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At first sight it might seem that things are looking up for the education of adults.  As 
we near the end of four years of intensive debate on future global priorities for 
education, and for the wider development priorities facing the international 
community, we can take pleasure in the acceptance of lifelong learning as a priority, 
even if the formulation of that commitment differed between that agreed at the 
Education For All (EFA) meeting in Muscat and the UN’s Open Working Group on the 
Sustainable Development Goals proposal. The recognition of the role of lifelong 
learning in economic and social development is acknowledged in the European 
Community’s lifelong learning memorandum; OECD has introduced a major reporting 
mechanism on adult skills through the publication of its PIAAC survey; and UNESCO 
has embarked on reworking its lifelong learning strategy, building on the Faure and 
Delors reports, as well as the conclusions of the CONFINTEA conferences in 
Hamburg in 1997 and Belem in 2009. 
 
However, a second glance shows a much less rosy picture.  Despite 25 years of 
international targets to reduce the numbers of adults without literacy skills, there are 
still well over 750 million adults without even basic literacy.  Such progress as has 
been made was overwhelmingly made in the years 1990-2000, with a reduction in 
the numbers without literacy of just 2% in the fifteen years of the new millennium.   
Literacy for women, in particular, is of key importance.  Women without literacy now 
comprise 64% of that 750 million, a percentage that is exactly the same as that noted 
at Jomtien in 1990 when EFA was first adopted. Yet women’s literacy is a key to 
effective development. As we recognised at the last CMA conference in Marrakech, 
‘women who are literate are less likely to be trafficked, less likely to contract 
HIV/AIDS, and less likely to lose children through death in childbirth…(and) literacy 
improves health, financial capability, parenting skills, and social inclusion.’  Women 
have much to offer in securing literacy for their children, too, through family and inter-
generational learning. 
 
The challenge is formidable, particularly when we recognise, as the Muscat 
agreement does, the importance of contexts – legal, economic, social and cultural – 
in determining the nature of literacy in different places. 
 
Of course there are good news stories, in China and India, in the Arab states, in 
Cape Verde and Senegal , but there is little prospect of achieving universal literacy 
for adults by 2030.  Yet the rhetoric of the Sustainable Development Goal debates 
speaks of ‘no one left behind’, and countries ritually endorse the existing international 
commitment to education as a universal human right.  But how can we argue that 
poverty is to be eradicated, and that no one should be left behind without 
guaranteeing access to literacy for all? 
 
The Muscat Global EFA meeting’s overall goal for education was to “ensure 
equitable and inclusive quality education and lifelong learning for all by 2030”.  Yet in 
the subsidiary targets agreed the call was for universal literacy for young people, and 
an increase of a yet to be decided percentage in adult literacy.  But doesn’t all mean 
all?  
 
Still, the Muscat agreement is significantly stronger than that adopted by the Open 
Working Group, which is to be the basis of negotiations between states over this 
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year.  OWG Goal 4 is: ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all’, and ‘promoting’ is a good deal less of a 
commitment than ‘ensuring’!  
 
To add to this the UN General Secretary’s September letter which synthesised SDG 
developments to date, argues that ‘all children and adolescents have a right to 
education’ and that ‘it is essential that young people receive relevant skills and high-
quality education and life-long learning, from early childhood to post-primary 
schooling, including life skills and vocational education and training, as well as 
science, sports and culture.’  Well, yes, education for children is vital, but a 
commitment to lifelong learning does not stop with labour market entry for young 
people. 
 
What after all, are our responsibilities to the millions who have not benefited from 
education – either because they had no chance to go to school, or because the 
schooling they had failed to equip them with even the most basic skills?      
 
The 2000 EFA goals recognised the importance of learning beyond school.  Goal 3 
called for ‘ensuring that the learning needs of all young people and adults are met 
through equitable access to appropriate learning and life-skills programmes.’ Yet 
year in year out the EFA Global Monitoring Report ignored developments affecting 
adults’ learning needs when reporting on this goal.  Of course a major reason for this 
is that there is little or no reliable data available, and the report of the EFA Technical 
Advisory Group on Measurement suggests it will not be much easier in 2015-2030.  
And lack of data leads to invisibility.  There is still a dearth of data, which is why ICAE 
is calling for significant expansion in the use of general household surveys to capture 
adult participation, and priority to be given to developing skills in analysing and 
disaggregating the findings of surveys.  But there must, too, be a challenge to 
UNESCO to ensure that its Bureau of Statistics works actively to improve data about 
wider adult learning, along the lines of the existing EU surveys. 
 
Invisibility so often leads to exclusion.  Formal education is easier to measure than 
non-formal and informal learning, so it receives more attention.  People in the waged 
and tax paying labour market are easier to count, and their educational needs easier 
to measure than people – frankly the vast majority of adults (and particularly women) 
in sub-Saharan Africa or rural South Asia – who work in subsistence or marginal 
economic activity.  As a result post-school policies all too often exclude the bulk of 
the poorest adults in the population, and their learning needs are not effectively 
addressed in either the post 2015 education or SDG proposals.. 
 
One final comment on the debates surrounding the SDGs.  It is that adult education 
is a key catalyst in achieving sustainable development, improved gender equality, the 
successful implementation of improved sanitation and clean water policies, just as 
much as it is critical for securing improved skills for the economic workforce.  
Perhaps most important, it is a pre-condition for achieving informed global citizens. 
As we noted in Marrakech: 

Anxiety generated by intensified global competition can be seen in rich and 
developing countries alike, and in too many countries this has led to a 
narrowing of educational goals to economic instrumentalism, to grow the 
economy, and to prepare citizens for their role as consumers. 

The multiple and intersecting economic, environmental and social crises which 
confront us globally, nationally and locally have the effect of reinforcing and 
increasing inequality and marginalisation. They call for informed decision making by 
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adults able to understand, adapt to and to help to shape effective responses. That is 
a powerful and challenging agenda for adult education for the years ahead, and 
needs to be reflected in the agreements we make in Incheon at the World Education 
Forum, and at the UN General Assembly when the SDGs are finally agreed this 
September.  For that to happen, it is critically important that the efforts of 
governments, international agencies and civil society combine in advocating for a 
broad, inclusive equitable definition of ‘lifelong learning for all’. 

Inevitably, the debates surrounding global development goals focus attention on the 
global south, but challenges abound in the countries of the industrial north, as well.  
Demographic change presents learning challenges at different points in the life cycle.  
In their proposals for a lifelong learning strategy Schuller and Watson highlight four 
stages in the post-school population – at least in industrialised countries.  The first, 
from school leaving to about age 25 involves more and more complex routes into the 
labour market; the second, 25-50 when adults juggle work, family responsibilities, 
social and civic tasks – and when time to study can be hard to find; 50-75 (where life 
chances are perhaps most sharply differentiated between the affluent and people in 
poverty), when adults often have more time, effectively sustain civil society 
organisation, undertake considerable responsibilities as carers, and seek new roles 
beyond their main working lives; and 75 plus, when the balance of activities are 
increasingly domestic.  For each of these groups they argue, there is an adult 
learning curriculum, but for us at this conference there is a particular need to 
recognise the importance of older people’s appetite for learning opportunities - as the 
growth of universities of the third age, or educational initiatives like Learning for the 
Fourth Age highlight. 

Alongside demographic change, people live, increasingly, in urban settings.  The 
growth of the learning cities movement – where UNESCO has taken an important 
role – reflects the challenge in securing co-operation across the many domains of 
public life where learning can be enriched, and also the increasing belief that the co-
operation needed to create learning societies can be better secured and sustained at 
a more local level. Of course, increased urbanisation leaves rural communities more 
isolated, at risk of skills depletion, and often harder to reach and serve. 

Migration within and between countries and cultures throws up its own challenges, to 
create and sustain societies that benefit from the richness their increasing diversity 
brings, with respect for difference, mutual trust and understanding.  Just how far we 
have to go to achieve such understanding is evident day after day in the news 
bulletins of the world.  But there is no more important task for us as educators than to 
contribute to addressing the challenge.  It is, after all a central pillar of the vision of a 
learning society that Jacques Delors and his commission elaborated in The Treasure 
Within.  He argued that the four pillars of a learning society are learning to know, and 
learning to do – which are the central planks of our current education systems – but 
also learning to be (or perhaps to become) and especially to learn to live together.  

Surely our task in this conference, and after it, is to ensure that each of Delors’ pillars 
is addressed in our lifelong learning systems, and that they are accessible to all.  And 
that all means all! 
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