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Abstract
This paper looks at the context in which preparations 
are under way for CONFINTEA VI, the next UNESCO 
International Conference on Adult Education. The last 
CONFINTEA was in 1997, and ever since, a series of 
international conferences and initiatives dealing with 
adult and continuing, non-formal and out-of-school ed-
ucation, literacy and basic education, have been taking 
place in parallel, frequently complementing each other. 
Unfortunately, this attention has not yet attracted a 
high level of financial support, either nationally or inter-
nationally. However, it must be acknowledged that after 
a serious decline in the support given to education in de-
velopment generally, the situation seems to be improv-
ing. The example of policy-making in the area of adult 
and Lifelong Learning by the European Union may also 
stimulate developments at the international level.

The paper begins with a few brief remarks on 
the chronology and content of activities to help 
provide a clearer understanding of the thor-
oughly confusing array of international devel-
opment decades and education initiatives that 
have been behind a variety of programmes. We 
begin with CONFINTEA itself: the most recent 
conference was held in Germany in 1997, and the 
next will be in 2009 in Brazil. In 2003, there was 
a mid-term review in Thailand, and preparatory 

conferences will be held in five world regions in 
2008. In spring 2000, the World Education Fo-
rum was held in Senegal, with the stated aim of 
achieving “Education for All” (EFA) by 2015. In 
the autumn of the same year, the “Millennium 
Development Goals” (MDGs) were adopted by 
the UN General Assembly, also to be achieved by 
2015. In 2002, the United Nations proclaimed the 
UN Literacy Decade, doubtless also conceived as 
a way of reinforcing the aims of CONFINTEA, 
the MDGs and EFA. LIFE, the Literacy Initiative 
for Empowerment, then provided further back-
ing for the Literacy Decade. And lastly, there was 
the proclamation of a “Decade of Education for 
Sustainable Development” (DESD) for the years 
2005 to 2014. Reason enough to establish a unit 
at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris to co-ordinate 
the various educational “decades”.

In the individual sections it will become clear 
that all these initiatives and programmes each have 
their own justification and their own significance. 
It will also become apparent that there are points 
at which they converge or even overlap. In terms 
of substance, EFA is seen to be considerably more 
far-reaching than the others since it is the most 
comprehensive educational initiative and is also – 
or should be – of greatest relevance to youth and 
adult education (alongside CONFINTEA). 
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While we are most concerned here with global 
developments, we shall not lose sight of specific, 
and thoroughly encouraging, new departures in 
Europe, particularly those of the European Union 
(EU); these will be discussed towards the end. A 
further section looks at the particular interests, po-
tential and activities of the many non-governmen-
tal organizations (NGOs) in the field of youth and 
adult education, which complement, compensate 
for and often criticise the provision or lack of it 
offered by governments and their multilateral or-
ganizations.

1. MDGs – Millennium Development Goals: 2000 - 2015
Development used to be an overall term for change 
and progress, and was typical of the phase of de-
colonization that swept across Africa, Asia and 
Latin America in the 1950s, ’60s and on into the 
’70s. During that process it soon became appar-
ent that the basic needs of a large majority of the 
population, “...adequate education, sufficient food, 
shelter, social security, political and social partici-
pation, cultural activity” (Hinzen 1994, 27), were 
not being met. The period saw the beginnings of 
development aid, of which educational assistance 
was intended to be a major component.

The dramatic growth in ever more alarming 
world crises gave rise to international conferences: 
dealing with the environment and development 
in Rio in 1992, with population growth in Cairo in 
1994, with social development in Copenhagen, and 
with women in Beijing in 1995, and with housing 
in Istanbul and food production in Rome. Almost 
as a precursor, a World Education Conference was 
held in 1990 in Jomtien, which made the following 
appeal in its final declaration: 

“Every person – child, youth and adult – shall 
be able to benefit from educational opportunities 
designed to meet their basic learning needs. These 
needs comprise both essential learning tools (such 
as literacy, oral expression, numeracy and problem 
solving) and the basic learning content (such as 
knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes) required 
by human beings to survive...”. (cited in Hinzen 
and Müller 2001, 47) 

It was at the United Nations General Assem-
bly in September 2000 that delegates from 189 
countries adopted a Millennium Declaration. This 
formed the basis for the eight Millennium Devel-
opment Goals formulated a year later: 

“1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger,
2. Achieve Universal Primary Education,
3. Promote gender equality and empower women,

4. Reduce child mortality among children un-
der five,

5. Improve maternal health,
6. Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other dis-

eases,
7. Ensure environmental sustainability and
8. Develop a global partnership for develop-

ment”. (Loewe 2005, 11; see also GKKE 2007) 
A glance at the MDGs shows that their edu-

cational aims are to be found chiefly in Goal 2, 
“Achieve Universal Primary Education” (with the 
subsidiary goal No. 3 that all children in the world 
should be enrolled in and successfully complete 
primary education by 2015) and Goal 3, “ Promote 
gender equality and empower women” (with the 
subsidiary goal No. 4 that the imbalance between 
the genders should be eradicated in primary and 
secondary education by 2005). The relevant indica-
tors are therefore school enrolment and completion 
rates. 

What has been achieved? In relation to Goal 
2, Universal Primary Education, an evaluation of 
comparative data for 1998 and 2002 shows a clear 
upward trend in enrolment; on average across all 
developing countries, this had reached 83% of chil-
dren, and in Latin America as much as 96%. At the 
bottom end of the scale were South Asia, with 83%, 
and sub-Saharan Africa, where only 64% had been 
achieved. The picture is no better in the case of Goal 
3, gender equality, since gender equality in prima-
ry school enrolment had been achieved only in 104 
of the 180 countries covered, and in the case of sec-
ondary education only in 57 out of 172 countries. It 
is therefore not surprising that the literacy rate is 
still lower among both younger and older women, 
and it can be anticipated that the goal of equality 
will not be reached even by 2015 (UNESCO 2005a, 
41-57; see also Hinzen 2006). 

In 2005, the Millennium+5 Summit found in due 
course that much had been achieved, in education 
perhaps more than in other fields. However, crucial 
decisions and binding commitments to increase de-
velopment assistance by the amounts needed are 
still lacking, as are a world trade system that sup-
ports development and an agreement to renounce 
the constant renewal of weapons systems by forgo-
ing rearmament.

The people and organizations working for MDG 
6, the fight against HIV/AIDS, are therefore correct 
when they complain that the Global Fund set up by 
the G8 in 2001 is chronically short of funds. Only 
20% of AIDS sufferers receive treatment, although 
affordable medicines are now on the market.
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The voices calling for redefinition of the MDGs 
themselves should also be taken seriously. These 
voices argue that the MDGs deal too feebly with 
the serious disequilibrium in the world (where is 
the responsibility of the North?) and take a narrow 
view of development (inadequate environmental 
sustainability and social justice), with the result 
that intolerable poverty is tending to spread rather 
than decline. 

Representatives of the International Council for 
Adult Education (ICAE) also complain that the 
MDGs lack targets relating to adult education, and 
that the significance of non-formal youth and adult 
education as a whole is underestimated. How can 
the MDGs be achieved in the current decade when 
well over a billion people are still excluded from 
basic education?

2. EFA – Education for All: 2000 – 2015
In international educational co-operation, the early 
1990s saw increases – albeit inadequate – in invest-
ment in basic education, chiefly in primary educa-
tion, with the goal of achieving Universal Primary 
Education (UPE). Rising enrolment rates in state 
education systems were expected to make the con-
tinuing high number of adult illiterates a matter of 
demography, so that it would “grow out” with the 
older generation. In practice, equal recognition was 
not given to in-school and out-of-school basic edu-
cation for children, young people and adults, and 
even in the broader perspective, the notion proved 
a failure. Despite rises in enrolment rates, popula-
tion growth meant that the number of children not 
enrolled increased the number of illiterates, which 
has remained consistently high.  

A series of conferences were held, leading up to 
the World Education Forum in Dakar in April 2000. 
That for the UNESCO Region of Europe and North 
America was held in Warsaw in February. Reports 
from more than 30 countries were combined into 
one regional report. On the positive side, it was not-
ed that this region had undoubtedly come closest 
to achieving the Jomtien goals. However, the EFA 
Framework for Action produced in Warsaw had to 
admit that “the past decade has been marked by 
regressions and difficulties” (cited in Hinzen and 
Müller 2001, 61), which had affected social devel-
opment as a whole and had by no means spared 
the education sector. In response, delegates called 
for the teaching of key skills as an integral part of 
basic education, combined with initial occupational 
guidance, and the teaching of the individual com-
petences required for democratic participation. 

Invitations to the World Education Forum were 
issued jointly by UNESCO, UNICEF, UNDP and 
the World Bank. It was attended by 1500 partici-
pants from some 150 countries, representing gov-
ernments, UN organizations, development banks, 
national, regional and international NGOs, coali-
tions of educational associations, specialist organi-
zations and other educational bodies. The Forum 
focused on a large number of reports devoted to 
particular themes, regions or countries. High-
ranking individuals – the President of Senegal, 
numerous Ministers of Education and the Direc-
tor-General of UNESCO – made striking speeches 
highlighting the critical situation of education on a 
world scale. At the end, the President of the World 
Bank made an appeal to all present: “It is time to 
act – we must place education at the centre of de-
velopment” (James Wolfensohn, cited in Hinzen 
and Müller 2001, 83); it was also remarkable that 
he expressly acknowledged the contribution of the 
Global Campaign for Education (GCE) sponsored 
by NGOs.

At the World Education Forum, it was once again 
the worrying statistics – over 133 million children 
of school age not in school, and 880 million adults 
lacking reading, writing and numeracy skills – and 
the generally downward trend in the funding of 
education, which provoked the question: how can 
we speak of the key importance of education and 
human resources for development, if at the same 
time a billion people are denied minimum educa-
tion and literacy? 

The World Education Forum ended with the 
adoption of the “Dakar Framework for Action. 
Education for All: Meeting our Collective Commit-
ments”. This begins with a pledge by participants 
to work effectively together, and ends with a call 
for the resources needed to achieve these ambitious 
aims to be made available at national and interna-
tional level. At the heart of the document are six 
goals that are indispensable for lifelong leaning:

“(I) expanding and improving comprehensive 
early childhood care and education, especially for 
the most vulnerable and disadvantaged children;

(II) ensuring that by 2015 all children, particu-
larly girls, children in difficult circumstances and 
those belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to 
and complete free and compulsory primary educa-
tion of good quality;

(III) ensuring that the learning needs of all 
young people and adults are met through equi-
table access to appropriate learning and life skills 
programmes;
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(IV) achieving a 50 per cent improvement in lev-
els of adult literacy by 2015, especially for women, 
and equitable access to basic and continuing edu-
cation for all adults;

(V) eliminating gender disparities in primary 
and secondary education by 2005, and achieving 
gender equality in education by 2015, with a fo-
cus on ensuring girls’ full and equal access to and 
achievement in basic education of good quality;

(VI) improving all aspects of the quality of edu-
cation and ensuring excellence of all so that rec-
ognized and measurable learning outcomes are 
achieved by all, especially in numeracy and essen-
tial life skills.” (cited in Hinzen and Müller 2001, 
40) 

An important step towards meeting these goals 
was the establishment of an independent EFA Global 
Monitoring Report team, answerable to UNESCO, 
which is reporting annually on progress in meeting 
the Dakar goals until 2015. The team is also making 
recommendations for reinforcement and improve-
ments, and reporting on positive experiences from 
which others may learn. The first report, an extreme-
ly substantial analysis and set of data, was published 
under the title “Education for All. Is the world on 
track?” The summary reads: “Rights, freedoms and 
development benefits constitute a powerful trium-
virate of arguments for Education for All. Together, 
they demonstrate that there is a fundamental iden-
tity between EFA and development and that each of 
the EFA goals brings separate opportunities for se-
curing other gains” (UNESCO 2003, 1). 

The area of literacy for young people and 
adults, including non-formal provision outside 
schools, which is of particular importance for us, 
was examined in 2006 in an EFA progress report on 
the situation of literacy worldwide; together with 
some encouraging findings, this report points to 
the following shortcomings and dangers:

- There are still around 100 million children not 
in primary school, 50% of them girls.

- The goal of gender parity has been missed in 
too many of the countries studied (in 76 out of 180 at 
primary and in 115 out of 172 at secondary level).

- Fewer than two thirds of primary school pu-
pils (in 41 of the 133 countries studied) reach the 
final year of schooling, and there is an issue over 
quality.

- 771 million people over 15 years of age still have 
inadequate reading, writing and numeracy skills.

- Of these, 132 million are in the age group 15 to 
24 years, and could make use of literacy over a long 
period of life and work.

- 75% of illiterates live in 12 Arab states, sub-Sa-
haran Africa, and South and Western Asia , where 
the literacy rate is generally around 60%.

- On average throughout the world, 88 women 
are literate for every 100 men, but only 62 or even 
as few as 57 women for every 100 men in many 
countries in Western Asia. 

- The proportion of development assistance al-
located to basic education, 2.6%, is too low.

- Only 1% of education budgets is available for 
youth and adult literacy. (German UNESCO Com-
mission 2005) 

At the end of the report there is more playing 
with statistics – it has to be called that if there is no 
realistic likelihood of obtaining the amount needed: 
if we were to assume that some 550 million adults 
took part successfully in a literacy programme last-
ing 400 hours, this would require a total of US$ 26 
billion by 2015. Not much, if we bear in mind that 
this is the sum spent worldwide in a fortnight on 
armaments and military operations.

The Dakar Framework for Action also contains 
a crucial statement in which the international do-
nor community makes its own commitment: 

“Political will and stronger national leadership 
are needed for the effective and successful imple-
mentation of national plans in each of the countries 
concerned. However, political will must be under-
pinned by resources.…We affirm that no countries 
seriously committed to education for all will be 
thwarted in their achievement of this goal by a lack 
of resources.” (UNESCO 2000, para. 10)

This promise has not yet been kept. None of the 
three largest donor countries (United States, Japan, 
Germany) gives more than 4% for basic education. 
To date, only US$ 3 billion have been made avail-
able to the poorest countries, while at least 11 bil-
lion are needed to achieve the minimum goals of 
EFA (UNESCO 2007a, 38). 

3. UNLD – United Nations Literacy Decade: 2003 – 2012
Before the World Forum in Dakar, a lobby group 
had met at UNESCO (see Torres 2000a), to develop 
a strategy to push commitment to literacy up the 
decision-making agenda of the United Nations. 
This was followed by a meeting in one of the work-
shops at the World Forum, which reached the fol-
lowing conclusions on what was needed: 

- “a comprehensive and renewed understanding 
of literacy, including children, youth and adults, in 
and out of school;

- a renewed vision and a renewed commitment 
from all: national governments, national and local 
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societies, and international agencies; in the family, 
in the community, the workplace, the school sys-
tem, and the media;

- renewed strategies and mechanisms at all lev-
els, consistent with such renewed vision and with 
the magnitude and complexity of the challenge.” 
(Torres 2000b, YYY) 

The next step was the adoption of the UN Litera-
cy Decade at the 2002 plenary session of the United 
Nations, to run from January 2003. This confirmed 
the call by the EFA Forum for a 50% cut in the il-
literacy rate (by comparison with the rate currently 
obtaining in each individual country), and charged 
UNESCO with co-ordinating the Decade. The task 
was given the slogan “Literacy as Freedom”, and 
six areas were highlighted for particular attention 
in the implementation: 

- Placing literacy at the centre of national educa-
tion systems;

- Creating synergies between formal and non-
formal approaches;

- Strengthening the culture of reading and writ-
ing, and creating an environment supportive of 
literacy;

- Ensuring community involvement in literacy 
programmes;

- Building partnerships at all levels between 
government, the private sector and civil society;

- Systematic monitoring and evaluation. (sum-
marized from UNESCO n.d., 3; see also UN Gen-
eral Assembly 2002) 

From the reports presented at the UN General 
Assembly in 2004 and 2006 it was not apparent that 
any real progress had been made towards the goals 
set for the Decade. Rather, the worry was expressed 
that a mid-term report ought to be issued in 2008: 
“Decade  progress should be measured in terms 
of the four expected outcomes set: 1) significant 
progress towards EFA goals 3, 4, and 5 by 2015; 2) at-
tainment by all learners of a mastery level of literacy; 
3) creation of dynamic literate environments; and 4) 
improved quality of life of learners” (UN General 
Assembly  2006, 19). The recommendations called 
for stronger efforts by governments, the internation-
al community and international organizations if the 
goals were not to be missed by a wide margin.

In response, UNESCO planned a total of six re-
gional literacy conferences in Qatar, China, Mali, 
India, Costa Rica and Azerbaijan for 2007/8, to ex-
change information on the progress of the Literacy 
Decade, to enhance co-operation, and to reinforce 
mobilization of the requisite resources. A UN Liter-
acy Decade Expert Group was also set up in 2007 to 

oversee the progress of the Decade and to prepare 
at short notice the interim report to be presented 
to the UN General Assembly in September 2008 
(UNESCO 2007b, Appendix: UNESCO Regional 
Conferences in Support of Global Literacy). 

4. LIFE – Literacy Initiative for Empowerment: 2005 
– 2015
This initiative derives from a decision by the Gen-
eral Conference of UNESCO in October 2005, 
which made a direct link with EFA and UNLD, and 
indirectly with the MDGs. Co-operation between 
government agencies, NGOs, the private sector 
and the civil society, and all bilateral and multi-
lateral organizations, was stated to be a require-
ment for success. Concentration on the countries in 
which 85% of all the illiterates in the world live and 
where there is a recognisable serious willingness to 
change matters, was made binding. The UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) in Hamburg 
was charged with co-ordination. The following was 
the answer given to the question, “What is LIFE?”:

- “a framework of collaborative action for en-
hancing and improving national literacy efforts;

- a process in support of literacy which is coun-
try-led and country-specific; 

- embedded in national policies and strategies; 
- a mechanism for technical support services 

and facilitation by UNESCO in the areas of policy, 
advocacy, partnership building, capacity-building 
and innovations.” (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong 
Learning 2007a, 12) 

A total of 35 countries were selected, 18 of these 
in Africa, six in the Arab States, nine in Asia and the 
Pacific, and two in Latin America and the Carib-
bean, on which LIFE will focus in a rolling sequence 
of stages. National plans, drawn up in co-operation 
with UIL, are the starting point for monitoring and 
evaluation strategies to produce annual reports 
summarizing the situation in each country. In 
parallel, research will be conducted at the interna-
tional level to establish how far UNESCO and the 
international donor community have actually ful-
filled the commitments they have made (UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning 2007b). 

The good news from UNLD and LIFE is that both 
emphasise and strengthen the out-of-school literacy 
element of EFA; there will unquestionably also be 
considerable co-ordination and synergy effects. The 
complete underfunding of this aspect of EFA is not 
mentioned by either UNLD or LIFE, however, since 
little additional funding is flowing into literacy as a 
whole. As we know, the World Bank EFA Fast Track 
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Initiative (FTI) concentrates primarily on the state 
school sector, and therefore ignores (so far) all out-of-
school literacy work in youth and adult education. 
At the regional UNLD conference in India, delegates 
nonetheless proposed as one of their final recom-
mendations that FTI should in future also support 
the literacy activities of NGOs in out-of-school youth 
and adult education (Ministry of Human Resources 
Development, India 2007). It will be interesting to see 
whether this suggestion is acted upon.

5. DESD – Decade of Education for Sustainable Devel-
opment: 2005 – 2014
Once again, it was a decision by the UN General 
Assembly that launched this Decade, which goes 
well beyond purely ecological concerns: 

“The overall goal of the DESD is to integrate the 
principles, values, and practices of sustainable de-
velopment into all aspects of education and learn-
ing in order to encourage changes in behaviour 
that will create a more sustainable future in terms 
of environmental integrity, economic viability, and 
a just society for present and future generations.” 
(UNESCO 2005b, para. 1) 

These principles are to be integrated into educa-
tion systems at national level. UNESCO has once 
more been charged with the co-ordination.

In Germany, the Bundestag Committee on Edu-
cation, Research and Technology concerned itself 
in June 2004 with the UN decision and the Action 
Plan of the World Summit on Sustainable Devel-
opment held in South Africa in 2002, which had 
accorded education a significant role. The Federal 
Government was asked to combine German pro-
posals into a national action plan. Under this, a 
separate transfer centre for successful projects was 
to be set up, and initiatives were to be developed 
and supported in schools, vocational, tertiary and 
continuing education. Particular attention was to 
be given to harmonization between knowledge, 
awareness and action in development education 
and global learning. It was also emphasised that: 

“… further increased efforts should be made 
to implement the Millennium Declaration and 
international development goals, particularly in 
basic education and gender equality. The Federal 
Government should apply development priorities 
consistently and act as a driving force for both the 
‘Education for All Fast Track Initiative’ and the 
implementation of national poverty strategies.” 
(Deutscher Bundestag 2004, 4)

The plan that was then unanimously agreed rec-
ommended that the German UNESCO Commis-

sion (DUK) should be charged with co-ordination 
and funded accordingly. 

The DUK has rapidly, and successfully, respond-
ed to this task. A National Round Table has been set 
up to bring together and mobilize the most impor-
tant players, and a number of committees are now 
working on particular topics. A working group on 
out-of-school and continuing education has been 
established. In its position paper, this states: 

“Because of its interdisciplinary nature, the 
global image of sustainable development poses a 
challenge to the entire education system, calling 
for new teaching methods and a cross-subject ap-
proach. Out-of-school education provides facilities 
(alternative places and types of learning) that are 
able to react flexibly to consequent new demands 
and to promote initiatives that may have an inno-
vative impact on education in schools… Through 
out-of-school learning, people can acquire skills 
which are indispensable for the future shaping of 
our society and for meeting our responsibilities as 
world citizens.”1 (German UNESCO Commission 
2006, 1) 

UNESCO has responded to its co-ordinating 
function and has appointed relevant committees 
and staff: a High-Level Panel, a United Nations 
Inter-Agency Committee, a Reference Group and a 
Monitoring  and Evaluation Expert Group; sugges-
tions have been made for integration into the vari-
ous areas of basic and secondary education, voca-
tional education and training, tertiary education 
and teacher training, and an overview report of the 
first two years has been discussed in the UNESCO 
Executive Committee. It comes as no surprise that 
this calls once again for “mobilization of financial 
resources to overcome the gaps in DESD imple-
mentation, in particular in countries where the 
need is greatest…” (UNESCO 2007c, YYY). 

6. Recent Developments in Europe: 1996 – 2007
The call for “Education for All” refers largely – but 
not solely – to developing countries, particularly if 
it is taken only to mean basic education. The major 
international education conferences attended by 
representatives of the governments of most coun-
tries, as well as by UN organizations, multilateral 
donors, NGOs and specialist agencies, have not al-
lied themselves with this narrow view, however. 
The EU speaks in its Memorandum on Lifelong 

1 The DUK has set up a portal http://www.bne-portal.
de which reports fully on the situation of the Decade. 
The results of the various committees and working 
groups can be found there.
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Learning of the importance of “new basic skills”; 
and the Communication on the implementation of 
the Memorandum states repeatedly that new skills 
build on old skills (see Conference Documentation 
2003; Motakef 2007; Tröster 2000). 

Various comparative international studies, es-
pecially by the OECD (Organisation for  Economic 
Co-operation and Development) have also pointed 
out that countries in transition, threshold countries 
and industrialized countries have their own prob-
lems over high-quality basic education as a foun-
dation for further learning and successful careers. 
Many of the results of PISA (Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment) make it very plain 
that deficits in basic skills at school lead to diffi-
culties with Lifelong Learning in adulthood (e.g. 
OECD 2000; for PISA data see also www.mpib-
berlin.mpg.de/pisa/ergebnisse.pdf). 

In 2001, the EU published the Communication 
“Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning”, 
which is taken to embrace the entire education sec-
tor, hence including adult education (see www.
europa.eu.int and for the broader context Hinzen 
2007). In the process which followed, the percep-
tion of adult education as providing nationwide, 
decentralized coverage via its own learning cen-
tres within easy reach of citizens, and offering 
both general and political education, as well as 
preparation for employment and, increasingly, for 
continuing education, gained in importance. Ulti-
mately, fresh attention was paid to the four-pillar 
model of school education – vocational training, 
tertiary education and adult education – although 
great importance was then attached to the possibil-
ity of moving from one to the other, and transition 
between sub-systems, non-formal and informal 
learning, in line with what was learnt from PISA. 

In 2006, the EU Commission then brought out a 
Communication on learning in adulthood entitled 
“It is never too late to learn”. This built systematical-
ly on various other studies. One of these had been 
conducted by the European Association for the Edu-
cation of Adults (EAEA). That study (EAEA 2006) 
examines the situation with regard to educational 
policy, legislation and funding, discusses reasons 
for non-participation and how to make access easier, 
makes statements about basic skills and key skills, 
deals with certification and accreditation, sheds 
light on the quality of initial and inservice training, 
and makes broader connections with demography 
and migration. The conclusions drawn and the rec-
ommendations made culminate in five messages 
that need to be heeded: development of  a system 

of adult education; core public funding; quality in 
training and professionalization, evaluation and 
recognition of skills acquired non-formally; and de-
velopment of indicators for research and statistics.

The definition of adult education chosen in the 
EU Communication refers to “all forms of learning 
undertaken by adults after having left initial educa-
tion and training” (i.e. including tertiary education) 
(European Union 2006, 1). It also calls for the lift-
ing of barriers to participation; quality assurance 
in adult education; recognition and validation of 
learning outcomes; greater investment in the ageing 
population and migrants; and development of indi-
cators and benchmarks. Overall, the Communica-
tion is an encouragingly clear statement of the value 
of adult education. It was followed approximately 
a year later by an Action Plan, “Adult learning: It 
is always a good time to learn”. This gave concrete 
shape to the proposals, taking into account subsidi-
arity between Brussels and governments. 

It is interesting that this EU process of developing 
an adult education policy would seem overall to par-
allel the progression from CONFINTEA V to VI. The 
similarities range from the time-scale (the European 
Year of Lifelong Learning in 1976, the UNESCO In-
ternational Conference in 1997 and the call for “One 
hour a day for learning”), via the addressing of more 
specific topics (professionalization, assessment and 
recognition of informal and non-formal learning) 
to the appointment of key people to relevant com-
mittees: there were EU representatives at the CON-
FINTEA V Mid-Term Review Meeting, for example, 
and the EU is a member of the CONFINTEA VI Con-
sultative Group – while in reverse, representatives 
of UIL were members of the group advising on the 
Communication and the Action Plan.

7. NGOs – Education Watch and / or Partners?
At the early CONFINTEA conferences, governments 
were almost entirely on their own. The breakthrough 
may have started with CONFINTEA III in Tokyo, 
when civil society views, specialist organizations 
and NGOs were made welcome. To name just two 
individuals and organizations, Roby Kidd, the Gen-
eral Secretary of the Canadian Adult Education As-
sociation (CAEA), and Hellmuth Dolff, the Director 
of the German Adult Education Association (DVV), 
were each included in their national delegations. 
Only later, however, were NGOs permitted to attend 
as a separate category of representative bodies, and 
in huge numbers at CONFINTEA V in Hamburg,. 
Perhaps it was only logical that representatives of 
NGOs met to form the ICEA in 1973, just one year 
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after Tokyo. And while we are mentioning names, 
Paul Bélanger was Director of UIL for ten years and 
was heavily involved in the preparation, delivery 
and follow-up of CONFINTEA V, before returning 
to the University of Montreal and becoming, a short 
while later, President of the ICAE, to which position 
he was recently re-elected in January 2007 at the 
World Assembly in Nairobi (see Adult Education and 
Development 2006 and 2007; Voices Rising 2007a). 

The ICAE and its regional and national mem-
bers are preparing systematically for CONFINTEA 
VI, both by actively collaborating with the official 
preparation committees, and by mobilizing their 
members to discuss critically the situation and pros-
pects of adult education. In Africa, for example, two 
conferences are being held in 2007/8 in Mozam-
bique and Senegal under the banner of “Advocacy 
Tools for Civil Society Education Watch”, in order 
to prepare for the CONFINTEA VI pre-conference 
planned for July 2008 in Kenya. The three specialist 
NGOs PAALAE (Pan African Association for Liter-
acy and Adult Education), ANCEFA (African NGO 
Coalition on Education for All) and PAMOJA (Af-
rica Reflect Network) are discussing ways of work-
ing together and sharing positions (see Voices Rising 
2007b and www.icae.org.uy). 

ASPBAE (the Asian South Pacific Bureau of Adult 
Education) involved itself very early on in the EFA 
process; there is no doubt that it needed to, because 
of the large numbers of out-of-school children and 
illiterate young people and adults in the Asian re-
gion. ASPBAE has been working closely with GCE 
in this context, and it has the funds to support the 
GCE campaign. It has cleverly widened the focus 
on children and schools to include a broader view, 
using the slogans “Except for Adults” – which EFA 
should not be misunderstood as meaning – and 
“Mothers Matter Most”, which opens up important 
gender issues. Maria Almazhan Khan, the General 
Secretary of ASPBAE, used UNDP documents to 
remind the 12th German Adult Education Confer-
ence in Berlin in 2006 that the underfunding of EFA 
has something to do with life styles in the North and 
South of this One World, which are frequently very 
different: citizens of Europe and the United States 
spend twice as much on cosmetics, and in Europe 
alone five times as much on alcohol consumption, 
while worldwide, military expenditure is a hundred 
times what it would cost to provide Universal Pri-
mary Education (Almazhan Khan 2005; ASPBAE 
2006; see also www.campaignforeducation.org).

The specialist contributions of NGOs are indeed 
vital. Let us take three other examples. In its re-

search report, “Writing the Wrongs. International 
Benchmarks on Adult Literacy”, which was widely 
quoted in the EFA progress report “Literacy for 
Life”, the Global Campaign for Education made a 
substantial contribution to the debate on the sig-
nificance and feasibility of universal literacy (GCE 
2006; see also www.actionaid.org). This report ex-
pressed the serious criticism that the second aspect 
of EFA Goal 4, “equitable access to basic and con-
tinuing education for all adults”, had not received 
adequate attention; a study was thereafter com-
missioned from dvv international to consider the 
relationship between literacy, adult education and 
Lifelong Learning (Duke and Hinzen 2006; see also 
www.dvv-international.de.). And lastly, the well-
founded paper produced by the ICAE, “Agenda 
for the Future. Six Years later”, uses critical argu-
ments to identify where little progress has yet been 
made in achieving the goals set by CONFINTEA V 
as we approach CONFINTEA VI (ICAE 2003). 
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