Global Transformation and Education of Adults

The preliminary draft of the Declaration of the Fifth International Conference on Adult Education states that "adult learning... is indispensable in the quest to construct a better and fuller future for humanity." It goes on to state that "adult learning is as broad as life itself. Adult learning is people, individually and collectively, realizing their potential. It is not only a right, it is also a duty and a responsibility both to others and to society as a whole. The challenges of the twenty-first century cannot be met by governments, organizations or institutions alone; the energy and imagination and genius of people and their full, free and vigorous participation in every aspect of life are also needed."

This draft document is an indirect appeal for dealing with the growing gap between the need for the education of adults (identified in the draft under "Key Issues") and the resources available to meet these needs (identified as "An Appeal for Action"). This condition makes the question of policy central to the current discussions regarding adult education.

What policies will be formulated in the next few years governing the development of the education for adults? This is the key issue which should be addressed at the Fifth International Conference on the Education of Adults. If  policy is the central point of our concerns, then we must directly confront three policy related concepts which have emerged from the reality of the past ten to fifteen years.

       
 -- 
What is the basic condition (the source of change, opportunity and the 


key issues) which adults must confront in the twenty-first century?

      
 -- 
What is the role of the education of adults in confronting this condition 


and its  related key issues?

       
 -- 
What have we learned from the past two generations of adult education  


in relation to policy making, policy implementation, and the relevant 
strategies and structures?

Three Concepts
The first concept  is that the massive changes in nearly all aspects of life which people all over the globe are trying to respond to are elements of a great transformation: from an industry/production society to an information/communication one. It is this great transformation, not merely a set of important changes, which the policy making process must deal with.

The second concept  is that the key resource for addressing the needs represented by this great transformation is the education of adults and their collectivities.

The third concept is that over the past two generations tens of thousands of adult educators and millions of adult learners have accumulated an immense store of knowledge about the development and implementation of adult education policies and programs. This knowledge is critical for the development of a new policy structure for dealing with the great transformation--a policy structure which if it is to deal with the global nature of this transformation, can and must originate at the local level and then proceed to the international level, not from the international to the local.

Concept 1: Humanity is entering a new social system, the 




 information/communication age.

What is the nature of the changes which adults have to confront?  Is it not true, as nearly everyone asserts but very few truly understand, that we are undergoing a massive, world wide transformation in the nature of human society from the industry/production age to the  information/communication age?  Is this transformation as significant as the transformation from hunting/gathering to agriculture/commerce? As that from agriculture/commerce to industry/production? Is this transformation occurring within a much shorter time-frame than the previous two and impacting directly on more people living under greatly different conditions? If it is not occurring with the same unfailing uniformity in all continents and countries, is its varied impact felt everywhere, and how are people experiencing this impact?  Given the technologies involved, what are the implications for the physical and social ecology? What are our thoughts and our experiences on the local level with regard to this global transformation?

If we are indeed living in such a period of great transformation, we should keep in mind a cost-benefit analysis of the past transformations--of the human costs of the two previous massive changes, which affected hundreds of millions of lives.  Despite these human costs, over long periods of time, these past transformations continue to be seen by some as human progress. But if transformation on a similar scale is now occurring over a much shorter time, over a much greater space, and involving much greater numbers of people, what can be our protection against partial or total self-destruction?

Human beings perceive reality by the use of symbols. However,  we suffer from a built-in, inescapable contradiction: we love symbols both because we are dependent upon them for access to knowledge and understanding of reality, and because of their inherent clarity, yet we are confused by reality and often use symbols to avoid dealing with it. We thus have an individual and collective propensity to mistake symbols for reality, rather than seeing them as tools for apprehending reality. Only by education and the use of the dialectic (systemic thinking) can human beings resolve this basic contradiction and thus govern the process of change with wisdom and justice. Have we learned enough from the process of history, and is the current problem serious enough to make us take heed of its lessons?  

While researchers, policy makers, practitioners, the media and much of the public know the words to describe the transformation, the profound nature of the change has not become an integral part of our strategic thinking or our policy making structures.  Are we really in such a transformation and does this create a new epoch for the education of adults?  One dealing directly with the contradiction between communication and information, with symbol and reality? If we are confronting a fourth great transformation in the human condition, is the education of adults and their collectivities in dealing with all aspects of this change the key policy issue?

Without clarity on the systemic nature of the problem, clarity in policy making is impossible. As a result, policy making for the education of adults in nearly all parts of the world has focused on one or two dimensions of the change, namely work-related training. On the one hand, this focus has greatly increased resources spent on this need.  On the other hand, it has diminished and often eliminated resources spent on equally critical aspects of the great change. The preference for focusing on one factor rather than developing a coherent strategy is reflected in different ways in the different regions of the world, and even within specific nation-states.  The resultant conflicts have become a critical part of the post-Cold War political environment.  They are called ethnic/racial/gender/class/generational conflicts, to which policy makers respond with massive resources that basically deal with the consequences of inadequate policies rather than with their causes.

If this analysis is correct, we must initiate discussions at the local, national and international levels regarding the implications of the great transformation and the need to address it as a whole, particularly with regard to policy making for the education of adults. Only through such an effort can we turn the attention of the policy makers, the media and the public to the real problem we have to confront. By doing so, we may be able to minimize the damage done by the transformation and its resultant globalization. We must underline and allow the emergence, from greatly differing local situations, of the realization that this is more than a series of important changes--that it is one of the most significant, systemic transformations in human history.

While this transformation is a worldwide phenomenon, it impacts different peoples in different ways, linking present changes to conditions created by past transformations and the structural problems they created. On the one hand, we must realize that we have reached a production capacity that allows us to meet most human needs, though our distribution capacity remains to be organized accordingly. On the other hand, when thinking about these profound changes one cannot ignore the costs in human life which the previous transformations incurred, nor the current technological capacities which by themselves are capable of destroying our social and physical environment.

The discussions planned for Hamburg currently  focus on change, on a new century, even on a new millennium.  However, if we are to have an impact on policy and behavior, we must analyze the scope of the change, how it affects different peoples, and what options we have for dealing with it. This discussion/deliberation must allow all sectors of the population to participate; to note their own experiences, concerns and satisfactions; to consider their own needs and those of others; and to formulate desired policy options.

Unless those who are involved in the education of adults can organize the space for such deliberations and the resources required, we will not be able to articulate and define the basic need which adult education must address.  This will leave adult education in the marginal role which it currently occupies in policy making and infrastructure development.

Concept 2: The education of adults is the means available for dealing  with this great transformation.

The education of adults is the vehicle for involving the population in addressing the transformation and, in doing so, creating an environment for dealing with it. The rapidity of the basic cultural change which the transformation represents means that the education system which we have inherited from the industry/production era--which was aimed at two goals, the education of the next generation and addressing the changes fostered by industrialization through the education of the next generation--is no longer capable of dealing with both of these critical functions. Changes are no longer occurring between generational cycles but two or three times within a generation. This means that the education of youth, which is essential to all societies, cannot, merely by educating the next generation, deal with the rapidity and immensity of the transformation. The education of adults has thus become a separate function, necessary for dealing with the changes represented by the great transformation. Our collective experience with programs, budgeting and policy at the local, regional, national and international level clearly indicates that this new educational reality has not yet been realized in the policy making process.

Yet the actual number of persons enrolled in adult education programs is beginning to exceed the number of children in traditional school systems. If policy is to be made in relation to this reality, we will have to advance the notion that just as the industrial revolution had to develop a massive and new system of education for the youth, the information/communication revolution will have to develop an even more massive and less bureaucratic educational system for adults and their collectivities. We speak of collectivities because the education of individual adults is not sufficient for the immensity of the change.  Families, institutions, communities, societies and cultures themselves must be involved in the educational process, just as they are centrally involved in the transformation to the communication/information age.

For this concept to become part of the policy making process, we must involve adult educators and adult learners in a major process of identifying how adult education can address the  issues adults now must deal with, including their linkage to the great transformation. Secondly, adult educators and learners must be involved in identifying why, in the new system, the education of adults can no longer be merely an element of the education of youth, much as we respect the concept of lifelong learning. 

Concept 3: A storehouse of knowledge and experience is  available and waiting to be tapped.

For nearly two generations, hundreds of thousands of adult learners and educators in all parts of the world have been at work, developing adult education programs linking adult education units with community (that is, social) partners from the public, private and voluntary sectors. These persons and local units  are cognizant of the local manifestations of the great transformation. They know  the specific conditions, needs, demands and response mechanisms. They know the distance between what needs to be and what is being done. This extensive experience and the numbers of adult educators and adult learners are the resource for dealing with deliberations on the great transformation and the role that the education of adults needs to play, and for generating a new form of policy making--both structural and programmatic.  Engaging these units and persons in the policy making process and recognizing the immensity of the transformation can ensure that the focal point for policy will not be lost and that resources will not continue to be allocated to whichever functions have the greatest political influence at any given moment.

The experience of the past 40 years indicates that the immensity of the changes which adult education will have to deal with--if our great transformation hypothesis is correct--will require a non hierarchical decision making structure, from the bottom up, rather than from the top down. This is not an either/or question anymore. Creative dialectics between the two processes have to be established so that we can think globally and act locally, making local realities key to understanding how the great transformation impacts on different regions and cultures throughout the world.  It is only by means of such a collaborative structure that the inherent conflicts provoked by the rapidity of change--ethnic, racial, gender, generational, class--can be resolved by nonviolent means.  This in itself is a key step for using the information/communication revolution in a positive manner.

Education is Politics, and Adult Education is Urgent Politics.

The development summits of the 1990s: the Children's Summit, New York (1990), the Rio Earth Summit (1992), the 2nd Conference on Human Rights, Vienna (1993), The 3rd Population Conference, Cairo (1994), the Social Summit, Copenhagen (1995), the 4th Conference on Women, Beijing (1995), Habitat II, Istanbul (1996) and Food Summit, Rome (1996), together have given us a visionary perspective and a curricular agenda for adult education far into the twenty-first century.  The questions implicated in the above summits of identity, family values, community, social disadvantage, economic aspirations, work and leisure, solidarity, spirituality, good and examined lives, tolerance, nonviolence and peace can not simply be left to our children now in school for them to tackle when they grow up.  Needed is the education of adults -- of parents, teachers, preachers, businessmen, and politicians who are collectively constructing a future world for us now -- today, at the present hour.  Adult education has to involve more than the teaching of functional literacy and economic skills.  Indeed,  adult education needs to focus on politics and the making of policy.

These world summits, the call to the Hamburg meetings and the Delors report have brought much to our discussions, but they do not directly confront the three concepts presented above. If these concepts do indeed reflect the current reality, we are in need of a Copernican-like breakthrough to understand the system we have to deal with and then deal with it, rather than repeating the rhetoric of the past. If this view reflects the thinking of CONFINTEA V, it should be incorporated into the Declaration both conceptually and programmatically, emphasizing that education is politics, and adult education is urgent politics.

The papers included in this volume were first discussed at the meeting of the International Institute for Policy, Practice and Research in the Education of Adults (I.I.A.) in Toronto, Canada,  March 20-23,1997, in preparation for UNESCO’s Fifth International Conference on Adult Education (July, 1997, Hamburg, Germany.)  Together these papers present the experience and thinking of a distinguished and concerned group of adult educators from the four corners of the world  who have written from particular vantage points defined by specific intersections of context and commitment, thereby lending unique perspectives to an emerging picture of the education of adults in this era of global transformation.adult education in the era of globalization.

Keith Forrester (U.K.) argues that we are entering a period of profound social change the scope and pace of which represents a restructuring and reordering of the modernity project.  The processes of gain and pain are being experienced very differently by diverse communities around the world, thereby presenting adult educators with a formidable educational and moral challenge.  This challenge demands a radical rethinking of issues of purpose, relevance and institutional format of adult education.  However, the coupling of learning and citizenship, and a rejection of vocationalist drive and logic will begin to address the necessity of reconceptualizing and restructuring the nature and role of adult education in a world of ambivalence and tensions between great dangers and enormous potentials.

Analyzing the impact of globalization and neoliberalism, Daniel Schugurensky (Argentina) identifies two main perspectives: the technocratic and the critical. The former, based on the assumptions of consensus and modernization theories, attributes a benign character to current developments. The latter, grounded in the critical tradition of social sciences and dependency theory, takes issue with key aspects of globalization and focuses on increasing levels of social and economic polarization. Discussing the detrimental effect of exclusionary dynamics on the poor,he outlines the challenges likely to be faced by adult educators committed to democracy and social justice. 

H.S. Bhola (India/USA) discusses the challenges of adult education within the context of globalization which is by no means inevitable and should in no case be unconditionally accepted.  He takes note of the great educational irony of the 1990s, that while the development summits of this decade have engaged in great Utopian imagination in behalf of humanity, education policy makers and planners have cynically followed the vocationalistic logic of the so-called free market economy and have divested adult education of its true mission of democratization and modernization.  He then emphasizes the need for designing and building sustainable and fully-functional adult education systems for the education of adults within various settings that include considerations from the ideological, policy, mobilizational, institutional, curricular, pedagogical and instructional to the evaluative.          

Ettore Gelpi (Italy/France) asks us not to become prisoners of the linear scenario of globalization and regionalization,  but to consider all societies as developing societies and to work participatively in human development without reducing human beings to mere human resources.  What is needed is sustainable development that is sensitive and accountable to the needs of all the people in regard to empowerment, equality, equitability, and meaningful work and non-working time.  This can come about within a framework of international solidarity that accepts diversity and human fulfillment for all and which accept an ethics of austerity without denying a pleasant and cultured life for all. 

Jose M. Asun (Spain) argues that, despite current ethnocentrism and multicultural relativism, it may be possible to achieve a future characterized, on the one hand, by the recognition of and resistance to forces that exclude and homogenize cultures, and, on the other hand, by a cross-cultural respect for diversity that fosters dialogue among cultures, reinventing futures of peace and prosperity through participatory learning and action within a cultural policy approach. 

David Radcliffe (Canada) reminds us of the three guiding principles for healthy social, cultural and political development as enunciated by Ki Hadjar Dewantara, the great Indonesian educator, and founder of the Taman Siswa school movement in the 1920's as being: continuity -- through identity located in heritage and tradition; concentricity-- by placing such identity within concentric circle of family, community, nation and humanity; and convergence -- of interests of individuals, families, communities and nations.  Radcliffe argues that adult education models, developed outside the hardened categories of formal education, do often have the responsiveness, flexibility, and versatility to be able to actualize the above stated principles.  Today's universities in spite of the pressures of the free market are likely to provide support to the adult education agenda implicated in the preceding both in aspects of ideology and capacity.  However, currently entrenched policy structures are unlikely to provide the needed resources.

Focusing on the new challenges with which literacy, as a central component of adult education, is constantly confronted and for which it is not adequately prepared, Ntiri (Sierra Leone/USA) outlines considerations and strategies to serve as a blueprint for integrating policies for reform in worldwide literacy with UNESCO at the center.

Writing from the perspective of Europe's post-communist region, Jozsef Katus (The Netherlands/Hungary) characterizes the present as the transition from the industrial to the risk society with increasing individualization, from planned to free market economies, and from totalitarianism to democracy.  None of this is likely to succeed without a vibrant civil society which in turn has two aspects: the reconstructed citizen modeled after Gellner's "modular man" and non-government organizations (NGOs) with links to groups and communities at the grassroots.  Without adult education that engenders communicative competence, there are no possibilities of reconstructing citizenship, rejuvenating the civil society, or establishing NGOs as schools for politics to realize an operative democracy.  

Sheri Hamilton (South Africa) describes how the official role of adult education has changed so dramatically in a short period of five years to resonate with changes in the political economy of new South Africa.  The Reconstruction and Development Program (RDP) that served as the election manifesto had talked of growth through development: by eliminating poverty, meeting basic needs, democratization, and redressing the legacy of the apartheid regime.  This is what would have provided the content of curriculum for adult basic education.  The change in the macro-economic framework now codified in GEAR (Growth, Employment and Redistribution) talks of growth first and development and redistribution later.  The new language is that of modernization, normalization, globalization, social unity, and law and order. The national government's Directorate of Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) is in the process of implementing a nationwide ABET initiative to serve the purposes of GEAR.  The challenge for adult educators in South Africa today is to reclaim the democratic mission for ABET without necessarily rejecting its  modernization agenda.

Rifat Okcabol (Turkey) points out how globalization in both its aspects of integration into the world economy, and accessibility of massive loads of information has hurt the powerless and the poor.  Free markets have brought unemployment and reduction of welfare.  New information from the outside has challenged old values leading to instability and fundamentalism.  Under the powerful free market forces, the meager resources available to adult education have now been allocated to vocational education and training for employment, resulting in the neglect of the "social" educational needs.  While recognizing the role of NGOs in Turkey, Okcabol makes a plea for a significant role of government to deliver adult education.

Dimitris Vergidis (Greece) accepts the reality that under market pressures, vocational education will continue to be a part of adult education.  However, he suggests that further general education of adults be given due attention. 

Gloria Ramirez (Mexico) states that modernity has not benefited the peoples of Latin American.  The diverse forms of resistance and new demands for human rights, democracy and equitable development  brought forward by youth, indigenous peoples and women are  manifestations of the changes and transformations that Latin American society is undergoing. These three closely related concerns must remain the focus of popular adult education in the continent.

Talvi Marja (Estonia) analyzes the fundamental political, social, economic, and other profound changes in Estonian society during the past three decades and evaluates the role which education for adults has taken in response to these changes. Marja takes note that an increasing number of  decision makers in Estonia have come to understand the importance of education for adults and acknowledge it as a key for future development.

Walter Leirman (Belgium) explicates the use of the "participative Delphi”  methodology to determine the future needs of adult education, pointing out how the significant themes of adult education can be constantly revalidated and contextualized through Delphi research in different settings.  In this process, it is shown that adult education can be politicized, resources mobilized, and ownership of adult education programs can be transferred from central policy makers to local communities.  In the European context, the problem areas uncovered by the Delphi studies are: unemployment, the changing organization of labor,  time management and stress, interpersonal relations,  insufficient professional knowledge, distrust of politics and lack of meaning to life, uncertain identity, difficult access to information, population changes (including immigration, complexity of society, social inequality and exclusion  In terms of educational policies, there is a strong and well-supported system of vocational/professional education on one hand, and a separate weak(er) system of general socio-cultural education on the other.  A similar duality is apparent in the practice of adult education.  The challenge for adult education is to bring together the person and the community, work and culture, and technology and dialogical communication.  Leirman argues that we need to rethink the centrality of productive labor, and strive towards adult education supporting "the social profit market."
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