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Adult learning and education policies in 
Germany, Portugal and Sweden: An analysis  

of national reports to CONFINTEA VI 

Abstract

!e chapter presents a theoretical proposal of three analytical models of Adult Learning 
and Education (ALE) policies. Some analytical categories and the corresponding dimen-
sions are organised according to the ALE rationale which is typical of each social policy 
model. Historical, cultural and educational features are mentioned in connexion with the 
different policy models and its interpretative capacity to making sense of policies and prac-
tices implemented in Germany, Portugal and Sweden. !e analysis includes the states of the 
art and the official representations of ALE produced by the respective national authorities 
through national reports which were presented to CONFINTEA VI (2009).

Introduction

!e analysis of adult learning and education (ALE) policies is a complex task, but it 
is crucial to understanding the multitude of supranational guidelines, governmen-
tal measures, strategies of public and private organisations, educational practices 
developed by schools, educational centres, social movements and civil society or-
ganisations, in addition to the study of certain individual lifelong learning dynamics.

Whenever we study educational reforms, priorities and objectives, projects and 
activities, ALE methods and practices in national and local, organisational or mi-
cro level contexts it is impossible to escape from certain core questions: What ALE 
conceptions are present? What are the priorities and goals to achieve? What are the 
most important concepts, methods of education, forms of organisation, admin-
istration and financing? What are the teaching methods, and who are the target 
groups and participants in educational activities? And on what grounds are they 
these and not others? Why is there not always consensus on these options? What 
are the dominant approaches and interests at national, local and international 
level? Who has the power to shape the educational guidelines that are followed 
by most national, regional and local governments? Why is public funding avail-
able for certain ALE activities but not for others? What are the most influential 
international and supranational organisations and how do they build and spread 
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their political agendas for ALE? What is the role of the state, civil society and the 
market in developing the policies and practices of ALE? 

Considering that learning and education are cultural, socially constructed phe-
nomena, its political nature, i.e. its politicity, is always based on worldviews, on 
choices that depend on certain agendas and certain interests. Even when, as now, 
the consensus seems evident and is apparently shared worldwide, resulting in 
ALE policy guidelines we call hegemonic or dominant guidelines, there are always 
other possibilities, divergent interests, alternative projects. !ere is always political 
activity (politics), not only in the state context but also dependent on different 
conceptions of the role of the state in social policies. !is political action gives 
rise to decisions and choices that are then translated into legislation, programmes 
and measures, educational conceptions and learning modes, forms of regulation 
and provision of education we generically call education policy. 

!is means that ALE policies always result from discourses and practices, guid-
ance and actions, the global setting of priorities and rules not only located in 
the transnational and supranational level (mega level) and national level (macro 
level), but also in concrete organisational contexts (meso level) and even through 
different forms of reception and action in small contexts of social interaction 
(micro level). Although the available resources, authority and power differ widely 
between these levels of analysis, levels whose scale is at a lower level, are certainly 
affected but not fully determined by the higher levels. !e learning and educa-
tion of individuals in specific contexts of social action is always influenced by the 
decisions of the most powerful political and institutional actors, but it is never a 
simple copy or perfect reproduction of these influences.

!ere are contextual, cultural, educational and other circumstances that can 
facilitate the exercise of margins of relative autonomy by states, organisations, 
social groups and individuals. !e study of policies in action, of the recontex-
tualisation of political decisions in different social contexts and of any distinct 
educational appropriations already requires empirical studies. It requires analysis 
of actors and educational activities in specific social contexts, which, while of 
great relevance in the investigation of policies and practices, is not, however, the 
purpose of this chapter. 

!is chapter will briefly introduce some analytical models of ALE social poli-
cies that can support the interpretation of the action developed by international 
institutions (such as the United nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganisation – UNESCO), by supranational actors (like the European Union –  EU), 
or by national and regional governments, public and private organisations and 
others. We shall only use the proposed analytical models to interpret some policy 
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documents produced by government agencies from three countries of the EU 
that sought to offer a “state of the art” of ALE for presentation at the International 
Conference on Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI) organised by UNESCO in 
2009 in Brazil, in the city of Belém do Pará. !is does not mean that the theoretical 
proposals presented here are not useful for the analysis of concrete ALE actions 
and models and lifelong education practices, just that this task would not be pos-
sible within the objectives and limits of this text. 

Analytical models of adult learning and education

!e theoretical proposals that are presented here have their origin in research work 
that was initially developed by Lima (2005) and the subject of several courses in 
universities in Germany and other European and Latin American countries. !is 
research work, as well as the accumulated teaching experience, were later resumed 
and deepened. In this process of review and academic development, which was 
incorporating other authors and other theoretical approaches, the doctoral work of 
Guimarães (2011) is emphasised, and this led the two authors to present an integrat-
ed joint proposal on analytical models for ALE social policies (Lima & Guimarães 
2011). !e authors have subsequently published analytical work on ALE policies, 
including a historical interpretation of the Portuguese situation from the demo-
cratic revolution of 1974 to the present day (Lima & Guimarães, 2015), an analysis 
of certain shorter historical periods, and government programmes developed in 
recent years in Portugal (Guimarães, 2013; Lima 2013). !ey have also directed 
courses and seminars in various countries and have developed educational tools 
on the interpretation of ALE policies in various national and international contexts. 
With another author they also produced a preliminary analysis and comparative 
policy documents on the participation of EU countries in CONFINTEA VI (Barros, 
Guimarães, Lima, 2012). In this chapter, they decided to work in collaboration with 
a young researcher from Germany (Nathalie Touma) to provide an interpretation 
of government representations on the state of the art of ALE in Germany, Portugal 
and Sweden, focusing on certain categories of analysis that are set out below and 
which include the above-mentioned publications.

!eoretical and methodological considerations

!ree ALE social policy analytical models will be briefly described, referring read-
ers who wish to look at this proposal in more detail to the book by Lima and 
Guimarães (2011): 
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the democratic-emancipatory model, in which democratic participation and 
critical education are very important in relation to ALE actions, in particular 
popular and community education; the modernisation and state control model, 
based on public provision, the intervention of the welfare state and generally 
dominated by second-opportunity education guidance; and the human resources 
management model, in search of economic modernisation and the production of 
skilled labour, led by vocationalist ideologies for the production of human capital.

 !ese are models that, thanks to their breadth, seek to understand the very 
different public policies adopted in countries and regions that are themselves also 
very different.

Despite the identification of three distinct ALE public policy models, inde-
pendent of each other, it is important to note that their construction is part of a 
continuum or imaginary theoretical line where each model occupies a specific 
position. !is means that the three models, although different from one another, 
are not exclusive and can even coexist. So cross-fertilisation or hybridisation is 
possible: rather than rigid and artificial possibilities of analysis, it is expected 
that these models can be regarded as heuristic devices for understanding public 
policies on ALE. !e discussion on the developments in ALE based on policy 
documents and public policies implemented by various countries therefore shows 
that, in a particular period, one or two models had a higher profile than the others, 
or other. But the dominant character of any one model at a particular time, at the 
expense of the previous ones, does not mean that the subordinate models simply 
vanish from the scene, tending towards a marginal survival, sometimes offering 
active resistance and at others persisting in a restricted, muted or modest form. In 
fact, though many countries favour policies based on the human resources’ man-
agement approach and on appeals to the market and civil society, other models 
are also used: some are linked to strong state intervention in the development of 
adult education and training systems or to engaging civil society in the promotion 
of various public provisions. Since there may be some crossovers in the models 
the reality can be marked by a considerable hybridism of policy decisions, which 
should be examined in light of the models proposed.

!e public policy models on ALE are characterised through different categories 
of analysis, each of which comprises several intrinsically consistent dimensions. 
!ese analytical categories are: political-administrative guidelines, political priori-
ties, organisational and administrative dimensions, main conceptual elements of 
public policies. 
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Political-administrative guidelines

!ese orientations relate to the laws, rules and norms that allow a public policy 
to be adopted. !ey consist of the legislative apparatus that provides the means 
for a policy to be implemented and include the establishment of conditions for 
accessing ALE initiatives and the involvement of the people attending them, the 
financing, controlling and evaluation of the actions proposed, and the organisa-
tion and management related to the development of these activities.

Political priorities 

!e political priorities concern the ends assigned to ALE, and the domains that 
a public policy focuses on, the relevant objectives and targets, target-groups and 
the amount of public funds allocated.

Organisational and administrative dimensions

!ese relate to the organisation, administration and management involved in 
adopting a public policy, including centralised and decentralised structures, the 
procedures and technical processes involved in carrying out ALE activities, quality 
assurance processes, evaluation and accountability procedures.

Conceptual elements

!ese are concerned with the theoretical references underlying the ends, methods 
and processes inherent to implementing a public policy, for instance, ALE concep-
tions, pedagogical models, forms of participation and assessment, etc.

!e democratic-emancipatory model

One of the most significant aspects of this model is the influence of critical pedago-
gies that uphold an idea of education as lifelong, humanist, aimed at social devel-
opment, and promoting social responsibility, a collective destiny, and democratic 
and cosmopolitan citizenship (cf. Lima 2005). From this viewpoint, public policies 
are instruments of social, economic, political, and cultural action for the state. !e 
state is thus a determining agent for planning and intervention (Griffin, 1999a, 
p. 334), although open to challenge with respect to bureaucratic state control and 
under pressure to undertake democratic and participatory reinvention, particularly 
through social movements. A multi-faceted view of development (social, economic, 
cultural, and political) and participation (social, political, and civic) is allied to this 
understanding. One of the political priorities of this model is to build a democratic 
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and participatory society by means of a fundamental social right: education. Con-
cerns with solidarity, social justice, and the common good are important and justify 
the establishment of basic education and education for democratic citizenship pro-
grammes, and the setting up of a broad range of initiatives to promote a civic sense 
and a critical and thoughtful capacity (cf. Guimarães, 2011). 

With respect to the conceptual elements of this model, attention is drawn to 
the educational (not simply instructional) nature of the initiatives, through which 
local cultural traditions are valued, along with the adults’ own life experience 
and understanding of the world. Based on ethical and political principles, o<en 
associated with participatory action-research in coordination with programmes 
backed by social policies (for childhood, the third age, vocational training, or for 
fighting poverty, including local job promotion, rural development initiatives, 
etc.), these actions’ chief goal is to promote critical-based education, aimed at the 
transformation of decision-making power, and at social change. 

!ere is a concern here to connect the individual facet of the act of learning 
to the collective facet of what is learned. !e goals of learning are above all of a 
social and indirectly academic nature. Learning starts in social relations, continues 
throughout life, in all its aspects, based on social needs and leading to educational 
programmes that are meant for adults and their perceived needs. Here, the educa-
tion and learning contexts are expanding to other areas (apart from school) in 
life, and there is a flexibility of times and spaces in which to learn, as there is in 
content and methods (cf. Sanz Fernández, 2008, p. 82).

In terms of the political-administrative guidelines, the actions implemented 
under the democratic-emancipatory model are noted for the decentralised con-
trol of education policy and administration and for the high degree of autonomy 
enjoyed by the organisations that stimulate ALE actions, including those linked 
to civil society and social movements.

!is critical education model has had a major impact in different contexts of 
ALE. Until the mid-20th century in Europe, workers’ groups and trade unions, 
folk high schools, social movements, pedagogical missions, and so forth sought 
to build a “project to promote political and civic awareness in citizens” (Finger 
& Asún, 2001, p. 97). Influenced by the ideas of the Enlightenment or by others 
that are about workers’ and trade union education, many of these projects were 
designed to solve the problems faced by societies and benefited from charitable 
and voluntary work.

For example, in Sweden, a number of bodies were created a<er 1868 to imple-
ment actions to promote education (folkbildning). !ese organisations were nota-
ble for their freedom, independence of thought and autonomy and they developed 
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group activities, open classes, and other initiatives that aimed to meet specific 
educational needs. At first these popular education initiatives were attended by 
landowners, and later the workers used them as a way of gaining power (cf. Nor-
beck, 1979; Vallgårda & Lima, 1985; Larsson, 1998, 2001).

Among the popular education actions undertaken in Sweden and other Scan-
dinavian countries, study circles have turned out to be particularly significant 
initiatives in terms of fostering democracy, self-management and critical and 
transforming education (cf. Vallgårda & Norbeck, 1986; Larsson, 1998, 2001).

In Germany, the Society for the Propagation of Popular Education, founded 
in 1871, was set up to support the development of popular emancipation move-
ments. !is body worked to set up other organisations that would spread culture 
and knowledge, establish public libraries and increase the number of classes and 
presentation sessions open to the public. University outreach was also invigorated 
and here the aim was to disseminate academic knowledge in accordance with the 
principles of the Enlightenment (cf. Nuissl & Pehl, 2000, p. 11; Lattke, 2008, p. 41). 
!is Society’s efforts, and those of others in the field of popular education, led to 
that very expression, popular education, becoming widespread. Popular educa-
tion started out as education of ordinary people who were distinguished from 
those who had an erudite culture. It was an elementary, entry-level, education 
that expressed boundary between the various social groups and between other 
bodies that stimulated job-related training actions and received public funds in 
return (cf. Nuissl & Pehl, 2000, p. 12; Lattke, 2008, p. 41). !is was how civil society 
gained strength, becoming self-organised and demanding, with respect to both 
the state and the market.

Portugal developed later and it was not until, initially, in the First Republic 
(1910–1926) and then a<er the democratic revolution in 1974, that democratic 
and emancipatory initiatives were developed with government support. !ese 
actions were fostered by state bodies, but to an even greater extent by non-state 
ones, in all kinds of projects and programmes. !e popular education activities 
that were developed in the wake of the 1974 revolution (April 25th) elucidated 
this aspect, in particular the work done between popular associations and the 
Ministry of Education through the General Directorate of Permanent Educa-
tion. Several quite separate initiatives were implemented, in particular the literacy 
programme, cultural and socio-educational projects, basic education actions, etc. 
In this complicated historical context there was an explosion of highly varied 
initiatives, actions included in community development projects undertaken by 
popular associations, by relatively informal groups that were motivated to respond 
to requests that emerged in local communities.
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!e modernisation and state control model

!is model values education in a context of social and economic modernisation. In 
light of the interplay between democracy, economics, society, and culture, educa-
tion policies seek to unite functions that favour the processes of accumulation and 
legitimation, emphasising the interventionist, dirigiste character of state action. 
With a backdrop of a Fordist work pattern, the state controls the means and ends 
of public policies, for which it profits from a mandate to achieve certain goals and 
outcomes that target social justice, equality, family and community solidarity, and 
social cohesion. As education is an essential pillar of social policies in the construc-
tion of a democratic capitalist state, it involves a set of processes that are directed 
at ensuring equal opportunities for everyone, especially for those who are less able 
to get education and training. !e rules associated with increasing and expanding 
opportunities of access to successful education are getting more and more attention 
from the government. Its impact is therefore increasingly evident in practice, lead-
ing to the formalisation and bureaucratisation of processes (cf. Lima, 2005). !is 
model stresses the functional nature of education, in which the welfare state fosters 
economic growth and full employment. Education, seen above all as the teaching 
given in school, is essential to training citizens (cf. Griffin, 1999a). 

!e most striking conceptual elements are related to reducing the field of adult 
education to formal and second chance education and to stressing the importance 
of targeting vocational training at promoting economic growth. !is is why the 
conception of ALE in this model is largely reduced to the tasks of “reading, writing, 
and arithmetic”, to learning of an academic, educational nature and to school-
type vocational training. Memorising is emphasised and read texts are the main 
source of dialogue with the reader. Sanz Fernández says that it therefore promotes 
“receiving and mastering literacy”. Seeking to “discipline the adult population” and 
to “educate to obey”, it advances the instrumental (not social) use of reading and 
writing, and the results of education practices illustrate the efforts at social con-
trol and the reproduction of social inequalities (Sanz Fernández, 2008, p. 75 ff.).

In the European countries that share the welfare state format adult education 
took a form that is reminiscent of the centrality of the state in the context of 
specific historic circumstances (cf. Guimarães, 2011). !ese circumstances led to 
some countries putting in place mechanisms for formal education (for example, 
instruction and compensatory education) and non-formal education (retraining 
and professional adaptation, promotion of social participation, etc.) that were 
more structured than those seen up to the 2nd World War.

 

But there were variations. !ese are evident in the political ends which aimed 
to integrate workers as citizens into the modern state; they were intended to meet 
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the expectations of the people (and their children); and they guaranteed the public 
funding of education and training (cf. Esping-Andersen, 1990; Mishra, 1995; Gid-
dens, 1999; Law, 1998; and others).

In post-war Germany, for example, adult education was directed toward new 
goals related to re-education for democracy, through political education (Politische 
Bildung) promoted by community education centres, by the education centres in 
the Länder, and by foundations. Companies, faith-based organisations and trade 
unions kept up the impetus for educational formats that already prevailed (cf. 
Nuissl & Pehl, 2000, p. 13). !e schools, meanwhile, proposed a varied range of 
evening courses, lectures, courses on literature, religion, history, politics and music, 
the teaching of German and foreign languages, improving health, and so forth. 
!ey were voluntary activities and o<en involved people who already had some 
knowledge of the topics covered. On the whole these bodies did not offer courses 
that led to a diploma. Despite the range of programmes not many workers took 
advantage of them. It was different for boarding schools, since the content varied 
in terms of the trade union, religious, economic or social tendencies favoured by 
whoever ran them. Diversity also characterised the adults who took part in these 
initiatives; it was argued that these boarding schools helped to forge a high degree 
of social cohesion since they brought together people from different social groups 
(cf. Raapke, 2001, p. 188).

ALE played an important part in promoting the ideas of the Enlightenment 
until the 1960s and, as since then it integrated education policies, the responsibility 
of the state was obvious. It seemed that actions run by civil society bodies in the 
same decade had these goals diverted, since in an increasingly more plural context 
the organisations were more reliant on their ideological positions (religious and 
trade union related, for example) (cf. Nuissl & Pehl, 2000, p. 14).

But it was felt that the state should be responsible for stimulating a fourth sector 
in the education system, one that was stable and solid. !is new sector included 
areas like continuing vocational training, political education and liberal educa-
tion for adults (cf. Lattke, 2008). In 1970 the state, through the national education 
council, sought to incorporate different facets of the education system. It aimed to 
structure and organise centrifugal tendencies that were apparent in education, es-
pecially in adult education. !at was when another expression emerged, continu-
ing education (Weiterbildung), to describe the rebuilding of adult education; this 
expression came to include continuing vocational education, vocational retrain-
ing and compensatory adult education of a non-formal nature (cf. Raapke, 2001, 
p. 188 ff.). !e older expression for ALE (Erwachsenenbildung) kept its association 
with liberal, general, civic and political education (cf. Lattke, 2008).
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In Sweden, a<er World War II, popular education (folkbildning) emerged as 
the fundamental domain for promoting social change. In this it was a progres-
sive force, a reformist project in development, since “the study circles have been 
educational arrangements which have chosen contents, forms and participants so 
as to promote social change” (Larsson, 1998, p. 58). But the dialectics established 
between popular education and Swedish society became less obvious a<er World 
War II. For example, since then the state has been supporting folk high schools and 
paid the monitors of the study circles, the teachers and the administrative staff. It 
has also given scholarships to students. It should be noted that these institutions 
nonetheless enjoyed a high degree of autonomy; they could set goals, decide on 
the nature of the education (usually comprehensive), teaching methods (usually 
active) and the participants, who came from various social groups (though these 
mostly belonged to the working middle class), and the length of most of the 
courses (short, medium or long duration) (cf. Vallgårda & Lima, 1985).

Meanwhile, with consolidation of the welfare state, the minimisation of social 
problems and increasing income earned for work led to the emergence of active 
social policies as a determining factor for economic stability and the promotion 
of full employment. As a result, training programmes aimed at integrating people 
into the labour market were implemented and so, as Rubenson says, the reform 
of adult education demonstrated the influence of the theory of human capital (cf. 
Rubenson, 2004). In the same vein, the successive reforms in the second half of 
the 20th century allowed the formal education system to expand to include more 
and more people. Recurrent education appeared as a basic idea used to argue that 
everyone should enjoy equal rights with respect to education, regardless of their 
social origin, gender, etc. (cf. Rubenson, 1994).

In Portugal this rationale became clearer a<er the Basic Law for the Educa-
tion System and Portugal’s membership of the European Economic Community 
(EEC). In terms of priorities, therefore, we should note the return to educational 
guidance and second-chance education, i.e. compensatory education. !is return 
was confirmed by the emphasis given to second-chance education in evening 
classes. Supplementing the endeavour to modernise the economy, this ration-
ale downgraded issues of literacy, basic education and popular education. !ese 
were areas of intervention seen, as far as public policies were concerned, as being 
generically incompatible with the idealised place and coveted status of an EU 
country whose main challenges were identified with its economic modernisa-
tion and in relation to infrastructure, with the efficacy and efficiency of public 
and private management, increasing productivity, and internationalisation and 
competitiveness in the economy (cf. Lima, 2005).
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!e human resources management model

!is model stresses the withdrawal of the state that is justified by the internation-
alisation of the economy, global competition, and diminishing public resources 
(cf. Guimarães, 2011). Despite the problems arising from an adverse economic, 
social, and political context, public policies favour the maintenance of redistribu-
tive principles, given that lifelong learning remains a way of providing educa-
tion and training (a function of the state) and that it embraces the concern of 
preserving the state’s strategic ability to establish policy, albeit on an increasingly 
short or medium-term basis. But the state is also losing control of the purposes 
of education. !e reduction of its ability to determine the results of these policies 
has become clearer, despite the efforts to regulate and the adoption of measures 
of enforcement (cf. Griffin, 1999a, 1999b). 

Although education retains an important collective dimension, the individual 
acquires new responsibilities. Among these are “learning to adapt oneself ” to the 
changes being faced, and “being able to choose and decide” about the best options 
for the social and economic transformations taking place. !is is where we find 
education and economics drawing closer, in an appeal for greater productivity, 
competitiveness, and flexibility; and it is in this context that we find an under-
standing of education (training and learning) as an investment, with frequent 
analogies between training and financial capital. In these policies, learners are 
those who “learn throughout life” in places and at times outside the school context, 
and those who are “better educated”, that is, those who have spent more time at 
school, and are “better trained” in terms of knowledge and skills related to the 
workplace. Some degree of interaction between the school and the lifelong learn-
ing strategies outside this organisation is thus sought. Although they have differ-
ent emphases, these policies are backing the maintenance of state involvement, 
while they denote a distance from training policy and planning and a nearness 
to “government strategies” (Griffin, 1999a, p. 339). 

!e human resources management model focuses on the acquisition of com-
petences (which are not promoted in the provisions currently available in the edu-
cation systems). !e term competence may embrace a wide variety of meanings; 
here, it is taken to be something that adults should have, because it is believed that 
each individual must have the “competence needed to compete”, namely to gain 
employment (cf. Lima, 2005). Despite its relevance, competence has been viewed 
as knowledge acquired by each individual from his/her experience in different 
non-formal and informal contexts. Above all, it has a utility value. It shows that 
individuals are able to carry out a specific task. In addition, competence has been 
seen as measurable ability and knowledge that has yet to be assessed and formally 
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documented. Consequently, learning is to convert one-self “into one of the most 
attractive investments for businessmen and one of the priority claims (besides pay 
and health) of workers”. In this scenario, “the productivity and competitiveness 
of economic agents are based on their ability to process and apply knowledge 
effectively” (Sanz Fernández, 2008, p. 94).

In Germany the possibility of establishing a permanent training market was 
discussed in 1984. It would be linked to giving adults qualifications with the aim 
of combating unemployment. Although it was not fully followed, according to 
Nuissl and Pehl, this discussion marked the start of the steady withdrawal of the 
state from ALE by instituting competition between promoters of adult education, 
at federal level and within the states (Länder). But even today the Länder retain 
certain control and regulatory functions, typical of the welfare state (cf. Nuissl & 
Pehl, 2000).

Since then, according to Raapke (cf. 2001), though deregulation has not been 
complete, there have been important reductions in the financial, material and 
human resources bestowed on adult education. !ese reductions had an un-
equal distribution: in some places ALE seemed to strengthen its position since 
some public organisations still had some budgetary independence, but market 
mechanisms appeared to rule in others. But the overall responsibility of the state 
declined and it now has fewer responsibilities for adult education; in fact it was 
o<en argued that adults should take charge of their own education and training 
and that state support could only be justified in very special circumstances or 
for particular social groups. So training for the common interest involved some 
tension, since the state and local authorities still controlled and funded some 
initiatives, though this represented only a small part of continuing education 
(Weiterbildung). 

In Portugal the policies adopted from the end of the 1990s, like adult education 
and training, which can be related to this model, tended toward modernisation 
“so as to respond positively to the so-called challenges of European integration, 
requiring the state and public administration to make a greater structural effort 
and devise active policies for integration and convergence”. !ese concerns were 
not completely unknown in Portugal since, even in the 1950s, the significance of 
modernisation and the content of measures dependent on efforts to develop the 
economy were discussed. But a<er Portugal joined the EEC and adopted policies 
influenced by guidance issued by this supranational body, the emphasis was on 
ideas like “useful learning”, “acquisition of skills to compete”, “lifelong upskill-
ing” and “education for employability”. It was asked to adopt measures that were 
“instant and short term that chose ‘trainability’ over education, and individual 
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responsibility over social responsibility and collective destiny, as pillars of the 
proposed policies” (cf. Lima, 2005, p. 46).

!e recognition of learning acquired throughout life became a central is-
sue in policy discourses in recent times in Sweden. !is involved several risks. 
With respect to the Northern European models of the welfare state and adult 
education, in the last twenty years universalist and focused on employment, 
they have faced two threats, according to Rubenson. !e first concerned politi-
cal discourses in which education was strengthened as long as it considered 
the needs of the market and individual responsibility in adapting to the chal-
lenges that the knowledge economy entailed. In these discourses the needs of 
individuals, especially those arising “from the needs of the labour market”, were 
the starting point for planning the provision of education. !e second threat 
was linked to lifelong learning as public policy and individual project. In this 
context the collective efforts of the social movements and the associations that 
were promoting the study circles, for example, were downplayed and the tradi-
tional connection between civil society and popular education came out weaker 
(cf. Rubenson, 2004, p. 44).

!is reasoning is based on the idea popular in political discourses that Swed-
ish society, like other countries, is at risk and so the skills of its people are im-
portant to the construction of a knowledge economy. Everyone should have the 
competences that make them employable, and in this context the recognition, 
accreditation and validation of competences are essential. !e skills that people 
develop during the course of their life should be utilised. In this regard, Anders-
son and Fejes state that the validation of competences was introduced into the 
discourse and public policies in Sweden in 1996, thereby increasing the chance 
of gaining qualifications. It also allowed education and training to develop to be 
more useful and relevant to people, since “there was no need to learn what was 
learned in the past”. Competence took on a new meaning, stressing its usefulness 
(cf. Andersson & Fejes, 2005).

Analytical categories and dimensions

!e three analytical models briefly presented here simultaneously comprise heu-
ristic dimensions of research and didactic dimensions. !ey should be viewed as 
proposals open to social research and to the historical, cultural and educational 
diversity of the different contexts under study. !is means that there may be a 
need to increase the number of models or to build sub-models and specifica-
tions within some or all models now presented. !ey are not the realities and 
political specificities of ALE that are expected to integrate perfectly into the 
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three analytical models proposed, instead they are the analytical models that 
should prove sufficiently open and flexible to handle the multiplicity of social 
policies of ALE.

A greater degree of openness is required in the case of aspects which are indi-
cated below for each of the four categories of analysis presented earlier (Table 1). 
!e inventory offered by the authors is merely indicative, in terms of both theo-
retical consistency and empirical occurrences in various contexts that have been 
studied over the last decade. Just as policy documents such as the national reports 
submitted to CONFINTEA VI are o<en marked by a certain “rhetoric” (Keogh, 
2009, p. 9), by normative and mobilisation aspects that are typical of the role 
historically played by UNESCO (Milana, 2014), by dominant approaches and 
concepts of fashion, so, even in the case of our interpretation of instruments, it is 
necessary to avoid the nominalist approaches that reduce complexity, contradic-
tions and paradoxes present in political speeches to the search for certain words 
or concepts. It is not, for instance, because legislation or a government report 
repeatedly mentions the words democracy and participation that they can imme-
diately be integrated in the democratic-emancipatory model. !ere are, of course, 
several concepts and very distinct practices of democracy and participation, so it 
is necessary to understand the political-educational rationale and the historical 
and cultural context in which these concepts should be interpreted. In practical 
terms, it is more plausible to find practical situations that are characterised by the 
need to muster different analytical models simultaneously rather than a single 
pure and internally consistent mode.
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Table 1: Analytical policy models of ALE (Adapted from Lima & Guimarães, 2011)

Rationales predo-
minating in adult 
learning and edu-

cation policies
(Social Policies 

Models)
Categories

Democratic-Eman-
cipatory Model
(Dimensions of 

DEM)

Modernisation and 
State Control Model

(Dimensions of 
MSCM)

Human Resources 
Management Model

(Dimensions of 
HRMM)

Political-adminis-
trative guidelines

* Polycentric educa-
tion systems based 
on participatory 
democracy
* Decentralised 
control of policy and 
administration of 
education
* Appreciation of 
bottom-up dyna-
mics
* Support of local, 
self-managed initi-
atives
* Leading role of 
education associ-
ations and social 
movements
[…]

* Appreciation of edu-
cation in the effort to 
modernise, encoura-
ging efficacy, efficiency 
of public and private 
management, increa-
sing productivity, the 
internationalisation 
of the economy and 
competitiveness in 
capitalist democracies
* Centralised control 
of policy and adminis-
tration of education by 
the state (supply-side)
* Appreciation of 
state intervention as 
guarantee of universal, 
free public education
[…]

* Leading role ascribed 
to the market, civil so-
ciety and the individual 
(demand-side)
* Adoption of active 
policies for integration 
and convergence in EU 
context
* Combination of 
logic of public service 
and programme logic, 
although the program-
me logic in EU backed 
projects dominates
* Promotion of part-
nerships between state 
and other institutional 
actors
[…]



Licínio C. Lima, Paula Guimarães & Nathalie Touma44

Rationales predo-
minating in adult 
learning and edu-

cation policies
(Social Policies 

Models)
Categories

Democratic-Eman-
cipatory Model
(Dimensions of 

DEM)

Modernisation and 
State Control Model

(Dimensions of 
MSCM)

Human Resources 
Management Model

(Dimensions of 
HRMM)

Political priorities * Construction of a 
democratic and par-
ticipatory society
* Integration of 
basic, non-govern-
mental groups in 
the definition and 
adoption of public 
policies
* Solidarity, social 
justice, common 
good
* Education establis-
hed as a basic social 
right
* Political, economic 
and cultural change
* Education and 
training as process 
of empowerment
[…]

* Literacy program-
mes and encourage-
ment of functional 
literacy
* School education 
as means of social 
control
* Appreciation of 
school-based guide-
lines
* Second-chance 
education
* Recurrent education 
and evening school for 
adults
* Vocational training 
with school influence
* Support for formal 
education according 
to formal rules and 
bureaucratic processes 
established by the 
welfare state
[…]

* Fostering employa-
bility, competitiveness, 
economic modernisa-
tion through education 
and training
* Education and 
training as instruments 
of human capital and 
adaptation to economic 
imperatives
* Education for adap-
tive function; citizen-
ship for the market of 
consumers’ economic 
freedoms
* Development of 
vocational training
* Upskilling, economic-
ally valuable skills
* Certification of 
knowledge acquired 
by experience (from 
school and vocational)
* Appreciation of mar-
ket logic and individual 
choice
[…]
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Rationales predo-
minating in adult 
learning and edu-

cation policies
(Social Policies 

Models)
Categories

Democratic-Eman-
cipatory Model
(Dimensions of 

DEM)

Modernisation and 
State Control Model

(Dimensions of 
MSCM)

Human Resources 
Management Model

(Dimensions of 
HRMM)

Organisational 
and administrati-
ve dimensions

* Appreciation of 
intervention of civil 
society (associations 
and community sec-
tor concerned with 
adult education, po-
pular associations)
* Local self-organi-
sation, autonomy 
and creativity of 
bodies behind 
initiatives
* Participatory 
forms aiming at 
collective decisions, 
i.e. participatory 
budget
[…]

* School as central 
organisation in 
public adult education 
policies
* Courses for young 
people and adults
* Strongly educational 
administrative and 
management proce-
dures
[…]

* Adoption of mana-
gerialist, procedures 
for induction and 
management of human 
resources
* Appeal to non-state 
organisation (third 
sector and market) 
involvement
* Partnerships
* Creation of state 
management and 
administration struc-
tures having some 
independence, though 
with limited scope for 
educational interventi-
on (minimalist struc-
tures, for induction, 
mediation)
[…]
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Rationales predo-
minating in adult 
learning and edu-

cation policies
(Social Policies 

Models)
Categories

Democratic-Eman-
cipatory Model
(Dimensions of 

DEM)

Modernisation and 
State Control Model

(Dimensions of 
MSCM)

Human Resources 
Management Model

(Dimensions of 
HRMM)

Conceptual 
elements of public 
policies

* Adult education 
as a sector charac-
terised by hetero-
geneity and diversity
* Appreciation of 
basic education, 
popular educa-
tion, basic literacy, 
socio-cultural and 
socio-educational 
animation
* Educational nature 
of the actions, 
appreciation of 
collective knowledge 
and experience
* Ethical and poli-
tical dimension of 
education
* Participatory 
action-research pro-
jects, participatory 
research
* Basic civic educa-
tion (aims at poli-
tical and economic 
democratisation, 
power relations 
transformation, 
social change, em-
powerment)
[…]

* Formal education of 
adults as a social right
* Integration of non-
formal education into 
the public education 
system according to 
the latter’s rules
* Education as instru-
ment for promoting 
equal opportunities
* Appreciation of 
vocational training 
(according to educa-
tional guidelines)
* Adult education as 
second-chance edu-
cation and recurrent 
education
*Education for mo-
dernisation and eco-
nomic development of 
the nation state
[…]

* Vocationalism and 
continuing vocational 
training
* Production of human 
capital
* Continuing training 
aimed to remedy obso-
lescence of vocational 
knowledge, retraining, 
recycling
* Useful learning and 
education for emplo-
yability
* Lifelong upskilling 
and acquisition of skills 
to compete
* Recontextualisation 
of active methods and 
participatory tech-
niques (like collaborati-
ve work)
* Resemanticisation of 
ideas like democracy, 
participation, autono-
my, freedom
* Promotion of traina-
bility and individual 
responsibility
[…]
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National reports as policy documents  
and representations of ALE

National reports submitted to CONFINTEA VI are ALE policy documents that 
are particularly useful for dra<ing a preliminary analysis based on the three ana-
lytical models proposed by Lima and Guimarães (2011). Indeed, these documents 
represent rational choices made by government authorities in each of the partici-
pating countries as to what in that historic moment they understood to be the 
organisation, priorities and the development of ALE. !ey are, therefore, govern-
ment representations of social policies of ALE that have been adopted internation-
ally, involving historical and cultural aspects, and perhaps some diversity of policy 
guidelines. In each national report we can find normative statements and implicit 
and explicit definitions of ALE as a field of policy and practices. !e limitations 
of these documents are, moreover, those which depend on the greater or smaller 
distance between policy statements and the dominant social representations on 
the one hand, and effective and practical achievements in terms of specific activi-
ties and projects of ALE, on the other. 

Political-administrative guidelines

As mentioned before, Germany has a tradition in the field of public policies on 
ALE (Nuissl & Pehl, 2004), as stated in the report under consideration. In line 
with this expression and with that tradition, this domain refers to processes that 
happen a<er primary education and carry on throughout life but not including 
higher education. Over the past four decades, public policies for this sector have 
been framed by the Deutscher Bildungsrat of 1970, which states that ALE is the “the 
necessary and lifelong complement to initial education (…), the continuation or 
the recommencement of organised learning following completion of the training 
phase of whatever length” (Germany, 2008). 

!is broad definition of ALE could fit a wide range of policies. !e role assigned 
to the state of defining values and principles of action plays a part in this finding, 
particularly when the report in question states that

“%e activity of the state in the area of continuing education is generally limited to the 
stipulation of principles and basic parameters and to the introduction of rules to ensure 
that continuing education is properly organised and supported” (Germany 2008, p. 147).

It goes on to say that “Continuing education is less regulated by the state than 
other areas of education. !e field of continuing education features a high level 
of pluralism and competition among providers” (Germany, 2008, p. 147). !is 
raises the possibility that aspects of a range of ALE policies are likely to be found. 
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!is likelihood is reinforced in the document under review since it mentions 
the intervention of other local actors such as non-governmental and non-profit 
organisations that could be closer to democratic and emancipatory policies and 
critical adult education practices of a participatory and transforming nature. But 
the German report emphasises the implementation of activities by state and non-
state organisations related to work and employment, both commercial and non-
profit. !erefore, although it can be said that in terms of principles and values 
the possibility is mentioned that the principles of three different models of public 
policy could be adopted, stress is nonetheless placed on aspects consistent with the 
models of modernisation and state control and of human resources management.

!e range of entities involved in the public provision of ALE and the imple-
mentation of very varied provision indicates the importance accorded to the inter-
vention of the Länder. !e Länder have expertise in setting priorities and specific 
targets, taking into account the local dimensions in educational provision. !is is 
why instances arise that can play a significant role in establishing and controlling 
the public provision (Germany, 2008, p. 156), in monitoring and evaluating the 
educational provision and in setting up local networks (Germany, 2008, p. 152). 
Because of the contextualised nature of the intervention of the Länder, possibili-
ties of alternative intervention with respect to the state may arise. However, due 
to the centrality ascribed to the economic development in public policy on ALE 
in this country, there seems to be a strong relationship between the state and 
entities related to vocational training, private, for-profit and sectoral, which can 
be seen, for example, in the level of funding allocated to this sector (Germany, 
2008, pp. 161–173). !is option seems to favour the adoption of public policies 
to modernise and control, coordinated with other human resources management 
policies that cater to concerns about economic growth and increased productivity.

!e Portuguese report differs from the other two because it takes adult educa-
tion to mean “adult education and training”. In keeping with this expression, this 
document only gives importance to basic education, i.e. to school certification, and 
to vocational training by obtaining the professional qualification and there is no 
mention of other sectors such as local development, which has a long history in 
this country, popular education, socio-cultural activities and so on. !is preference 
for a more restricted expression for ALE certainly comes from a lack of tradition 
in public policy, as well as the intermittent and discontinuous nature of many of 
the programmes implemented in Portugal in the last five decades (Lima, 2005).

In implementing ALE public policy, the state seems to be a key player in 
the context of just one action programme, the New Opportunities Initiative. 
Accordingly, the focus is on central government bodies in the formulation and 
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adoption of this policy strategy. While the two other reports talk about different 
levels of intervention, central and local, the Portuguese paper highlights the role 
of public state bodies at central level, with no mention of other agencies, state or 
non-state, in the definition of public provision.

It says, however, that to achieve the goals of ALE public policy, other state and 
non-state entities, commercial and non-profit, are involved, but does not address 
the role of these organisations in other areas of ALE, nor is any kind of autonomy 
foreseen in the design, development or evaluation of provision included in the 
New Initiatives Opportunities. Moreover, it is envisaged that local-level entities 
should develop public provision, although the report in question does not make it 
clear what tradition these entities have in ALE, or what interaction can be achieved 
between a pre-defined intervention programme that has strict operating rules 
and these entities, with their knowledge of the localities in which they operate. It 
thus seems to note an instrumentalisation of various entities regarding political 
purposes chosen based on problems that seem to have a national meaning, such 
as the Portuguese “educational backwardness” and the lack of competitiveness of 
the national economy, without any consideration of the needs, expectations and 
motivations of local promoters and individuals.

As for the Swedish report, this has been dra<ed in a country with a long tradi-
tion in ALE public policy, particularly in the context of popular and non-formal 
education (Larsson, 1998). Regarding state action, there is a commitment to coor-
dination between principles and priorities, actors and different levels of interven-
tion. !e report under consideration stresses the role of the state in setting policy 
priorities and intervention strategies. In this regard, it says that,

“%e role of the state is to create the opportunities for versatile learning and the national 
strategy to support both organised and non-organised learning situations” (Sweden, 2008, 
p. 4).

While the state has the task of establishing the principles, values and guidance of 
public policies, it is at local level that the public provision is developed, specifi-
cally the setting of goals and the educational outcomes to attain. !us, ALE in this 
country is decentralised (Sweden, 2008, p. 3), as it is locally, in the municipalities 
that public provision is organised and implemented.

Like the German and Portuguese reports, this document also states that the 
purpose of the educational policies is to make Sweden a nation with a lifelong 
learning system of high quality, directed at economic growth and in line with the 
model of public policy for modernisation and social control. But, unlike the two 
other reports, there is a strong emphasis on ALE, which this document identifies as 
“adult education” on promoting social justice, democracy and citizen participation 
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(Sweden, 2008, p. 4). !us, it stresses interaction between the collective and indi-
vidual dimensions of education, between promoting economic development and 
enhancing democracy, and between achieving equal opportunities and meeting 
the interests and educational needs of citizens. While the state retains the tasks 
of establishing priorities and developing public provision, through, for example, 
the allocation of funds (Sweden, 2008, pp. 13–15), this report contains a clear 
focus on the individuals, their interests and motivations, and their social and 
personal development. In this context, the intervention of local ALE entities has 
proved to be essential. !ere seems to be a commitment to interaction between 
the state, which provides conditions for the development of ALE policies, and 
local authorities, very varied, whether state or non-state, and the individuals in 
developing relevant learning that is useful to them (Sweden, 2008, p. 5), under 
the democratic and emancipatory guidelines and in light of other modernisation 
and social control guidance.

Political priorities

Participation in ALE arises in the three reports in question as a key political 
priority. !is priority follows the trend of increasing adult participation in ALE 
actions recorded in many other countries (Bélanger & Federighi, 2001) particu-
larly noticeable from the 1990s. In line with this trend, the reports in question 
underscore the importance of maintaining and increasing levels of participation, 
though in different ways.

In the German report, the main priorities identified suggest there are public 
policies that seek to create a comprehensive system of lifelong learning, which can 
refer to a combination of models, with the spotlight on democratic and emancipa-
tory policies. In this regard, it says that adult education aims “to enable [people] 
to develop their personal, professional and social prospects free from the daily 
pressures of work in a way that extends beyond merely updating their skills for 
the workplace” (Germany, 2008, p. 171). 

!is document highlights the need to encourage all citizens to take part in 
ALE, by accomplishing equality of opportunities and respect for the voluntary 
nature of participation by adults. It also looks closely at strategies for the social 
inclusion of certain social groups, such as the elderly, the 50-plus initiative (2007), 
and immigrants, with reference to the 2005 Immigration Act and the National 
Integration Plan, 2006. It also includes the development of provision in areas as 
diverse as combating poverty, basic education, vocational training, environmen-
tal education, for example, in the context of UN Decades and political and civic 
education (Germany, 2008, pp. 158–160).
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Many of these initiatives are intended to strengthen inclusion and social cohe-
sion and share the educational goals specified by the state, in order to build an 
integrated lifelong learning/training/education policy. Note however that this 
report also emphasises that increased participation in ALE should consider eco-
nomic development, particularly when it states that “Continuing education and 
lifelong learning are key prerequisites for the strengthening of innovative poten-
tial in Germany” (Germany, 2008, p. 160). !is emphasis falls on the priorities of 
modernisation and social control and human resource management. At the same 
time, the focus of various programmes on the elderly and immigrants is based on 
a desire to make the German economy competitive within Europe and worldwide, 
and there is a perceptible stress on the role of ALE in increasing productivity and 
flexibility of the individuals in the labour market. !ese concerns clearly approach 
the human resources management approach.

!e Portuguese report mentions the aim of increasing participation rates in 
ALE by increasing the levels of basic education and vocational qualification cer-
tification of the Portuguese population in an effort to accomplish modernisation 
and social control policy guidance. !at purpose is stated in a single programme: 
the New Opportunities Initiative. !is purpose is supplemented with another that 
envisages ALE public policy interacting with economic development strategies 
such as the National Employment Plan and the Technological Plan (Portugal, 
2008, p. 2), in which case the concern with the principles of modernisation and 
social control and human resource management is evident. 

!ese purposes arise in the context of globalisation and the restructuring of 
the Portuguese economy, also in keeping with the lifelong learning perspective 
established by the EU as part of human resources management principles, and 
with values related to social cohesion aimed at the integration of different partici-
pants in ALE, in line with the modernisation and social control and democratic 
and emancipatory models. 

Concerns about participation are important in the Portuguese report, although 
there are no explicit references to particular social groups that may be in disad-
vantaged situations in educational terms. While this is an interesting justification, 
it is still strange to choose a single priority, that of including a significant number 
of adults in two ALE certifying and/or qualifying provisions in a short time, given 
that the established time frame runs from 2000, when the indicated provisions 
were created and 2010, the end of the New Opportunities Initiative. We can thus 
see the temporary nature of a programme that calls for an urgent solution to a 
longstanding problem in Portuguese society, with strong generational impacts, 
as some tables in the report show (Portugal, 2008, p. 5). For this reason as there 
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is no structural policy on ALE in Portugal, the report seems to have bet heavily 
on the New Opportunities Initiative to solve problems that have long been a 
feature of the national economy. !is finding becomes clearer when we look at 
the example of the elderly and of immigrants. All the reports analysed contain 
references to immigrants, accompanied, in the case of the German and Swedish 
reports, by data concerning population ageing and specific public provision for 
this social group (e.g. German and Swedish courses for foreigners). Quantitative 
data in the Portuguese report indicate the existence of an ageing population and a 
foreign population (Portugal, 2008, p. 8), although there is no mention anywhere 
of educational and/or training provision aimed at these individuals. 

In line with the objectives established for its public policy on ALE, Sweden’s 
report stresses the role of this domain in the interplay between economic growth 
and consolidation of democracy, pointing to features of the modernisation and 
social control and democratic and emancipatory models. In this regard, the report 
cites the Education Act Chapters 1–9 when it states that,

“%e activities within the national adult education system shall be structured in accord-
ance with fundamental democratic values. Each and every person who is active within that 
school system shall promote respect for the intrinsic value of every human being and for our 
common environment” (Sweden, 2008, p. 9). 

In connection with the consolidation of democracy through the stated pur-
poses, special emphasis is given to the individual, particularly the personal 
aspect of life in society, though the collective aspect of individual action is not 
ignored, i.e. with respect to social differences. !us it says that, “Adult educa-
tion should also contribute to providing the individual with opportunities 
for growth and development and reducing gaps between groups in society” 
(Sweden, 2008, p. 4).

In the report, state action is addressed relative to the individual dimension, 
particularly when it says that it is responsible for this task of promote opportuni-
ties for individuals to develop learning in a variety of times and contexts. For this 
reason, it mentions principles that entities locally entrusted with implementing the 
public provision must respect, such as educational flexibility (particularly in meth-
ods and information and communication technology) and favouring conditions 
for learning to continue throughout life. It also reinforces the idea that these prin-
ciples must meet the interests, needs and abilities of individuals (Sweden, 2008, 
p. 4), particularly those at greatest educational disadvantage. As it says, ALE is,

“Primarily to those who have received the least education shall here be given an opportunity to 
strengthen their position in working life and in cultural and political life” (Sweden, 2008, p. 8).
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!e Swedish report also highlights the importance of gender equality in the 
public provision as well as the valuing of knowledge acquired through experience, 
through validation. It also stresses the importance of ALE in integrating individu-
als with special needs, including immigrants who can attend different educational 
activities about Swedish culture and language, organised by the municipalities and 
publicly funded (Sweden, 2008, p. 10).

It is within priorities that focus mostly on the subjects, according to a hu-
manistic view of education, which can be taken as the characterisation of adult 
participation in ALE. While, in the German report, increased attendance of ALE 
activities is particularly linked to the intervention of the Länder whose priority 
is to facilitate access and increase participation, in the Swedish report another 
factor seems to contribute to participation levels that are already high compared 
with those of other countries: the range of provision open to people, including 
basic education, upper secondary education, supplementary education, municipal 
education for adults with learning disabilities, Swedish tuition for immigrants, 
independent supplementary education, advanced vocational training, distance 
education provided by the Swedish Agency for Flexible Learning as well as folk 
high schools and study circles (Sweden, 2008, pp. 16–20).

!us, in Sweden, the call for participation is made in the context of diversifica-
tion of educational provision, both formal and other non-formal. !e need for 
ALE to meet the interests, motivations and needs of the individuals is highlighted 
at various points throughout the document, and these may or may not be linked 
to problems related to employment and work, depending on the principles of the 
democratic and emancipatory model. 

One cannot help but notice that, to add to the range of provision available in 
Sweden, the report also highlights the 1997 Adult Education Initiative, designed 
to improve the skills of the workforce, particularly in the case of social groups 
with poorer skills. As with the political priorities identified for this country, this 
programme also seeks to combine several objectives:

“%e initiative has had four vital perspectives – the renewal of labour market and education 
policies, more equitable distribution and increased economic growth” (Sweden, 2008, p. 19),

and for this reason it accentuated the role of ALE in economic development and 
human resources management.

 Organisational and administrative dimensions

It is in the organisational and administrative areas that aspects that fall into 
the policy models of modernisation and social control and human resources 
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management in all countries. In the German report, national public policies are 
defined by the Federation and, in an effort at decentralisation, (Germany, 2008, 
p. 158), they are implemented by the Länder. !ere, the State, through the Federa-
tion and the Länder, has “the responsibility for continuing education (…) through 
legal rules and the earmarking of appropriate financial resources” (Germany, 2008, 
p. 243). !e decentralised nature of ALE public policy depends on strong educa-
tional management procedures, particularly in the case of private organisations 
and those public sector adult education ones that have to apply through a ten-
der process (Germany, 2008, pp. 204–209). As responsibilities are transferred to 
levels closer to the people and entities that promote ALE locally, there are worries 
about the control and the quality of educational provision, because the number 
and variety of organisations involved in public provision should be taken into 
consideration. As is emphasised in this document, a

“(…) reporting system [was] set up for the long term and designed to produce information 
on all aspects of the education system every two years in future.” (Germany, 2008, p. 206).

While the Länder have important responsibilities for ALE public policy, many 
tasks are carried out by non-state entities. !ese entities differ in terms of size, 
internal structure, legal status, the goals that guide their actions, the activities and 
projects they implement and the participants involved. Now, these various educa-
tion providers have been accompanied since the 1980s by the construction of an 
education market. As it is said in this report, “Commercial continuing education 
market has become increasingly established” (Germany, 2008, p. 176) as a result of a 
fall in public funding given that the last decade has seen “clear falls in the subsidies 
provided by the Länder for continuing education”(Germany, 2008, p. 167).

Consequently, the implementation of these public policies is accompanied by 
various evaluation and quality control mechanisms, including evaluation studies 
for different programmes and provision, impact surveys, work on the quality of 
ALE activities and programs as well as the certification system (Germany, 2008, 
pp. 205–206). !ese works are used by entities that promote ALE so that they 
can improve the efficiency and effectiveness of their education proposals in line 
with the public policy models of modernisation and social control and human 
resource management. 

!e Portuguese report also highlights the role of the state in implementing 
the ALE policy through the intervention of central government entities, such as 
the ministries of education, labour and solidarity, and the National Agency for 
Qualification (ANQ), which, as it says, coordinates and controls the activity of 
457 local centres. Regarding these centres, the report notes the rapid expansion 
of these centres since 2000, when six were set up, further emphasising the urgent 
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need of results. !ese centres should concentrate on participants who are “poorly 
qualified” and already working, fostering their employability so that they can 
overcome “their precarious situation due to their low level qualifications” (Portu-
gal, 2008, p. 10). It also indicates that these centres can be accommodated in very 
diverse entities, from general education school organisations, vocational training 
centres, non-profit organisations and civil society, business, professional, labour 
and sectoral agencies, etc. (Portugal, 2008, p. 11).

If the purposes assigned to centres that differ so widely are legitimate, given 
the characterisation of the education circumstances of the Portuguese population 
described in the report, the goals that the New Opportunities Initiative intended 
to be achieved by 2010, the year that the programme should be ended, seem ambi-
tious. !is programme was intended “to qualify 1,000,000 active workers by 2010” 
(Portugal, 2008, p. 3), which corresponds to about 10per cent of its population. 
In greater detail, the Portuguese report aims at the certification and qualification 
350,000 individuals at the compulsory education levels of 9 and 12 years, attend-
ance of adult education and training courses, and 650,000 individuals certified and 
qualified through the recognition of prior learning (Portugal, 2008, pp. 10–11).

To achieve these results, taking into account the involvement of so many dif-
ferent bodies, a system to control and monitor the public provision was set up, 
called the “Integrated System for Management of the double certification training 
provision” that should contribute to the “ efficacy, efficiency and quality assur-
ance” of the ALE system built within the New Opportunities Initiative (Portugal, 
2008, p. 11). !is system is given some attention in the report, together with other 
mechanisms such as the New Opportunities Centres Quality Charter that “aims 
to improve and promote quality assurance” in the recognition of prior learning 
processes. !e monitoring meetings held with all of those involved in the public 
provision (Portugal, 2008, p. 23), and also the external evaluation of the New Op-
portunities Initiative developed by the Portuguese Catholic University were also 
referred. Regarding this assessment, it states that,

“%e aims of the evaluation study [the external evaluation study of the New Opportunities 
Initiative] are to assess the political measure, its intervention structure and the procedures 
implemented, as well as the quality of the outputs and the satisfaction level of the adults 
involved. %ese studies aim also to produce or improve tools to assess permanently the system 
procedures out outputs” (Portugal, 2008, p. 23).

!us, the control and evaluation mechanisms mentioned in both the German and 
Portuguese reports suggest the possibility of entities competing for funds, which 
implies the adoption of principles of modernisation and social control model, but, 
above all, of human resources management model. !e situation is quite different 
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in the Swedish report. !is document highlights state intervention and, above all, 
intervention by the municipalities under the provision of formal education. !us,

“%e division of responsibilities is based on the main principle that the Riksdag and the 
Government should control educational activities by de#ning national goals, while central 
authorities, municipalities and the organisers of the di$erent institutions are responsible for 
ensuring that educational activities are implemented in line with the legislative framework 
and that the national goals for the education are achieved.” (Sweden, 2008, p. 8).

It goes on,

“Instruments used to promote adult education include: Setting up overall goals for publicly 
funded adult education, Regulating the rights of adults to education and the obligation of 
educational providers, Wide-ranging #nancial support to municipalities, folk high schools 
and adult study associations and educational organisers, A generous system for study sup-
port to adults” (Sweden, 2008, p. 4).

!ese policy guidelines encourage the achievement of establishing the right to 
education, i.e. formal education, which encompasses the provision of basic adult 
education, upper secondary adult education and supplementary education, educa-
tion for adults with learning disabilities and tuition for immigrants. !is commit-
ment chimes with the principles of the modernisation and social control model. In 
addition, the scope of action of the municipalities covers: the obligation to offer a 
range of provision, in the form of courses and it should eventually be possible to 
call on non-municipal entities to do this, if municipalities lack the conditions; fa-
cilitating access and thus stimulating the participation of all, regardless of gender, 
age, and level of education; the development of courses that match the demand 
for education and the needs of individuals, such as immigrants aged over 16, for 
whom municipalities must offer Swedish courses within three months of the need 
of these individuals to attend such courses being known, so that they can learn 
the language and culture and become socially and professionally integrated as 
quickly as possible (Sweden, 2008, pp. 9–11).

In order to further involve the municipalities in educational provision, the 
same report also indicates that,

“A major part of liberal education is closely connected with popular movements and other 
organisations that are either members of study associations or connected with folk high 
schools. Unlike other educational institutions, folk high schools and study associations are 
not required to follow centrally established curricula.” (Sweden, 2008, p. 11).

We can see, therefore, that apart from state action through the municipalities 
Swedish public policy tasks civil society with carrying out non-formal education 
activities. !e priorities of these entities are in line with the values   and principles 
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established by ALE policy and must strive to “bridge educational gaps” by target-
ing people “who are disadvantaged educationally, socially and culturally” such as 
those of foreign descent, the physically or mentally disabled and the unemployed 
(Sweden, 2008, p. 11). Furthermore, these priorities allow the individuals who 
attend these activities to take part in setting objectives and content, thus meeting 
their expectations and needs. For these reasons, as stated in the Swedish report, 
the actions implemented by the folk high schools and study associations include 
a significant range of activities (music, theatre, health promotion, etc.), with about 
300,000 courses being held per year, involving a very large number of adults 
(about 1.5 million).

Given the range of entities involved in ALE provision, the emphasis placed 
by the Swedish report on the systems for monitoring and evaluating the public 
provision relate the increased autonomy granted to local entities with increased 
responsibility and accountability. !e public provision is monitored and evalu-
ated via: i) inspections carried out by state agencies; ii) national and international 
evaluations that result in the presentation of public reports on a regular basis 
(Sweden, 2008, p. 21). In this regard there is a focus on monitoring and evalua-
tion carried out by the state through various strategies, noticing the relationship 
between the results obtained in these studies and state funding to be granted to 
public provision. !ese quality control mechanisms endeavour to increase the 
responsibility of the local actors (notably promoters and adult educators), in line 
with the model of modernisation and social control, and they can also support 
an emerging competitive system of entities promoting ALE, depending on the 
human resources management model.

Conceptual elements

!e programmes and activities described in the German report are as diverse as 
the entities that are involved in ALE. !is document indicates general education, 
cultural and civic initiatives. !ese actions include second chance formal educa-
tion, language learning, courses related to information and communication tech-
nology, education initiatives for citizenship, and other cultural, health promotion 
and environmental protection education actions. Other general, civic and cultural 
education activities can be found in adult education centres. !ese may include 
content such as information and communication technology, language learning 
and also broach related topics such as health (Germany, 2008, pp. 181–185).

!is variety could suggest principles of the democratic and emancipatory pub-
lic policy model. However, the importance given to vocational training actions 
should be noted: initial; continuous, which is the most significant in terms of the 
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number of programmes; retraining; further development. !is is in keeping with 
the principles of the modernisation and social control model, and with human 
resources management, too, because companies are the entities with the most 
ALE provision and highest volume of participation involved (Germany, 2008, 
pp. 180–181). In the same vein, this report states that the promotion of education 
and lifelong learning with objective to equip

“People with the tools they need for mastering the challenges and using the opportunities of 
globalization (…) Lifelong learning must become a matter of course in our rapidly changing 
society. No one should be le5 behind in the process of modernisation because of inadequate 
opportunities for education and training. (…) We must continue our e$orts (…) to gear adult 
education programmes to the interests of people and the demands of a changing economy” 
(Germany, 2008, p. 5).

It is also indicated in this report that,

“(…) there is a need for greater responsibility and civic commitment on the part of the 
individual. %is is an area in which continuing education can help to inform people, open 
up prospects for action and promote the development of positive values.” (Germany, 2008, 
p. 161).

We find an emphasis on economic development, while individuals are given re-
sponsibility for building their paths of education and training. !is trend fits with 
the legislation recently adopted in this country in relation to ALE that seeks to 
coordinate with the EU guidelines, influenced by principles of human resources 
management (Field, 2006 and Milana & Holford, 2014, among others). !is coor-
dination between German ALE public policy and EU guidance has been helped 
by an extended national consultation on the Memorandum on Lifelong Learn-
ing, which took place in 2000/2001, the Fourth Recommendation on Continuing 
Education, 2001, the adoption of the Strategy for Lifelong Learning in the Federal 
Republic of Germany, 2004 (Germany, 2008, pp. 153–156). !ese documents show 
us the building of a “comprehensive system of lifelong learning” (Germany, 2008, 
p. 152), in an “information and knowledge society”, in “Europe as the world’s most 
competitive economy”. !is is the route by which, in addition to programmes that 
favour sectors such as vocational training and basic education, in harmony with 
strategies linked to EU purposes, others are linked to reinforcing “the concept 
of individual responsibility and self-direction on the part of the learner” and “to 
improve the ease of movement around the education system and to improve the 
link-up between all areas of education (through, for example, modular courses 
and the recognition of skills” (Germany, 2008, p. 152). 

!e connection of public policy on ALE to EU guidance is even more evident 
in the Portuguese report. Although both the German and Swedish reports contain 
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references to learning throughout life, to build a society and an economy based on 
knowledge, as well as more consistent keywords with discourses that propagate 
the EU guidance, it is in the Portuguese report that the presence of such ideas 
is most evident. !is is particularly noticeable in the narrow understanding of 
ALE, limited to education (formal) and training (through obtaining vocational 
qualifications) that lead to the development of economically useful knowledge 
and skills. As stated in that report,

“Over the last decades, Portugal has made a signi#cant e$ort to qualify the general popu-
lation, and the adults in particular, so as to make up the lag separating us from the other 
developed countries. (…) Being insu�cient and slow the recovery, the actual Government 
decided to do more, better and deeper to overcome the low levels of education and quali#ca-
tion of the Portuguese population and stated in 2005 the New Opportunities Initiative as a 
national strategy within the scope of the National Employment Plan and the Technological 
Plan” (Portugal, 2008, p. 2).

Two public provisions are so named in this report, i.e. the recognition of prior 
learning and adult education and training courses. !ese two provisions cover 
basic education equivalent to 9 and 12 years of compulsory schooling, and voca-
tional training that leads to professional qualification (Portugal, 2008, pp. 10–11). 
Informal education is also rated highly, through the recognition of prior learning, 
which is expected to yield the largest number of certifications by 2010.

!is focus can also be noticed in the funding of ALE under the New Opportu-
nities Initiative. In this context, support for the development of public provision 
had two sources, namely, the EU, through the European Social Fund, 75per cent 
of the total funds, and 25per cent from Portugal, provided through the national 
budget. !e data show a progressive increase in funding of this sector since the 
beginning of the 2000s (Portugal, 2008, p. 14).

!e German and Swedish reports both indicate a significant number of ALE 
activities, but there is a particular emphasis on liberal adult education. In this 
case, the Swedish report says that this type of ALE is carried out by the folk high 
schools and study associations, with a view to the participation of “all groups 
in society” covering “a broad range of subjects at various levels” (Sweden, 2008, 
p. 6). !ese actions have no pre-defined curriculum, given that they aim to meet 
the demand for liberal education, not an educational and pedagogical structure 
or established recipients, and can therefore be attended by all those who wish to 
make. In this regard, it states that,

“%e freedom to determine own activities and educational pro#le a$ords each folk high 
school and study association considerable scope to design and tailor its courses to suit a 
range of target groups.” (Sweden, 2008, p. 11).
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In addition, it highlights the concern to tailor the provision to the needs and in-
terests of the participants, encouraging them to participate, particularly through 
financial support. !is is why they are supported by state funds offers where, 

“People are given the opportunity to in<uence their situation in life and take part in social 
development. Democracy is to be strengthened and developed. Interest in culture is to be 
broadened and participation and individual’s own creativity is to be furthered” (Sweden, 
2008, p. 11),

in line with the principles of the democratic and emancipatory model.

Towards a comprehensive interpretation

As noted in the above discussion, the studied reports described programmes and 
actions that contained elements of the three public policy models, albeit with 
varying degrees of focus on the characteristics of each model. 

All the reports are committed to the development of basic education policies, 
including initiatives for second chance adult education, basic education and learn-
ing German and Swedish language and culture in an effort to ensure all the indi-
viduals from these countries or living in them, as in the case of immigrants, have 
the knowledge and basic skills for social, civic, cultural, political and economic 
intervention. Although included in different formal education programmes, in 
the cases of Germany and Sweden, or recognition of prior learning, in the case 
of Portugal, the country reports analysed for this article provided data that make 
it possible to fit these provisions into modernisation and social control policies. 

In addition, it was also possible to ascertain the (increasingly strong) presence 
of a market, largely through developing programmes aimed at modernising the 
economy, in which significant emphasis is ascribed to the provision designed, 
achieved and evaluated by vocational training departments of companies, sectoral 
entities, for-profit organisations that invigorate training and retraining activities. 
!ese actions are mentioned in all the reports, revealing characteristics of the hu-
man resources management policy model and differing in relation to the public 
policy purposes and goals. In Germany, these activities were linked to the effort to 
qualify labour to work in certain economic sectors that offered the greatest poten-
tial for economic growth and increased productivity, while Portugal’s commitment 
to these principles stemmed from the need to converge the national economy as 
part of a major restructuring, from its opening up since the 1980s and from the 
relatively low rates of education of its population. Although both countries were 
concerned with economic development, in fact these concerns were expressed in 
different purposes and in distinct programmes, as we have seen. In the case of 
Sweden, the characteristic elements of the human resources management model 
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were less evident, although some recent programmes relating to lifelong learning 
and keeping the Swedish economy one of the most competitive in the world, and 
concern for the validation of knowledge acquired throughout life were situated 
in this area.

But it was clear that more of the initiatives in Sweden required the involvement 
of civil society, including actions to promote democracy, equal opportunities, 
social justice and civic participation, than are mentioned in the German and 
Portuguese reports. !us, except for the Swedish report, the characteristics of the 
democratic and emancipatory public policy model were those hardest to find in 
the texts in question contrary to the strong tradition of adult education, of chal-
lenge, resistance, social change and emancipation. !is absence was particularly 
evident in the Portuguese report, due to the features of the programme imple-
mented a<er 2005, the New Opportunities Initiative.

!e inclusion of elements of various public policy models in the public poli-
cies of these countries was also evident, indicating intersections and hybridism. 
In this context, there was clear interaction between elements of the moderni-
sation and social control policy model and the human resources management 
model in the organisational and administrative dimensions, as well as the policy 
and administrative guidance in all the countries studied, most clearly in Portugal 
and Germany. !is interaction occurs in the context of societies in which we see 
strong changes in the economy, more and more computerised and marked by 
new forms of capitalist accumulation, in which workers need new knowledge 
and skills. Where we see interaction between elements of the modernisation and 
social control and democratic emancipatory models, this link was most visible in 
the policy priorities established in the Swedish report and less so in the German 
one. It seems that the belief that promoting this area can contribute to the con-
solidation of democracy, social justice, equal opportunities and solidarity still 
prevails at the level of the values defined for public policy on adult education. It 
is also in the conceptual elements, especially regarding the defence of the variety 
of adult education practices, the entities promoting educational provisions and 
the (individual and institutional) actors involved in this area, that there has been 
an intersection of elements more characteristic of the modernisation and social 
control and democratic emancipation models, particularly in the Swedish report. 
!is variety to meet the needs, interests and motivations of adults and tried to 
sustain adult participation in programmes promoted in public policies.

It was more difficult, however, to find connections between all the models indi-
cated in this article, i.e. modernisation and social control, management of human 
resources and democratic and emancipatory, in the areas chosen for this analysis. 
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!is situation is indicative of the dwindling importance that policies relating to 
redistribution, social justice and even the consolidation of democracy have in 
European countries, particularly those that were studied through these reports. 
!e exception to this is Sweden which, albeit with less force, still maintains poli-
cies related to democratic education and to personal and social development in 
a society whose benchmark values are the consolidation of democracy and the 
promotion of social justice. !is country’s report contains many instances of an 
effort to coordinate very different elements, characteristics of the three analytical 
models, thus reflecting the importance that the history of adult education still has 
in the educational provision available to adults.

Supra-national in"uence, national features  
and governmental priorities

!e analysis of the selected documents revealed different policies, in which the 
dissimilarities were related to the search to respond to problems and contextual 
and/or cyclical needs. Here, adult education policies in the countries studied are 
still marked by difference, which derives mainly from state intervention, the mar-
ket and civil society of a national nature. However, the similarities between the 
policies of the countries concerned were particularly evident. In this context, we 
draw attention to frequent references to the mega level, especially mentions of 
the EU and programmes such as the European Social Fund, intended mainly for 
the development of vocational training and qualification of labour. Apparently 
missing is UNESCO, which has played an important role in consolidating adult 
education as a field of reflection and even promotion of intervention programmes. 
!us, references to the EU arise from the various actions that the countries under 
consideration implemented with European funding under the guidance of this 
supranational actor. In fact, the macro level, national in nature, still retains a strong 
presence in the reports. Even assuming that transnational influences affected, for 
example, leading economic enterprises such as the automotive sector, where in-
novation in vocational training served as a model for many other sectors of the 
economy, or, as happened with the international intervention of a development 
agency, government or non-government of Sweden and Germany in the 1960s and 
1970s, the programmes implemented were notable for their national elements, and 
therefore differed from country to country in terms of cyclical and contextual ele-
ments. But, when producing policy guidelines and submitting funding programs 
to promote lifelong learning, the EU designed an effective political strategy of 
convergence of national practices in adult education, very targeted, however, at 
the economic development of certain sectors considered innovative and pivotal 
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to building a highly competitive economic zone in the global market. In this 
context, in which the characteristics of the human resources management model 
are particularly evident, state intervention at the macro level seems increasingly 
limited to basic education actions and the design and monitoring of regulatory  
and control mechanisms. Here, the state seems to take on more management func-
tions, thereby relinquishing the political functions that particularly characterised 
the “30 glorious years” in the framework of the social contract and the enshrine-
ment of training and education as basic social rights of workers and citizens. In this  
regard, while the three reports still feature the strong presence of the state,  
this relates more to the monitoring and evaluation of the provisions offered by 
this sector than to the public provision. While this circumstance is related to the 
fact that these are official documents, it is also true that the intervention of this 
actor seems to be in clear decline, particularly with respect to the state institutional 
provisions geared to adults. And here there appears a contradiction between the 
established government priorities, which still feature democratic and emancipa-
tory elements, and the programmes and activities implemented that highlight the 
connection between the modernisation and social control and human resources 
management models that only studies at the meso and micro levels can clarify. 
But, as already mentioned, that task is beyond the scope of this article.
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