deals with strong uncertainty in relation 
to the future profession due to perceived pitfalls in the Italian labour market sys-
tem. Interviewees who had not yet entered the labour market especially expressed 
great hesitation not only with regards to the possibility of finding jobs as adult edu-
cators, but also on whether to seek self-employment rather than employment. Only 
interviewees with prior experiences of internships or training periods in private 
companies or organisations seemed to possess more positive visions of eventually 
getting jobs as adult educators.  

An alternative scenario was presented by interviewees who had already direct 
experience in the educational market; hence, they had first-hand experience of the 
pitfalls of the Italian labour market, with special reference to the adult education 
field. In order to overcome the uncertainties of working as adult educators in a 
short-term perspective, they had foreseen continuing training, as clearly elicited in 
the following quote: “I intend to continue along this road, but I don’t feel I have finished be-
cause educating is a profession that forces you to keep learning. I like the metaphor of education as 
a journey within yourself: this applies to those who have completed their education but also to the 
educator” (cited in ibid., p. 41). 
 
Sweden 

Swedish interviewees‟ expectations for the future varied in the degree of intelligibil-
ity and time-span covered. These resulted in three relatively clear scenarios of pos-
sible future career progressions (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010). A simpler scenario 
was described by interviewees who already had positions as teachers of adults or 
similar. Their visions for the future predicted an intention to remain in or return to 
prior work positions, with minor adjustments in work tasks, etc. Still, a rather 
smooth scenario was foreseen by those who did not hold a work position to return 
to after the completion of specialised studies. They sketched rather vague plans 
about entering a job in the educational field with unclear intentions towards the 
type of job or educational institution they may end up at. Although teaching adults 
is not necessary an explicit goal, it may be a suitable option for some, as expressed 
in the following quote: “Now the situation is such that I am glad if I get a job. But it would 
be great fun to be able to work with adults!” (cited in ibid., p. 31). 

More complex scenarios, however, were forecasted by interviewees who had 
well-elaborated visions for the future. These include: (i) seeking positions character-
ised by a certain degree of pedagogical freedom, as for instance in teaching in a 
„free school‟, i.e. a privately-owned school, rather than in a “giant [publicly owned] school”; 
and (ii) aiming at positions that allow one to influence the working context, and 
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possibly society at large. This will was given expression, for instance, by an inter-
viewee with a foreign background, whose future aspiration was to increase the ac-
tive involvement of people with foreign backgrounds in the Swedish society and its 
educational opportunities. 

 
 

5.3. Discussion 
 
It would be surprising if interviewees across countries exhibited a high degree of 
consensus in the way they construct the self within their own vocational contexts, 
as identity-building processes reflect culturally-specific representations of the nature 
of the profession, and are inseparable from social interactions experienced at work, 
in educational contexts, etc. (cf. Burr, 1995). This frequently put weight on defining 
the self in relation to the subject to be taught and people with whom interviewees 
would interact with daily, i.e. colleagues, learners, and employers. Albeit, it must 
also be said that types of adult education provisions and learning opportunities are 
extremely diverse, both within and between countries (cf. chapter 2), and that topi-
cal issues, such as institutional changes and labour market structural conditions, 
also clearly influence an individual‟s self-perceptions. When it comes to the identi-
fication of cross-national similarities, only two somewhat consistent trends 
emerged.  
 
Seeking social recognition and acceptance at work 

One trend is that in some countries (and most obviously in DK and IT) current 
and prospective adult educators struggle for social recognition and acceptance at 
work. This is not necessarily grounded on the relative institutionalisation of adult 
education practices (which in fact is higher in DK, as compared to IT). Noticeably, 
it is certainly rooted in a relative low consensus regarding adult education as a well-
defined profession. It is worth mentioning that while Danish interviewees belong 
de facto to different recognised professions, e.g. pedagogues, healthcare workers, 
nurses, police officers, librarians and teachers in higher education institutions, only 
a minority among Italians interviewees were employed as adult educators by an 
educational provider.  
 
Contributing to social change through one’s profession 

The other trend is that in some countries (and most obviously in EE and IT) cur-
rent and prospective adult educators seek self-realisation and inner fulfilment by 
performing a profession that, notwithstanding its social status, is deemed valuable 
for societal development. In Estonia, which has been affected by important politi-
cal, ideological, economic, cultural and social changes in the last couple of decades, 
adult educators recognise the self as an important agent in securing an adjustment 
to rapid societal changes. Similarly in Italy, current and prospective adult educators 
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construct the self as an agent of social change, even if due to different socio-
economic reasons, i.e. increased level of incoming migration an intercultural ten-
sions, higher unemployment and a general increase of relative poverty.  

When it comes to the interviewees‟ predictions for future development, it is 
not a revelation that they are strongly influenced by current positionings and per-
ceptions of the self in diversified vocational contexts. Further, they reflect struc-
tural conditions that characterise the socio-cultural settings in which our interview-
ees perform their profession. Country-specific results shortly presented in this 
chapter, however, also lead to the recognition of two fairly distinguishable trends.  
 
Increasing professional influence  

One trend is that in all countries, adult educators who already hold a position in the 
labour market foresee, as a direct result of further specialised short- and medium-
termed studies, remarkable improvements in current working conditions. Rarely 
expressed in economic terms, betterment in working conditions make primarily 
reference to an increased influence by adult educators over processes and practices 
that occur at work and, by extensions, over broader processes of societal changes 
(most evidently in DK and SE). Nevertheless, jobs in the private sector or self-
employment are also addressed as crucial achievements in the long-term, so as to 
reinforce one‟s own professional influence (especially in DK and IT). 

 
Continuing education and training 

The second trend is that in some countries (manifestly in EE and IT) future pro-
fessional prospects are inseparable from formal education and training at advanced 
and specialised levels. Although individual reasons for valuing further studies may 
differ extensively within and between countries, in Estonia further studies seem to 
be primarily considered as a means to fulfilling personal and professional develop-
ment in connection to a well-defined professional role, while in Italy, these tend to 
represent an instrumental way of bettering one‟s position in the labour market, es-
pecially in terms of those having limited paid-work experience.  
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Chapter 6: Views on adult educators 

By Per Andersson & Susanne Köpsén 
 
 
In this chapter we will summarise and discuss the views among the interviewees of 
the four countries concerning what is characteristic of adult educators. This is also 
discussed in terms of how the prospective adult educators reflected upon the task 
of teaching adults as compared to teaching youngsters/children. The results show 
that the views on adult educators vary depending on national contexts as well as in-
dividual experiences. There is a rather homogenous view of the „ideal‟ professional 
adult educator who has commitment and acts as a facilitator in a horizontal relation 
to participants. However, the interviewees were essentially aware that the work in 
practice is influenced by external conditions as well as the personal backgrounds of 
both participants and the adult educators themselves. 

It should be noted that even if we applied a common strategy for sampling 
and data collection (see chapter 1), there are differences in focus and depth in re-
sults from the four countries. This should be understood with the background that 
the national contexts are different (see chapter 2-3), but also that the method for 
data collection with narrative interviews invites a variation in stories and answers. 
This variation will be discussed, and used to provide a broader common picture, in 
the concluding sections. Another methodological reflection concerns the results 
covered in section 6.2. Even if the focus of this report is on the professional devel-
opment of adult educators, we have asked for comparisons to teaching young-
sters/children. The reasons for this are that firstly, variation and broadening of per-
spectives could make interviewees see new things they would not have reflected 
upon otherwise, and secondly that there are discrepancies between the four coun-
tries in terms of differences in formal qualification and in training for school teach-
ers and adult educators. There is also a variation in the interviewees‟ prior experi-
ences in teaching, and especially in teaching youngsters/children, which we think is 
reflected in the richness of data from each country, as presented in section 6.2. 
 
 

6.1. Defining an adult educator 
 
This section will present the views or definitions of adult educators as offered by 
prospective adult educators in the four countries. These will be further discussed 
and compared in section 6.3.  
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Denmark 

First, it should be noted that all interviewees from Denmark had practical experi-
ences in teaching adults, although it was not always evident how different factors, 
i.e. lived educational experiences, a discourse informing current specialised studies, 
have influenced interviewees‟ views of an adult educator. This being said, what is 
characteristic of how the Danish interviewees defined an adult educator could be 
summarised as follows (Milana & Larson, 2010).  

Primarily, the adult educator was portrayed as a person who possesses knowl-
edge of human nature. What that meant for each of the prospective adult educators 
may differ, but it is interpreted as having a capacity of understanding others. An 
adult educator was also described as someone having the capacity to value the 
learners‟ experiences and give respect, recognition and appreciation to such experi-
ences. A typical adult educator was also defined as having specific personal charac-
teristics: it is a person who is flexible, open, engaged and empathic, who creates a 
“favourable learning atmosphere and supports positive relations with and between learners” (cited 
in ibid., p. 30). It was highlighted that the adult educator should also consider the 
level of knowledge by the adult learners. When it comes to the actual acting of the 
adult educator, the capacity of adapting one‟s teaching to different learning styles, 
which means to have an ability to vary teaching, was deemed as important. This 
could be summarised as the competence of keeping learners involved and inter-
ested during educational processes. 
 
Estonia 

In the results from Estonia (Jõgi & Gross, 2010), the focus in the definition of an 
adult educator was on the interviewees themselves, as adult educators. They charac-
terised themselves as being on their way to becoming adult educators. They were 
not yet adult educators, as some knowledge and theory was still missing. Interview-
ees were either young students without prior experiences of teaching/being adult 
educators or had prior experiences from other working fields, and had thereafter 
entered into the field of adult education; hence, they were on their way to becom-
ing professional adult educators. 

Concerning teaching and promoting learning in the role of adult educator, the 
following themes were emphasised: learner-centeredness, respecting and valuing 
learners, openness, and a focus on group work. The interactive learning method 
was mentioned as part of the practise of an adult educator. Some interviewees pre-
sented a definition of the self as an adult educator in response to this theme, and 
describe themselves with descriptors such as open, independent, smart, critical, re-
sponsible, helpful, and determined. One expressed: “An educator has to have a spark 
and inner burning” (cited in ibid., p. 34). 

It could also be noted that some of the Estonian interviewees related their 
definition of an adult educator to what is defined in the formal qualification stan-
dards that are used in this country (cf. ibid., p. 17). 
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Italy 

When it comes to definitions made by the Italian interviewees it is important to 
bear in mind that it is those with experiences from adult education who had a 
clearer idea of who the adult educator is. This should be compared to the views of 
younger students who lack such experiences and even expressed this as an uncer-
tainty: “In my university area, the adult educator is something mysterious, enigmatic which ulti-
mately no one knows what this person does...” (cited in Farinelli, 2010, p. 37).  

A central theme in the results from Italy (Farinelli, 2010) is the idea that adult 
education is an opportunity for everyone, a situation that has influence on the iden-
tity of the adult educator. The adult educator is seen as someone who is working 
for change in adults‟ lives. To be an adult educator is seen as a social commitment, 
as adult education is a tool for active citizenship. What was also particularly empha-
sised in the Italian results is that there is both a social and a pedagogical dimension 
in the role of adult educator. The adult educator “must be a great communicator, a good 
psychologist, and know how to involve the student totally…” (cited in ibid., p. 38). 

In addition to these dimensions, there is even an ethical dimension, which was 
mentioned in relation to the voluntary adult educator – it could be seen as one‟s 
„civic duty‟ to become an adult educator. What was also put forward in the Italian 
ideas regarding the adult educator is the character of reciprocity in the learning 
process – the educator is learning as well as the participants. Finally, some essential 
capacities of an adult educator were highlighted: listening, entering into a relation-
ship of empathy, and involving the students. 
 
Sweden 

Also, the Swedish results (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010) show variations in telling 
the life story and defining the adult educator according to the interviewees‟ prior 
experiences. As will be seen in the next section (6.2.), Swedish interviewees defined 
the adult educator more extensively in relation to the differences in teaching chil-
dren/youngsters and adults.  

According to what defines an adult educator, firstly, there were those who saw 
nothing special at all in teaching adults, a view expressed among those with no 
prior teaching experiences. Secondly, there was a variation in focus – on the per-
sonal characteristics of the adult educator, or on how to act as an adult educator: 
there was not one typical descriptor for an adult educator. One aspect that was 
highlighted is that adult educators are different as teachers. Some thought of them 
as having ambitions in their role, while others viewed adult education as a retreat; 
that educators are „old and tired‟ and have chosen adult education as an easy alter-
native. Another aspect mentioned was that adult educators have different experi-
ences from life, including differing experiences as teachers in varying sub-
jects/vocations.  

The results also show a variation in the descriptions of the ways in which 
adult educators act as educators – a variation that has been interpreted as applying a 
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horizontal or a vertical relation to students. Even if there was no typical adult edu-
cator identified, there were still descriptions of the ideal adult educator. This adult 
educator was characterised as being open, flexible, and cooperative. He/she is will-
ing to listen, discuss, and communicate with students, builds his or her teachings on 
students‟ experiences, and acts as a guide and a supervisor in a horizontal relation 
to students. 

 
 

6.2. Defining differences in teaching adults versus youngsters/ 
children 
 
Here we will present perceived differences – or similarities – concerning the role of 
the teacher/educator in adult education as compared to teaching young-
sters/children. As mentioned above, there is a difference in the richness of data 
from each country, which has been interpreted as related to the variation in the in-
terviewees‟ prior experiences in teaching, and especially in terms of teaching young-
sters/children. These results will also be discussed in section 6.3. 
 
Denmark 

In the Danish sample, there were no first-hand experiences of teaching children, a 
fact that probably explains why the reflections mainly focused on teaching adults.  

According to the results (Milana & Larson, 2010), a dialogical relation was 
deemed as important when teaching adults in order to give adult learners the op-
portunity to relate to their life experiences. Adults were described as being in an-
other place in their life spans (as compared to youngsters/children) and were con-
sidered as participating voluntarily in adult education. When it comes to teaching, 
the view was that the same teaching methods are applied, even if adjusted, in dif-
ferent contexts. Finally, Danish interviewees expressed that adults are likely more 
responsible for their own learning processes. 
 
Estonia 

In Estonia, all interviewees pointed out distinctive differences in teaching different 
age groups, even if many of them had little or no experience in teaching children. 
They made a clear difference between the teacher and the adult educator. In adult 
education, the study process was described as learner-centred and based on part-
nership, with the adult educator as supporter and facilitator. 

However, there was still a view of an existing variation among partici-
pants/pupils in school versus those in adult education: there are both those who 
are interested and open, and those who are looking for the easy way out. Conse-
quently, it was deemed that knowledge must be interestingly presented in order to 
reach all participants and not only the interested groups. Another view that 
emerged from the Estonian results is that adults‟ experiences could be both an ad-
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vantage and a disadvantage in teaching. Experiences are a potential to build upon, 
but they could also make the adult participants less open. Children, on the other 
hand, were seen as „pure‟; they are open to the new and unknown as they lack limit-
ing experiences. However, interviewees still expressed a belief that adult are inter-
nally motivated, and that teaching adults is therefore easier. Teaching children was 
characterised by the fact that school is compulsory and typified by external motiva-
tion (Jõgi & Gross, 2010). 
 
Italy 

As mentioned in section 6.1., the young Italian interviewees lacked teaching experi-
ence and therefore found it difficult to define the adult educator and discuss the 
differences of teaching adults versus children/youngsters. Nonetheless, interview-
ees with prior experiences expressed some reflections. 

Although having no teaching experiences, Italian interviewees mentioned that 
a capacity for listening, entering into a relationship of empathy and involving the 
students are important for teaching adults (Farinelli, 2010). According to interview-
ees with teaching experience, a different picture stood out. Here, the problems as-
sociated with teaching adults were emphasised, as compared to the view that teach-
ing children is an easier task, “because children are trusting and are naturally willing to 
change, while with adults you need to be able to dismantle the superstructures” (cited in ibid., 
p. 39). Accordingly, the following competences were said to be essential: 
 

 “Being able to put oneself out on the line  

 Being able to feel empathy for the students 

 Being able to create a special atmosphere in class and use it for learning purposes 

 Having a mastery of specific knowledge about the subjects being taught  

 Knowing how to use particular techniques  

 Having strong motivation because educating is not just a job” (ibid., p. 39). 
 

Sweden 

Concerning Sweden, we should be reminded that teacher education for formal 
(general and vocational) adult education is the same as that for upper secondary 
school. As a result, a number of the interviewees were expected to become teachers 
for youngsters as well as for adults, and among interviewees with prior teaching ex-
perience, several had been teaching both adults and children/youngsters. This has 
been interpreted as having influenced Swedish interviewees in giving rich data of 
reflections and opinions on this theme. In the Swedish interviews, there were two 
main categories that emerged under this theme, which differ in prominence and 
richness according to prior experiences of teaching (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010).  

The first category concerns the characteristics of adults and youngsters. These 
were partly understood in terms of developmental theories, partly in terms of ex-
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ternal circumstances. Adults were seen as – concerning development – experienced 
and having patience. They were deemed to study voluntarily and have a focus on 
the usefulness of course contents. However, circumstances could mean that adults 
could be forced to participate in adult education, e.g. in a situation of unemploy-
ment, and that there is often an external, economic motivation for studying, which 
is also juxtaposed by less ambition in relation to the course. Youngsters, on the 
other hand, were described as being less experienced and very much focused on 
their own development and socialisation. Their participation was not viewed as a 
voluntary one, differing from adults‟ participation: everyone is expected to study in 
upper secondary school, even if it is not compulsory. Youngsters were deemed as 
often having a shorter perspective on their studies and thoughts about life. But cir-
cumstances could also mean that young pupils could be ambitious in their studies, 
not only because of a deep interest but also because of the external motivation for 
those who want high grades. 

The second category concerns differences in teaching, and here we can see in 
more detail how the perceived differences in characteristics were experienced and 
in turn, considered as influencing the teaching. The situation of young pupils 
means that a teacher has to contribute to their upbringing. The generally lower mo-
tivation of young pupils, coupled with their less extensive experience, means that 
there are special demands placed on teachers. Adults, on the other hand, were con-
sidered as having a focus on the usefulness of studies and knowledge, which could 
also translate into higher demands being placed on teachers, e.g. prospective voca-
tional teachers mentioned this expectation as provisioning from adults. However, 
adults were also seen as more experienced and their experiences were seen as useful 
resources in teaching. More particularly, unqualified teachers reflected on this con-
dition for teaching. Adults were also considered as having less social problems, 
which was considered as resulting in lower demands on teachers. 

As we can see, the pupils‟/students‟ development, motivation and experiences 
encompass the main aspects in ideas about differences or similarities in teaching 
adults versus youngsters and children. How these are seen to influence the teaching 
and what it means to teach teenagers and adults varied among interviewees. Special 
circumstances for adult studies are in some ways known and were reflected upon 
mainly by the unqualified teachers in the Swedish sample. Personal experiences 
from teaching seem to have had an impact on the consciousness of differences of 
teaching and learning related to youngsters and adults, although the points of view 
varied (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010). 
 
 

6.3. Discussion  
 
This section is a cross-country analysis where similarities and differences between 
countries are pointed out using the theoretical concepts of professionalism, profes-
sionalisation and professional development presented in chapter 1. These results 
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provide a broad picture as the basis for a discussion on views of the adult educator. 
First, we can identify a variation in the types or characteristics of adult educators 
that are in focus in the results. One aspect is that the interviewees expressed a view 
of how the ideal adult educator should be. Here, the views were rather homoge-
nous, but depending on interviewees‟ backgrounds, points of emphasis varied. A 
second aspect is that some interviewees described the variation in characteristics of 
the actual, experienced, adult educator, for example the „ambitious‟ as compared to 
the „old and tired‟ adult educator. A third aspect is that some of the answers put fo-
cus on the self as the adult educator-to-be. 

Interviewees were adult educators-to-be, at least in terms of being on their 
way to acquiring the formal qualifications that are more or less necessary. There-
fore, we could not expect that they would have expressed ideas of the adult educa-
tor that reflects the characteristics defining a professional. However, it is interesting 
to see to what extent their views could be interpreted as essentially reflecting these 
characteristics. Even if the results varied in terms of expressions of an „ideal‟ adult 
educator, the „actual‟ adult educator, as seen in real life, or the „self‟ as an adult edu-
cator-to-be, they could be understood as expressions of the professional develop-
ment of interviewees. As some of them were actually practising as adult educators, 
even if lacking the formal qualifications (at the time), the results could to some ex-
tent also be seen as reflecting their professionalisation. 
 
Professional development and prior teaching experiences 

The results presented in this chapter reflect a variation in professional develop-
ment. Some interviewees have prior experiences from adult education, or from 
other types of teaching, while others have less experiences of this kind. This varia-
tion is reflected in what the interviewees emphasised, as well as in how developed 
their views and reflections were. Their prior experiences are important in terms of 
professional development, for those who had such experiences. Therefore, a cen-
tral question concerns to what extent the professionalisation of the adult educator 
is or should mainly be a matter of formal education and qualifications, and to what 
extent it could be a matter of a process that starts in practical experiences. 

The professional identity of an adult educator may be described and under-
stood in several ways, stressing different aspects (cf. section 1.2.). Since Estonia is 
the only country studied that has formal qualification standards, not surprisingly, 
Estonian interviewees related to these standards and to the studies aiming to this 
formal competence, when defining the adult educator. The prospective adult edu-
cators from Denmark, Italy and Sweden primarily rooted their definitions in per-
sonal experiences or their visions of what the future work will be like. 

According to the specialised body of knowledge of a professional adult educa-
tor, Danish interviewees talked about having knowledge of human nature, meaning 
having the capacity to understand others and having the competence to keep learn-
ers involved and interested in the educational process. Also, the Italian prospective 
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adult educators talked about the necessity to know how to involve students and 
mentioned the need to have an adult educator as a great communicator and a good 
psychologist. Among the Swedish interviewees, there were those having the opin-
ion that there are no special demands on knowledge for adult educators as there is 
nothing special in teaching adults. Those having this opinion had no teaching ex-
perience. Others having had experience in teaching adults expressed that adult edu-
cators should necessarily have different experiences in life. This is a point of view 
only mentioned by Swedish interviewees. 

Teaching, being a central aspect of the role of an adult educator, was de-
scribed by the Danish prospective adult educators as creating a favourable learning 
atmosphere and supporting positive relations with and between learners. It was also 
mentioned that an adult educator should also have the capacity to adapt teaching to 
different learning needs and styles, while variation in teaching was seen as impor-
tant. The Swedish prospective adult educators reflected on the different kinds of 
relations in terms of what could be described as horizontal or vertical relations to 
students. The Estonian prospective adult educators emphasised the learner-
centeredness and the focus of group work, which were not mentioned by inter-
viewees from the other countries.  

The part of the professional identity of an adult educator related to values and 
personal understandings was highlighted by the Italian interviewees who viewed the 
adult educator as someone working for the change in adults‟ lives. It was expressed 
that being an adult educator is a social commitment. Some of the Swedish inter-
viewees talked about the adult educator acting as a guide and a supervisor more 
than a teacher. Both the Danish and the Swedish interviewees expressed desirable 
personal characteristics in terms of being open, flexible, engaged and empathic. 
Valuing and giving respect to the learners‟ experiences was also seen as an impor-
tant attitude of an adult educator. The Italian interviewees also mentioned the im-
portance of having the capacities of listening and being empathic. The Estonian in-
terviewees pointed to similar values and personal understandings, but mentioned 
helpful, independent, critical, and determined as desirable personal characteristics. 
 

Perspectives on participants – development, motivation, life experiences 

We can see that to a large extent there were limited or no experiences from, and 
ideas about, teaching children/youngsters in our sample. Most exceptions were 
present among the Swedish interviewees, where the teacher education for formal 
education is the same for youngsters and adults. It should also be noted that the 
ideas of teaching children/youngsters, which were used in the interviews for com-
parison and clarification on the ideas of teaching adults, are to some extent, particu-
larly provisioning from those lacking school teaching experiences, and as a result, 
are probably based on personal experiences as school pupils. For example, the Es-
tonian interviewees had a clear view of the difference between teachers and adult 
educators, even if they had limited experiences in teaching children themselves. In 
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Italy, one interviewee pointed out important characteristics of the adult educator, 
or competences deemed necessary in adult education (see quotation in section 6.2.). 
But why are such competences not reflected upon as valuable also in school? It 
could be that they are useful and valuable, if not necessary, also in school, in teach-
ing children. Such definitions probably build upon tradition and taken-for-granted 
ideas of how school and teaching children „are‟. 

An important factor in teaching is seen to be participants‟ experiences, which 
could be understood as a resource or a problem. In the results from Denmark, re-
lating to participants‟ experiences was described as important. In the Estonian in-
terviews, experiences were partly considered as a resource, but also as a restriction. 
The restriction was described as experiences making adults less open to develop-
ment and change, as compared to experiences with „pure‟ children. In Italy, the fo-
cus was rather on the challenge inherent in teaching adults, where adult educators 
were deemed as having to „dismantle the superstructures‟ that could be understood 
as related to adults‟ life experiences – this was distinguished from the perception 
that it is a relatively easy task to teach children that are „willing to change‟. In con-
trast, Swedish interviewees generally considered experiences as a useful resource in 
teaching. The development of such various ideas could be understood as an exam-
ple of the variation in professional development in different contexts. 

The different position in the life span of youngsters versus adults, and there-
fore the differences in terms of experiences, was mainly developed in the Swedish 
results. Here, adults were described as experienced, as voluntarily studying, and as 
having a focus on the usefulness of studies, which translate into high expectations 
and demands on teachers. But, on the other hand, there are also other adult stu-
dents that were described as forced to study, thus being less internally motivated, 
which also puts special requirements on adult teachers. Youngsters were generally 
seen as less experienced. Studying is a compulsory task for them, at least in prac-
tice, which translated into the perception that teaching occurs in a situation of less 
internal motivation among youngsters. According to the Swedish interviewees, 
there are also more social problems among youngsters, and teaching therefore re-
quires a dimension of „up-bringing‟. But there are ambitious youngsters too, which 
was partly explained by the external motivation of grades, etc. that are important 
for their future. 

Thus, there is a complex picture that emerged from the Swedish results con-
cerning the role of internal/external motivation, and whether adult students are 
genuinely interested or not. This might be explained by an adult education system 
that has a role in the labour market and unemployment policy, and opportunities of 
e.g. study subsidies. In Denmark, it seems to be more evident that participation in 
adult education is understood as voluntary by prospective adult educators, which 
makes the role of the adult educator less complex. In Estonia, adults are generally 
perceived as being internally motivated, as compared to compulsory school, where 
students are deemed as being more externally motivated. However, there are those 
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who are looking for the easy way out among adults as well as among younger pu-
pils. 

There is also a variation in the views of whether teaching adults is totally dif-
ferent from teaching children, or if the differences are more a question of degree 
and slighter adaptations. The most outstanding difference is seen between Den-
mark and Estonia. In the Danish results, the idea was expressed that teachers apply 
the same methods, but adapt to the age group. On the other hand, even if their ex-
periences from teaching children are limited, the interviewees in Estonia empha-
sised the outstanding difference between a teacher (of children) and an adult educa-
tor who has the role as supporter and facilitator. Thus, interviewees‟ views of 
what/who an adult educator is differed significantly, depending on if they had had 
practical experiences, or if their views were mainly based on theoretical studies and 
personal experiences as a school pupils. Those who had teaching experiences had 
views related to the educational context and the target group, while those less ex-
perienced were more focused on the personal characteristics of the adult educator. 
Depending on the pathways or experiences, the ideas of teaching adults and chil-
dren/youngsters vary. For example, adult students described as neither motivated 
nor interested is a theme that is only highlighted from the Swedish sample. The 
prospective adult educators had seen this through their own experiences as acting 
adult educators, while those without such experiences did not have this idea of a 
„problematic‟ target group. The fact that this theme emerged from the Swedish 
context indicates that it is situated in a national context where adult education is 
not only a matter of voluntary participation based on internal motivation, but could 
also be a means to reducing unemployment and a means for students to get money 
through study subsidies. In other countries, on the other hand, other problems 
with teaching adults were highlighted – for example, that the background and pre-
understandings of adult students are seen as problematic, as compared to a view 
that experiences are valuable and a resource when teaching. 

 
Professionalism and social commitment among adult educators 

Finally, the idea of social commitment, particularly highlighted in the Italian results, 
is interesting in relation to the idea of professionalism. On the one hand, social 
commitment could be seen as connected to voluntary work and efforts beyond 
what are the primary tasks of an educator. On the other hand, professionalism also 
requires a commitment in relation to the aim of work. Therefore, the adult educa-
tor‟s work aim could and should be discussed. There is most likely not one answer, 
valid in all sectors and all national/regional contexts. When adult education is part 
of a formal educational system, with national curricula, etc., there is probably more 
focus on commitment in relation to the theoretical or vocational subjects that are 
taught. But when adult education is non-formal and part of the third sector, there 
would be more focus on the social commitment of the educator. However, these 
stereotypes are also blurred, when the variation in background and commitment 
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among the actual group of participants/students makes it necessary to adapt the 
educational work to their needs. In some groups of participants, a social commit-
ment is necessary for being a successful adult educator, even if this is not a formal 
or official policy and requirement. 
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Chapter 7: Concluding remarks 

By Marcella Milana 
 
 
Adult education has historically played a unique role in facilitating citizens‟ partici-
pation in different spheres of life; hence, it has been conceptualised as a means for 
social change and for economic and human resource development. The importance 
of adult education today is not diminished but rather reinforced by the high degree 
of complexity that characterises globalised modern societies. These processes chal-
lenge traditional notions of citizenry, development and the state and, by extension, 
their relations to adult education. This synthesis report focused on the profession-
alisation of current and prospective adult educators, who represent important 
agents for adult education in addressing contemporary challenges. 

Drawing on research activity that was carried out in four European countries, 
somewhat representative of its Northern, Southern and Eastern division, the report 
informs policymakers, researchers and practitioners on the current status of profes-
sionalisation pathways in a sensitive area of educational concern, and calls them to 
take new steps towards improving professionalism, especially among potential adult 
educators for whom specialised studies in the field are restricted – if not absent – 
or who may not consider entering a professional career in this field, due to its rela-
tively low socio-economic status. Further, the report also calls them to improve the 
conditions for current adult educators willing to progress in their careers, but ex-
periencing difficulties in getting their competences and qualification valued, and 
rights fully recognised and protected at work. 

The empirical evidence compiled for this report, presented and discussed in 
chapters 2-6, highlights the diverse institutional outlooks of the adult education 
provisions in the countries under investigation. They hold distinctive characterisa-
tions of the roles and responsibilities by the public and private sectors, but demon-
strate a general growing interest in vocationally-oriented adult education and on-
the-job training and, to a minor extent, an interest in the cultural and social integra-
tion of immigrants, dyslectics and mentally disabled. The empirical evidence under-
scores, however, the blurred boundaries that exist between adult educators and 
other professionals in education, when it comes to the identification, recognition 
and regulation of the profession, with the sole exception of Estonia, where a Pro-
fessional Qualification Standard for adult educators has been in place since 2004. 
This results in uneven employment conditions, social protection and professional 
representation among adult educators working in the field of general, vocationally-
oriented and liberal adult education within and between countries. The empirical 
evidence also shows that few employment requirements specifically address special-
ised competences and adult education qualification in relation to work in this field, 
though a number of options exist for those willing to develop further qualifications 
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in educating adults. In all countries, opportunities for further specialised studies 
range from short courses at a basic level of just a few weeks‟ duration to full pro-
grammes at the bachelor and master levels, mostly run by universities and other 
higher education institutions, but also by liberal adult education providers and pro-
fessional associations. The fact that most of the options do not pertain to the main-
stream education system, however, provides substance to the claim that entering a 
career as adult educator is implicitly considered a possibility for those who have ac-
cumulated a number of years of working experience rather than for young people 
who have not yet entered the labour market, with the only exception of Italy. Fur-
ther, the empirical evidence brought together in this report shows a strong political 
focus on labour market needs and relevance, when it comes to adult education 
provisions, contrasted by scarce attention paid to the role played by adult educators 
and their qualifications in supporting learning processes among the adult popula-
tion. It also underscores the challenges of entering a career as an adult educator and 
several shortcuts or turning points in personal and professional lives leading cur-
rent and prospective adult educators to enter specialised studies, often as a result of 
both individual motives and external demands. Institutional changes and labour 
market structural conditions influence an individual‟s self perceptions and configu-
rations of the professional contexts in which current and prospective adult educa-
tors perform. Better social recognition and acceptance at work, together with the 
hope for increasing professional influence and contributing to social change 
through one‟s profession, not least by means of continuing education and training, 
characterise not only self-perceptions but also individual predictions for future ca-
reer development. Distinguishable features of an adult educator as a professional 
are not always easily identifiable and often result in a mix between idealised images, 
characteristics observed in others acting as adult educators, and perceptions of the 
self in real life work contexts. Consequently, a professional identity is differently 
characterised by personal values and understandings that vary across countries and 
cultures, as do current and prospective adult educators‟ perspectives on adult learn-
ers, their individual and professional development, motivation to engage in teach-
ing-learning transactions and the role of prior life experience in supporting or ham-
pering new learning. 

Summing up, the report argues that while the quality of adult education repre-
sents a topic of concern at European and national levels, difficulties embedded in 
the provision of qualified teaching-learning transactions by adult educators, who 
often enter the profession without specialised pedagogical knowledge, are often 
underestimated. Further, it also argues that professionalism in the field of adult 
education embodies contrasting views and understandings of its purpose, charac-
terisations and possibilities, not least due to weak social recognition, fragile collec-
tive representativeness and individual protection.  

We hope that more in-depth studies on the interplay between individual and 
structural conditions that affect professionalisation processes among current and 
prospective adult educators in other European countries, which present diverse 
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socio-economic and political features, will be given priority in comparative educa-
tion research agendas for the future. Special attention should be given, in our opin-
ion, to investigate ways in which national, regional and local policies support or 
hamper the structuring of initial and continuing education and training of adult 
educators, and how participation in existing and new specialised studies and/or in 
concrete or virtual professional communities impacts professionalism in the field. 

When the BAEA team planned to carry out the project, not many publica-
tions were discussing professionalism in the field of adult education. Immanent to 
the publication of this report, however, new steps have been undertaken. Three 
conferences, hosted by the German Institute for Adult Education (Germany), the 
University of Macedonia (Greece) and Malmö University (Sweden), gathered re-
searchers and practitioners from within and outside Europe to share research re-
sults and experiences from practice. Further, a contribution to the development of 
a reference framework of key competences for adult learning professionals has re-
cently been published and made widely accessible by the European Commission 
(Buiskool et al., 2010). Although a few members of the BAEA team have expressed 
some reservations on the full applicability of a reference framework, discussing its 
development has contributed to a vivid debate on the future of this profession. 
This and other initiatives that contribute to increasing research-based knowledge 
on the professional status of adult education as well as on professionalism are 
much needed for the advancement of policy, research and practices in this field. 
With sufficient political attention, renewed commitment by researchers and ade-
quate resources, better conditions for the professionalisation of current and pro-
spective adult educators can be created, and the quality of adult education provi-
sions improved. 
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Policy recommendations 

By Fiorella Farinelli 
 
 
From the BAEA study emerges a clear difference in all countries under investiga-
tion between adult education policies, i.e. characterised by increased attention being 
paid to the quality of learning outcomes, also with reference to the new and urgent 
needs of the labour market, and to the problems of cultural integration and social 
cohesion related with immigration, and policies dealing with the professionalisation 
of adult educators. Although in some countries, e.g. Estonia and Sweden, there are 
innovative legislative procedures that can develop in an interesting way, and in all 
countries new and important experiences in the field of general, vocational and lib-
eral adult education are currently ongoing, the problem of the initial and in-service 
training of adult educators, their recruitment, their employment conditions, their 
union and professional representativeness, and therefore of their social recognition, 
is still open. This is also the case in Estonia, where a professional profile of the 
adult educator has been identified and recognised at the national level.  

This state of the art presents some critical aspects, which were widely exposed 
in the national reports (Andersson & Köpsén, 2010; Farinelli, 2010; Jõgi & Gross, 
2010; Milana & Larson, 2010) and shortly addressed here, with reference, on the 
one hand, to the quality of the results of adult education, and therefore to its attrac-
tiveness for adults, and, on the other hand, to the necessity, underlined at the 
European level (EC, 2006; EC, 2007a, 2007b), to support professional and training 
mobility of adults in general, including adult education professionals. Within this 
framework, the policy recommendations which can be formulated by the BAEA 
team solicit also a new initiative by the European Commission. 
 

 The European Commission should call member states to develop finalised 
policies: (i) to define initial training paths of high level that can ensure pro-
spective adult educators to develop either cultural-methodological compe-
tences or specific theoretical and professional competences necessary for 
teaching adults, and (ii) to provide appropriate support for further career de-
velopment by means of effective continuing training, which shall be con-
nected with concrete and diverse working contexts. This could include the 
setting up of professional communities that promote the exchange of ex-
periences and best practices as well as self-training opportunities. It is impor-
tant, however, that any European initiative in this direction take into account 
the indications that have emerged from existing experiences and practices; 
hence, that recognises a specific professional profile and identity for adult 
educators that connects and distinguishes this professional category to/from 
others. Further, it should contribute to define positively the multiple-identity 
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of a professional figure that integrates in its activities, different functions for 
the cultural and professional development of groups of adults, who are di-
versified by social and cultural backgrounds, by motivations and training 
needs, and by expectations and objectives. This multiple-identity should be 
interpreted as an added-value, rather than perceived as uncertain, approxi-
mate and generic, with the consequent unattractiveness of this profession for 
young people.  

 Governments should contribute to the development of an institutional and 
social culture capable of identifying adult educators as a professional group 
with complex cultural and professional competences for the recognition of 
adults‟ learning needs, the valorisation of their previous competences, and 
the promotion of cultural and professional development as conditions to-
wards improving employability and active citizenship. 

 Institutional actors involved in the promotion and management of adult 
education should recognise that the quality of its results depends mainly on 
the professional quality of its teachers. This depends, to a certain extent, on 
employment-entry criteria, and should be recognised in economic and work-
ing terms and supported by effective continuing training. 

 Training bodies and agencies operating in the field of adult education should 
demonstrate the possession of specific professional competences through its 
teachers, to be recognised as accredited providers. 
 

Further: 
 

 Adult education should be included among formally recognised professions 
at national and European levels.  

 Professional qualification standards for adult educators should be easily un-
derstood by applicants and providers. 

 Initial and continuing education and training of adult educators should be 
structured properly in order to attract young people to orient themselves to-
wards this career from the upper secondary and tertiary school levels. 

 New opportunities for participation in specialised studies and concrete or 
virtual communities for professional exchanges and mutual enrichment 
should be created, especially in favour of those working in the field of adult 
education but lacking formal professional competences. Both are fundamen-
tal factors for the creation of a strong professional identity and a sense of 
belonging to the professional category. 

 Universities should play an important role in the design of curricula that are 
capable of including the different competences characterising the adult edu-
cator‟s professional profile, in terms of theory and training in the field. It 
seems particularly relevant that universities organise clearly defined and func-
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tional internships to develop the necessary competences for carrying out 
concrete functions in the different spheres of adult education and learning. 

 Job rules and agreements among social parts in the realm of adult education, 
i.e. including liberal adult education, should recognise the professional pro-
file of adult educators, the necessity of specific formal, cultural and profes-
sional requisites for recruitment, the right and duty of adult educators to in-
service continuing training, as well as the same working conditions and 
treatment as those applied to other professions in education. 



 

Page | 60 

| 60 

List of references 

Andersson, P. & Köpsén, S. (2009). Becoming adult educators in the Nordic Baltic region. 
National report: Sweden. Linköping: Authors. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2329.pdf  

Andersson, P. & Köpsen, S. (2010). BAEA – Becoming adult educators in the European 
area. National report: Sweden. Linköping: Department of Behavioural Sciences 
and Learning, Linköping University. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/3204.pdf 

Barber, B. (1963). Some problems in the sociology of professions. Daedalus, 92(4), 
669-688. 

Berliner, D. (2001). Learning about learning from expert teachers. International Jour-
nal of Educational Research, 35, 463-482. 

Bertaux, D. (1997). Les récits de vie - Perspective ethnosociologique [Life stories, an 
ethnosociological perspective]. Paris: Nathan. 

Bertaux, D. & Thompson, P. (Eds.). (1997). Pathways to social class - A qualitative ap-
proach to social mobility. Oxford: Clarendon Press.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for human devel-
opment: Research perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22, 723-742. 

Bruner, J. (2001). Self-making and world-making. In J. Brockmeier & D. A. Car-
baugh (Eds.), Narrative and identity: Studies in autobiography, self, and culture 
(pp. 25-38). Amsterdam: John Benjamins Pub. 

Buiskool, B. J., Broek, S. D., van Lakerveld, J. A., Zarifis, G. K. & Osborne, M. 
(2010). Key competences for adult learning professionals: Contribution to the development of 
a reference framework of key competences for adult learning professionals – Final report. 
Zoetermeer: Research voor Beleid. Retrieved from: 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/more-information/doc/2010/keycomp.pdf 

Buiskool, B. J., Lakerveld, J. & Broek, S. (2009). Educators at work in two sectors 
of adult and vocational education: An overview of two European research 
projects. European Journal of Education, 44(2), 145-162. 

Burr, V. (1995). An introduction to social constructionism. London: Routledge. 
Carlsen, A. & Irons, J. (Eds.). (2003). Learning 4 sharing: Manual for adult education 

practitioners. Vilnius: Authors. 
Cervero, R. M. (1992). Adult and continuing education should strive for profes-

sionalisation. In M. G. Galbraith & B. Sisco (Eds.), Confronting controversies in 
challenging times: A call for action. (Vol. 54, pp. 45-50). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass. 

Collins, R. (1990). Changing conceptions in the sociology of the professions. In R. 
Torstendahl & M. Burrage (Ed.), The formation of professions. Knowledge, state and 
strategy (pp. 11-24). London: SAGE Publications. 

http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2329.pdf


 

Page | 61 

Page | 61 Page | 61 | 3 | 61 

Cunningham, B. (Ed.). (2008). Exploring professionalism. London: Bedford Way Pa-
pers. 

Danish Government. (2010). Aftale mellem regeringen og Dansk Folkeparti om genopret-
ning af dansk økonomi [Agreement between the government and the Danish 
People's Party on the restoration of the Danish economy]. Copenhagen: Dan-
ish Government. 

EC. (2006). Communication from the Commission – Adult learning: It is never too late to 
learn. Brussels: Commission of the European Communities. 

EC. (2007a). Action plan on adult learning. It is always a good time to learn. Brussels: 
Commission of the European Communities. 

EC. (2007b). Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parlia-
ment: Improving the quality of teacher education. Brussels: Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities. 

Egetenmeyer, R. & Nuissl, E. (Eds.). (exp. 2010), Teachers and trainers in adult and life-
long learning. Asian and European perspectives. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang. 

Elliott, J. (2004). Making evidence-based practice educational. In G. Thomas & R. 
Pring (Eds.), Evidence-based practice in education (pp. 164-186). Maidenhead: Open 
University Press. 

Eraut, M. (2004). Practice-based evidence. In G. Thomas & R. Pring (Eds.), Evi-
dence-based practice in education. Buckingham: Open University Press. 

Etzioni, A. (Ed.). (1969). The semi-professions and their organization. London: The Free 
Press. 

Eurostat. (2010). Lifelong learning. Retrieved from: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=
en&pcode=tsdsc440&plugin=0 

Farinelli, F. (2010). BAEA – Becoming adult educators in the European area. National re-
port: Italy. Rome: UPTER. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/3374.pdf 

Fischer-Rosenthal, W. (2000). Biographical work and biographical structuring in 
present-day societies. In J. Bornat, P. Chamberlayne & T. Wengraf (Eds.), The 
turn to biographical methods in social science (pp. 109-125). London: Routledge. 

Greenwood, E. (1966). Attributes of a profession. In H. M. Vollmer & D. L. Mills 
(Eds.), Professionalization (pp. 9-19). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Horsdal, M. (2002). Grundtvig Socrates II – Active citizenship and the non-formal education. 
Copenhagen: Active Citizenship and Non-formal Education. 

Howarth, D. (2000). Discourse. Buckingham: Open University Press. 
Jääger, T. & Irons, J. (Eds.). (2006). Towards becoming a good adult educator. AGADE 

project. Retrieved from: 
http://www.nordvux.net/download/1740/manual_for_adult educa-
tion_prac.pdf 

Jõgi, L. & Gross, M. (2009a). The professionalisation of adult educators in the Bal-
tic states. European Journal of Education, 44(2), Part I, 221-242. 

 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc440&plugin=0
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&language=en&pcode=tsdsc440&plugin=0


 

Page | 62 

| 62 

Jõgi, L. & Gross, M. (2009b). Becoming adult educators in the Nordic Baltic region. Na-
tional report: Estonia. Tallinn: Authors. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2420.pdf 

Jõgi, L. & Gross, M. (2010). BAEA – Becoming adult educators in the European area. Na-
tional report: Estonia. Tallinn: Tallinn University. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/3245.doc 

Korsgaard, O. (1997). Kampen om lyset. Dansk voksenoplysning gennem 500 år [The fight 
for light. Danish enlightenment of adults through 500 years]. Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal. 

McAuliffe, G. (2006). The evolution of professional competence. In C. Hoare 
(Ed.), Handbook of adult development and learning (pp. 476-496). Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Merriam, S. B. & Brockett, R. G. (2007). The profession and practice of adult education – 
An introduction (2 revised ed.). San Francisco, CA: John Wiley & Sons. 

Milana, M. & Larson, A. (2009). Becoming adult educators in the Nordic Baltic region. Na-
tional report: Denmark. Copenhagen: Authors. Retrieved from: 
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2330.pdf 

Milana, M. & Larson, A. (2010). BAEA – Becoming adult educators in the European 
Area. National report: Denmark. Copenhagen: Danish School of Education, 
Aarhus University. Retrieved from: http://www.dpu.dk/resources/3203.pdf 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark. (2010). Landefakta – Europa [Country 
facts – Europe]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.um.dk/da/menu/Udenrigspolitik/Landefakta/LandefaktaEurop
a/ 

Nuissl, E. & Lattke, S. (Eds.). (2008). Qualifying adult learning professionals in Europe. 
Bielefeld: W. Bertelsmann Verlag. 

Olesen, H. S. (2007). Theorising learning in life history: A psychosocietal approach. 
Studies in the Education of Adults, 39(1), 38-53. 

Osborne, M. (2009). Editorial: Adult learning professionals in Europe. European 
Journal of Education. Special Issue: The Training of Adult Education Professionals in 
Europe, 44(2), 143-144. 

Przybylska, E. (2008). Pathways to becoming an adult education professional in 
Europe. In E. Nuissl & S. Lattke (Eds.), Qualifying adult learning professionals in 
Europe (pp. 87-100). Bielefeld: W. Bertelsmann Verlag. 

Research voor Beleid & PLATO (2008). ALPINE – Adult learning professionals in Eu-
rope. A study of the current situation, trends and issues. Final report. Zoetermeer: 
Authors. 

Sabatini, J., Melanie, D., Ginsburg, L., Limeul, K. & Russel, M. (2000). Teacher per-
spectives on the adult education profession: National survey findings about an emerging pro-
fession. Project Paper. Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania. Retrieved 
from: http://www.literacy.org/PDFs/TR0002.pdf 

Tawney, R. H. (1920). The acquisitive society. New York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and 
Company. 

http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2420.pdf
http://www.dpu.dk/resources/2330.pdf
http://www.um.dk/da/menu/Udenrigspolitik/Landefakta/LandefaktaEuropa/
http://www.um.dk/da/menu/Udenrigspolitik/Landefakta/LandefaktaEuropa/
http://www.literacy.org/PDFs/TR0002.pdf


 

Page | 63 

Page | 63 Page | 63 | 3 | 63 

West, B. P. (2003). Professionalism and accounting rules. London: Routledge. 
Whitehead, A. N. (1933). Adventures of ideas. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University 

Press. 
Wilensky, H. (1964). The professionalization of everyone? The American Journal of 

Sociology, LXX(2), 137-158. 
Winter, R. (1995). The assessment of professional competencies: The importance 

of general criteria. In A. Edvards & P. Knight (Eds.), The assessment of competence 
in higher education. London: Kogan Page. 

 



This report presents the results from a comparative study,
Becoming Adult Educators in the European Area (BAEA), aimed
at investigating how prospective adult educators qualify for their
jobs before entering the profession. The empirical evidence
gathered in four European countries (i.e. Denmark, Estonia, Italy
and Sweden) shows a strong political focus on labour market
needs and relevance, when it comes to adult education
provisions. This is paralleled by scarce attention paid to the role
played by adult educators and their qualifications in supporting
learning processes among the adult population. It also calls
attention to the challenges of entering a career as adult educator
and reveals several shortcuts or turning points in personal and
professional lives that lead current and prospective adult
educators to undertake specialised studies in adult education;
these are often the result of both individual motives and external
demands. Drawing on this evidence, the report informs
policymakers, researchers and practitioners on the current status
of professionalisation pathways in a sensitive area of educational
concern and calls them to take new steps towards improving
professionalism, especially among potential adult educators for
whom specialised studied in the field are restricted – if not
absent – or who may not consider entering a professional career
in this field, due to its relatively low socio-economic status. It
also calls policymakers, researchers and practitioners to improve
the conditions for current adult educators who are willing to
progress in their careers, but experiencing difficulties in getting
their competencies and qualification valued and rights fully
recognised and protected at work.
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