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There is no debating that the current era is characterised by intractable, intersecting crises, 

including wars, climate catastrophes, migration flows, and the aftermath of the pandemic. 

These crises are not only reshaping global society as a whole but also affecting its various 

structures, living environments, and biographies. They reveal transitional tensions that 

are often expressed through their temporal or spatial features. Navigating the intersection 

of social crises and their everyday spatial, temporal and rhythmic implications presents a 

unique challenge for adult learning and education.  

Space, time, and rhythm are key aspects and determinants of any human process; 

while clock time denotes one way of thinking about time, other, equally important 

dimensions often remain unrecognised. This RELA issue offers insights into a range of 

such matters. In this respect, we hope it serves as an invitation to explore various aspects 

of rhythm, space, and time, from theoretical, methodological, and empirical perspectives. 

While references to these notions are ubiquitous in current research in adult learning and 

education, an understanding of the rhythmic, spatial, and temporal dimensions of 
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education often rests on taken-for-granted assumptions and does not necessarily support 

systematic inquiry explicitly aimed at studying spaces, times, and rhythms.  

Over the past twenty years, numerous publications in adult and higher education 

have revealed a momentum in contemporary research with an explicit focus on the study 

of space, time, and rhythm in education (e.g., Alhadeff-Jones, 2017, 2023, 2024; 

Barnacle, 2016; Boutinet, 2008; Bright et al., 2013; Burke & Manathunga, 2020; Cole et 

al., 2024; Dakka 2021, 2024; Dakka & Smith, 2019; Lesourd, 2006; Maubant et al., 2018; 

Maubant & Roquet, 2021; Roquet, 2018; Roquet & Biasin, 2023; Schilling & O’Neill, 

2020; Schmidt-Lauff, 2023; Schmidt-Lauff et al., 2019; Vostal, 2021; Wilkinson et al., 

2022; Wittorski & Hatano-Chalvidan, 2024).  

In keeping with this trend, we draw attention to recent developments in educational 

research that have underscored the importance of attending to changes across policy, 

practice, and the empirical and theoretical study of education, with a deliberate emphasis 

on how people perceive, conceive, and experience space and time in educational settings. 

This lens shapes how people learn and how they assess the role of adult learning and 

education: it might take the form of an accelerated biographical transition or a delayed 

individual development, as argued by Elisa Thevenot’s contribution in this special issue; 

or of a personal transformation ignited by changes in worldview, leading to different 

modes of temporal self-positioning, as Meta Furlan’s paper in this special issue attests; 

or, indeed, a collective transition enabled and enriched by participatory dynamics and 

environmental temporalities at the macro level, as explored by Jerome Lafitte’s paper in 

this special issue.  

Furthermore, this collection explores how the interplay of power and temporal 

governance in the current systemic crisis creates a new role for adult learning and 

education. It positions these fields as vital spaces for examining experiences of complex 

transitions, collectively interpreting them, and ultimately leading to (positive) 

transformation. As Raizza da Costa Lopes, Samuel Lopes Pinheiro, and Carlos Roberto 

da Silva Machado maintain, spatio-temporal approaches offer a diverse range of critical 

perspectives for analysing how autonomy, identity, and inequalities are reproduced or 

challenged within society.   

Focusing on the situatedness of educational processes raises questions about how, 

for example, learners, policymakers and educators, along with their evolving professional 

identities, determine the meaning, relevance and value associated with specific 

institutions, organisations and environments (including digital and hybrid ones), and how 

this, in turn, affects learning, transformational and developmental processes (see, in this 

respect, the contribution of Marcos Maldonado, Kristine Balslev, Margaux Chehab, and 

Sandrine Cortessis to this special issue). This aligns with the idea of understanding formal 

adult education settings as distinct ‘spatiotemporal cocoons’ that may foster 

transformative learning and emancipation, as argued in Magali Balayn Lelong’s paper.  

Ultimately, the interplay of rhythms, spaces, and times provides researchers and 

practitioners with a powerful critical framework not only to diagnose systemic socio-

environmental disruptions but also to cultivate transformative and emancipatory 

pathways within contemporary adult learning and education. In other words, we believe 

that foregrounding these three relational frameworks equips us with a range of analytical 

lenses to resist hasty, stereotypical standardisations in adult learning and education and 

to critique dominant temporal regimes in adult learning.  
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Transitions in adult learning and education: Spatio -temporal 
perspectives    

Transitions are among the critical issues to be considered in adult learning and education. 

First, the praxis of adult education is intended to help people navigate transitions that may 

require learning to be managed or regulated. Second, adult learning and education are 

also expected to trigger changes that span different times and spaces in one’s life (e.g., 

promoting continuing education to foster social mobility). Thus, adult education plays a 

critical role in helping people navigate transitions, whether they involve adapting to a new 

environment (e.g., following social, political, cultural, technological or ecological 

changes), dealing with personal changes (e.g., migration, parenting, entering the 

workforce, changing career, retiring), or coping with embodied changes (e.g., illness, 

ageing).  

Transitions are often experienced as stressful periods (Miller, 2010), sometimes 

linked to crises, characterised by events or perturbations that entail significant 

uncertainty. Although such ordeals (Slowik et al., 2019) are experienced differently by 

everyone, their meaning is always socially constructed. Therefore, between stability and 

change, transitions reveal and contribute to people’s personal and professional 

development (Crafter et al., 2019), as much as they express discursive, institutional and 

social dynamics that inform their understanding and shape how transitions occur 

throughout the lifespan (Bernhard et al., 2026; Stauber et al., 2022). 

Accordingly, critical conceptualisations of transitions emphasise multiple, relational 

dynamics characterised by a continuous, iterative process of ‘becoming and unbecoming’, 

thereby challenging dominant linear frameworks (Colley, 2007). Transitions should 

therefore neither be essentialised nor read as linear passages, but rather as complex, 

interrelated processes shaped by temporal, spatial, and rhythmic dimensions. 

Transitions associated with learning are often linked to specific purposes and 

conceived as processual (biographically, embedded in everyday life), temporal (cf. 

Schwarz et al., 2025), part of  institutional, organisational, and societal contexts and, 

ultimately, ‘a matter of positionality and subjectivity’ (Bernhard et al., 2026, p. 41).  

Whilst it is impossible to arrive at a single definition of transition, it is predominantly 

understood as a process of change over time — whether the change is conceptualised as 

occurring in contexts of learning or in learners’ identities (or both), or whether it takes place 

over a short or long timespan, and whatever the causes and consequences of that change 

may be. (Colley, 2007, p. 428) 

From a spatial perspective, transitions are revealed through the different ‘places’ people 

may occupy and the ‘mobilities’ involved, for instance within a social circle, an 

institution, a cultural or geographic context (e.g., migration), or a physical or virtual 

environment. The tensions inherent in the experience of transitions also need to be 

contained, psychologically and socially, through good enough ‘transitional spaces’ 

(Winnicott, 1971). The experience of transitional periods also shapes how people learn to 

relate to specific places and spaces. 

From a temporal perspective, transitions appear, for instance, in the successive 

‘states’ or ‘stages’ through which ‘development’ or ‘transformation’ are conceived (e.g., 

from ‘before’ to ‘after’, from being less to being more knowledgeable, skilful, critical, 

adaptive, mature). Transitions are thus inscribed in the temporalities of one’s own 

existence, expressed as much in the daily gestures of everyday life as in the words used 

to evoke one’s life history (Lesourd, 2009). The experience of transition also shapes how 
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people relate to time and how they interpret the temporalities of their personal and 

professional lives. In contrast to notions of ‘change’ or ‘transformation’, which tend to 

take for granted identifiable ‘starting’ and ‘arrival’ points, transition treats the observed 

or experienced movement as a liminal process in tension between the ‘already’ and the 

‘not yet’, that is, the ‘in-between’.  

The dynamics and processes through which people experience transitions may be 

captured by the rhythms they display, as these reveal the fluidity that characterises 

people’s ways of feeling, thinking, behaving, and interacting with each other. Transitions 

indeed involve patterns and configurations, repetitions, variations and transformations 

that shape how people evolve individually and collectively (Alhadeff-Jones, 2017; Dakka 

2024; Dakka & Smith, 2019). 

Against this backdrop, this special issue seeks to question how we can access and 

describe the heterogeneous spaces, temporalities and rhythms through which adults learn, 

transform, and develop as they experience transitions throughout their lives. Its aim is 

therefore to explore the multiplicity of spaces, temporalities, and rhythms that shape 

educational settings, processes and policies involved in such transitional experiences. For 

these reasons, the implications for adult learning and education are of central concern 

across all contributions.  

It develops and builds on themes explored in the successful Research Symposium 

Series ‘Spaces and times of transition. Re-calibrating the multiple scales of change in 

adult education’ (Alhadeff-Jones et al., 2024), launched in 2024 as part of the ESREA 

network Spaces, Times, and the Rhythms of the Education of Adults and its Movements 

(S.T.R.E.A.M.), convened by the guest editors of this special collection. In this respect, 

we see this special issue as a stepping stone for the network's development, and we hope 

it will continue to generate theoretical, methodological, and empirical offshoots that will 

advance its agenda in both expected and unexpected ways.    

Working on a truly international special issue, which benefited from the rich 

diversity of its contributors’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Brazil, Switzerland, 

France, Germany, Slovenia), was not without its challenges: as non-native English 

speakers, we approached and navigated the micro-politics of translation with sensitivity 

and care, bringing questions of linguistic specificity and the cultural situatedness of the 

authorial voice to the forefront of our editorial concerns. In this respect, we hope that you 

will find these diverse, wide-ranging essays as stimulating and enriching as we did. We 

were deliberate in our effort to offer Early Career Researchers a space alongside more 

mature academic voices to introduce their nascent ideas and projects, thereby fostering 

an implicit inter-generational dialogue that runs as a quiet, unspoken undercurrent 

throughout this collection.  

The contributions present a diverse array of theoretical, methodological and 

empirical perspectives that resist neat categorisation, and it is probably easier to approach 

the papers individually rather than search for a coherent whole. However, to facilitate 

reading, we have loosely grouped them into three sections, reflecting the papers’ 

respective emphases on rhythmanalysis and temporal perspectives; transformative 

learning through a spatial lens; and rhythms of identity and life course transitions.            

Part I : Rhythmanalytical and temporal perspectives on adult education 
in the context of socio -environmental transitions  

The special issue opens with two contributions that focus on collective transitions and 

societal change, while also questioning how these transitions are experienced at the levels 
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of groups and individuals, thereby raising a debate about the development of agency. In 

the first paper, ‘Rhythmanalysis in times of climate catastrophe: Dialogues between 

environmental education and adult education’, da Costa Lopes et al. (2026) argue that 

contemporary crises, such as the pandemic, precarious work, and the floods in Rio Grande 

do Sul, are not isolated disruptions but expressions of a dominant temporal regime that 

favours speed, extraction, and accumulation over care, regeneration, and social 

protection. Calling specifically on education’s role and potential contributions, the 

authors argue that education should engage with these disturbances and cultivate forms 

of rhythmic awareness.  

In the second empirical paper, ‘Transitional and socioecological perspectives in adult 

education relating to the environment: Tensions and challenges’, Lafitte (2026) draws on 

a qualitative case study in the fields of environmental adult education and environmental 

geography. His contribution aims to examine the process of constructing, mobilising, and 

cross-fertilising environmental knowledge within a dialogical dynamic; to this end, the 

author emphasises the significance of environmental temporalities in relation to both the 

habitability of living territories under transformation and the development of citizen 

expertise. The paper illustrates how adult learning occurs at the crossroads of conflicting 

temporalities that reveal power dynamics on the one hand and, on the other, the abilities 

that shape and constitute adults’ capacity to reassert their experience of time in the context 

of public deliberation.  

Part II : Revisiting transformative and emancipatory learning through 
spatial and processual lenses  

The special issue continues with two papers that foreground the role and functions of the 

spaces where learning and transformational processes occur. In ‘Public open spaces as 

arenas for learning: Informality, transformation and the pedagogy of the unknowable’, 

Furlan (2026) theorises public open spaces as active pedagogical agents: drawing on a 

qualitative case study of the Path of Remembrance and Comradeship (PATH) in 

Ljubljana, the author argues that transformative and emancipatory learning emerge not 

through linear instruction but through the unpredictable, relational, and affective 

dimensions of spatial encounter. Space here is not a container for, or a backdrop to, 

learning but its enabler: architecture, memorial layers, nature, and encounters with 

strangers co-constitute what becomes possible to think, feel, and revisit. This means that 

movement through space becomes both a metaphor and a mechanism for transformative 

processes, and walking the PATH enacts a form of spatial movement that opens 

possibilities for disorientation, the suspension of familiar meanings, and the gradual 

reconfiguration of identity.  

In her paper ‘The pedagogical cocoon: Spatiotemporal dimensions of emancipatory 

learning in adult education’, Balayn Lelong (2026) examines training environments that 

foster critical reflection on past experiences, engagement with rhythmic patterns, and 

active reshaping of the present and future. Drawing on the French tradition of 

autoformation, particularly Pineau’s anthropoformation and schizo-chrony, Galvani’s 

existential autoformation and kaïros, and Alhadeff-Jones’ rhythmological approach, the 

author engages with Mezirow’s transformative learning theory, arguing that training can 

serve as a secure spatiotemporal cocoon enabling emancipatory learning among adults 

returning to higher education. The educator becomes the guardian of the cocoon itself, 

being responsible for structuring rhythms, sustaining the space for inquiry, and protecting 
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the conditions under which suspension and temporal elaboration can occur, reframing 

pedagogy as an ethical and spatial practice.  

Part III : Exploring the rhythms of identity and life course transitions  

The final two contributions of the special issue closely examine the rhythms of individual 

transitions that shape one’s identity and life course. Both focus on the role of biographical 

narrative as a symbolic space for elaborating and reflecting on the unique temporalities 

and rhythms of one’s life, highlighting the rhythmicity that characterises processes of 

personal transformation. In the paper ‘Timing transitions: Making sense of life course 

trajectories in the context of sustainability transitions through the lens of rhythms’, 

Thevenot (2026) draws on Alhadeff-Jones’ concept of rhythmic intelligence and 

Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis to examine how adults navigating sustainability-related 

professional transitions make sense of their life course trajectories through rhythm and 

temporality. Grounded in biographical narratives, the paper reveals three contrasting 

modes of temporal self-positioning – transitioning ahead of time, right on time, and onto 

a different time – each reflecting a distinct form of biographical attunement to the rhythms 

of social change and carrying its own emancipatory dimension.  

The article ‘Temporalities and rhythms of identity transitions amongst second-career 

teachers’ by Maldonado et al. (2026) concludes this special issue by analysing the 

professional identity transitions of second-career teachers (SCTs) through the temporal 

and rhythmic dimensions of eight experience-based narratives written during teacher 

education programmes in French-speaking Switzerland. The authors argue that identity 

transitions cannot be reduced to a linear before-and-after movement between stable 

professional moments; rather, they unfold through complex rhythmic configurations that 

may entail gradual reorientations, biographical continuities, abrupt ruptures, and 

existential reconfiguration, interweaving past, present, and projected identities in non-

uniform ways. Here, narrative writing becomes a mediating space in which these 

rhythmic and temporal configurations are actively constructed; hence, the authors call for 

training spaces in which the full rhythmic complexity of professional transition, including 

its arrhythmic, incomplete and contradictory dimensions, can be explored beyond the 

imperative of certified success. 
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