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learning: A scoping review

Michaela Bila
Tomas Bata University in Zlin, Czech Republic (bila@utb.cz)

Jan Kalenda
Tomas Bata University in Zlin, Czech Republic (kalenda@utb.cz)

Abstract

This scoping review maps empirical research on motivation in adult education and
learning, analysing 95 studies published between 1971 and 2024. Drawing on data from
Web of Science and Scopus databases, it delineates key thematic areas, geographical
patterns, and methodological orientations. The findings highlight a marked increase in
publications since 2016, with a pronounced focus on specific learner populations —
including non-traditional students, low-skilled adults, and second-chance learners in
adult basic education. Research activity is heavily concentrated in European and
Anglophone contexts, pointing to the need for broader cultural representation. While
quantitative methods dominate, many studies employ instruments lacking validation.
Notable gaps emerge in the use of mixed-methods and longitudinal designs. Overall, the
review calls for more inclusive and methodologically robust inquiry to deepen our
understanding of adult learner motivation across diverse educational landscapes.

Keywords: motivation, adult education and learning, lifelong learning, scoping review,
methodology

Introduction

Rapid technological advancements, which drive disruptive changes in the labour market,
generate increasing pressure for individuals to acquire new knowledge and skills to
remain adaptable (Draghi, 2024; Sentiirk & Duran, 2020). In this context, adult education
and learning continue to be key tools for facilitating this resilience, playing a significant
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role in reducing skill mismatches and fostering alignment between workforce
competencies and evolving labour market demands (OECD, 2023, 2024), as well as
enhancing the well-being and health outcomes of adults (Schuller & Desjardins, 2010).

For the purposes of this scoping review, adult education and learning is understood
as encompassing a broad continuum of structured and unstructured learning activities
undertaken by individuals after the completion of their initial formal education. Drawing
on international frameworks (UNESCO, 2016; OECD, 2024), this includes formal, non-
formal education, and informal learning that serves a variety of purposes — from
enhancing employability through reskilling and upskilling to supporting personal
development, civic engagement and lifelong curiosity.

Given the multifaceted nature of adult education and learning, it is essential to
understand the factors that influence adults’ engagement in learning. Among these,
motivation is one of the key prerequisites for adult education and learning (Boeren, 2017,
Coskun & Demirel, 2010; Yamashita et al., 2019), which affects not only participation in
adult education and learning but also the outcomes of learning process itself (Bukhori et
al., 2019; Pont, 2004; Wlodkowski, 2008). Conversely, the lack of motivation for adult
education and learning is sometimes considered one of the reasons why adults do not
participate in this activity (Kalenda & Kocvarova, 2022). Similarly, a lower level of
motivation towards specific learning content is considered to be a negative factor in the
acquisition of the intended knowledge and skills (Rotgans & Schmidt, 2012).

Despite the prevalence of the term, motivation remains a concept that is not
universally or firmly defined (Cook & Artino, 2016; Lazowski & Hulleman, 2016;
Wlodkowski & Ginsberg, 2017). This construct is best understood as a hypothetical
psychological state used to explain the initiation, maintenance, or cessation of action
(Macey & Schneider, 2008; Miguel, 2013; Pincus, 2020), which is a general
understanding of motivation adopted in this scoping review. Rather than being directly
observable, we agree with other authors (e.g., Macey & Schneider, 2008) that motivation
is constructed through theoretical frameworks and operationalised differently depending
on the researchers* theoretical perspectives. In the context of adult education and learning,
it is typically an individual‘s intention, desire, or reason for participating in learning
(Aljohani & Alajlan, 2020; Knowles et al., 2012).

Although the significance of motivation in adult education and learning has long
been acknowledged and widely discussed (Kondrup, 2015), some scholars (e.g., Boeren
et al., 2012a; Boeren et al., 2012b; Boeren, 2016; Kalenda & Koc¢varova, 2022) argue that
the topic still lacks sufficient empirical attention. Moreover, it is noteworthy that
motivation in adult education and learning has largely been overlooked in the recent
comprehensive disciplinary monographs (e.g., Evans et al., 2023; Milana et al., 2018) and
systematic mappings of research in adult education and learning (e.g., Fejes & Nylander,
2019; Holford et al., 2022). This absence underscores a gap in the literature, suggesting a
need for a more focused and systematic assessment of research on motivation within this
field.

In response to this identified gap, the present study aims to provide a comprehensive
overview of empirical research on motivation in adult education and learning. This is
achieved through a scoping review, utilising two leading scientific databases — Web of
Science and Scopus — as primary sources of information. The study spans a temporal
scope from the first indexed publication in 1971 to 2024. The starting point was
deliberately selected based on an initial scoping phase, which identified 1971 as the
publication year of the earliest empirical study meeting the inclusion criteria. Based on
such delineation, this study not only provides a map of empirical research on this research
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topic in the field of adult education and learning, but also helps to indicate where further
research should be directed.

The following text begins by situating the mapping of empirical research on
motivation in adult education and learning within the context of current meta-theoretical
research on constructing the ‘territory’ (Rubenson, 1982) of adult education and learning.
This approach enables the formulation of four research questions (RQ1-RQ4), which
guide the analysis by focusing on specific aspects of empirical research on this topic.
Subsequently, the methodology for conducting a scoping literature review is outlined. The
results are then presented and organised according to the four research questions. The
study concludes with a discussion of findings, outlines key limitations, and offers
recommendations for advancing empirical research.

Mapping the field and empirical research on motivation

This study is part of a broader effort to map the field of adult education and learning,
contributing to a systematic understanding of its key themes, trends, and research
priorities (see, e.g., Boeren, 2018, 2019; Fejes & Nylander, 2014, 2015, 2019; Nylander
et al., 2022; Nylander & Fejes, 2023; Rubenson & Elfert, 2015, 2019; Taylor, 2001). In
particular, it shares with previous works an interest in analysing: (1) research topics (what
is the subject of the research?), (2) the geographical context of the research (where is the
research conducted?) and (3) the methodological design (how is the research conducted?).
From a particular perspective, the analysis presented below can be seen as a narrowing of
this research agenda to a much smaller and less general part of the field, namely the topic
of motivation.

Research topics

In a recently published analysis of themes from six flagship journals in the field of adult
education and learning from 1950 to 2020, or a narrower analysis since 1982, Nylander
and Fejes (2023; see also Nylander et al., 2022) identified fifteen key areas that represent
the most frequent foci of thematic interest for researchers. One such topic is ‘research on
motivation, participation, and attitudes among employees in different organizations’
(Nylander & Fejes, 2023, p. 129), which includes motivation as a sub-theme. While this
is considered a relatively minor area within the broader field of adult education and
learning, Nylander and Fejes (2023) have demonstrated that interest in this sub-theme has
been steadily growing since the early 1990s.

However, it remains unclear from their findings whether the conclusions about this
trend apply uniformly across all sub-topics within this thematic group (i.e., attitudes,
participation, motivation, etc.; see above), as identified by their large-scale text-mining
analysis, or if they pertain specifically to motivation. Additionally, the aforementioned
analysis does not sufficiently delve into the empirical sub-themes being investigated
under the umbrella of motivation in adult education and learning. As a result, it does not
offer enough ‘zoom-in’ needed to explore the nuanced aspects of motivation within this
field.

This observation also applies to other papers addressing motivation in adult
education and learning. Such studies are often more inclined to focus on reviewing
theories or examining selected canonised studies, rather than conducting a systematic
mapping of empirical research (see, e.g., Boeren, 2016; Gopalan et al., 2017; Ilie, 2019;
Kondrup, 2015).
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For these reasons, we are focusing on two complementary research questions:

o RQ1: How has interest in the empirical investigation of motivation in adult
education and learning evolved over time?

o  RQ2: What specific topics have been explored in the area of motivation in adult
education and learning?

Geographical context

Another significant dimension considered when mapping the field of adult education and
learning is the geographical context, which is frequently associated with the specific
location where the research is conducted — most commonly with the nation-state. In this
respect, it is typical that research in adult education and learning focuses predominantly
on Anglophone countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom or Australia
(Fejes & Nylander, 2014, 2015, 2019; Rubenson & Elfert, 2015, 2019; Taylor, 2001).
However, this conclusion could be influenced by the sampling of previous studies that
mainly focus on research published in a small set of disciplinary journals, primarily from
Anglophone countries, and featuring studies published in English. Such a focus risks
introducing systematics epistemological biases, as the research tends to concentrate on
individuals in developed (post-)industrial democracies, particularly those with higher
levels of education and socioeconomic status (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).

Due to the absence of findings on the geographical distribution of research into
motivation in adult education and learning, we aim to address this gap. In contrast to
previous approaches in the field, we do not confine our scope to studies published solely
in English. By including research in other languages, we seek to develop a more
comprehensive understanding of where motivation in adult education and learning is
being studied. This consideration leads us to formulate our third research question:

e RQ3: In which countries has the topic of motivation in adult education and
learning been the subject of empirical investigation?

Methodological design

Moreover, the researchers also discuss the methodological direction of research in the
field of adult education and learning. After a phase of early inspiration by quantitative
methodology, symptomatic of the 1950s and 1960s (Rubenson, 1982), the 1990s brought
a phase of renewed interest in qualitative-oriented research and an equalisation of the
share of both methodologies during the 1990s (Taylor, 2001). The methodological
developments of the last two decades are characterised by an overwhelming turn to
qualitative research design, which currently dominates empirical research in the field
(e.g., Boeren, 2018, 2019; Rubenson & Elfert, 2015, 2019).

With this in mind, it is noteworthy that the theme of ‘research on motivation,
participation and attitudes among employees in different organisations’, as identified by
Nylander and Fejes (2023, p. 129), systematically uses quantitative research methods.
However, as with this broader thematic focus (see above), it remains unclear whether such
a conclusion applies equally to empirical studies investigating motivation in adult
education and learning only. Moreover, there is a notable lack of detailed knowledge
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about the specific research procedures employed in studies on motivation in adult
education and learning. Key aspects such as sample sizes, methods of data collection, and
research instruments remain insufficiently explored. This gap limits our ability to assess
how advanced research in this sub-field truly is and whether it continues to be a
methodological underdog (Boeren, 2018), as is often the case with many quantitatively
oriented studies in the broader field of adult education and learning.

To address this gap, we have formulated our final research question:

o RQ4: What methodological designs are employed in empirical studies focusing
on motivation in adult education and learning?

Methods
Scoping review

In order to systematically map and explore the scope and characteristics of empirical
research on motivation in adult education and learning, we employed a scoping review
methodology. Scoping reviews have become increasingly popular in recent years, being
employed effectively to review research in higher education and related fields (Li et al.,
2021). This approach is particularly well-suited to identifying the scope, nature, and
extent of evidence in emerging or complex research fields, as well as to clarifying key
concepts and knowledge gaps (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Levac et al., 2010). Unlike
systematic reviews, which aim to narrowly synthesise results, scoping reviews seek to
map how a topic has been approached across studies, disciplines and contexts. This makes
it especially relevant for our research subject, which spans multiple theoretical and
methodological traditions.

The review process adhered to the PRISMA-ScR (Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Extension for Scoping Reviews) guidelines,
which aim to ensure the transparent and comprehensive reporting of scoping reviews
(Tricco et al., 2018; Page et al., 2021). These guidelines provide a structured framework
for documenting the identification, screening, eligibility and inclusion of studies, thereby
enhancing transparency and reproducibility. When designing the review, we were guided
by Arksey and O’Malley‘s (2005). Figure 1 below illustrates the procedure used for study
selection and exclusion, presenting the PRISMA-ScR flow diagram adapted to the
scoping review process.

Figure 1. PRISMA-ScR model of the study selection procedure. Source: Authors’ own
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Identification, screening, and study inclusion

The identification of relevant literature was conducted in two phases. The initial search,
conducted in January 2024, used two major multidisciplinary databases: Web of Science
and Scopus. These platforms were chosen because of their extensive coverage of peer-
reviewed academic journals, and because of their well-established role in facilitating
transparent and reproducible literature searches in evidence mapping studies (Gusenbauer
& Haddaway, 2021; Martin-Martin et al., 2018). Subsequently, the search strategy was
refined and expanded using additional keywords to ensure broader coverage of relevant
studies. The second phase of the search was conducted in March 2025. This extended
search included records published up to 2024, which were then applied retrospectively to
the original databases.

The search strategy was built around the keyword motivation, combined with one of
the following terms: adult education, adult learning, or continuous education. This
combination was chosen to capture a broad yet thematically coherent body of literature
focused on motivational aspects in adult education and learning contexts. The intention
was to include diverse conceptualisations of adult education and learning while
maintaining a clear thematic link to motivation. The search terms were simultaneously
applied to titles, abstracts, and keywords in both databases to ensure the relevance and
consistency of retrieved studies.



Empirical research on motivation in adult education and learning: A scoping review  [295]

Actotal of 1 343 studies were identified and screened based on the following inclusion
criteria: (1) publication in a peer-reviewed journal with full-text availability (publication
type); (2) classification in the field of Psychology or Social Sciences, where the
subcategory Education is most frequently assigned (field of study); (3) publication in any
language (language); and (4) empirical research design. Studies that presented purely
theoretical discussions of motivation without empirical data were excluded. As a result of
this process, 654 studies were identified.

Contrary to previous studies in the field (e.g., Fejes & Nylander, 2014; Nylander et
al., 2022; Rubenson & Elfert, 2015; Taylor, 2001), our criteria differ, particularly
regarding the field of study and language. Most prior research focused on systematically
mapping studies within a narrow range of journals (typically five to six) specifically
related to adult education and learning. In contrast, we adopted much broader inclusion
criteria, allowing us to identify empirical research on motivation beyond this limited
subset of journals. Furthermore, we included studies not published in English to broaden
our scope, as the previously identified anglophone orientation might stem from an overly
narrow focus on a limited set of journals published in English by anglophone publishing
houses. This inclusion strategy has a direct connection to our RQ2 and RQ3.

The initial screening of the 654 retrieved records was based solely on the content of
their abstracts. Each abstract was evaluated for its relevance to the topic and for evidence
of an empirical investigation of motivation in the context of adult education and learning.
Studies were excluded at this stage only if the abstract clearly indicated that the paper did
not involve empirical research on motivation or was unrelated to adult learning contexts.
In cases where the abstract was ambiguous or lacked sufficient detail to determine its
empirical focus, the full text was obtained and reviewed to ensure accurate inclusion or
exclusion. This screening process let to the exclusion of 167 studies.

The remaining 487 studies underwent a comprehensive full-text review. This phase
involved a secondary assessment of relevance, with prior attention given to each study‘s
empirical dimension. To enable their assessment, full texts of non-English articles (n=13)
were translated into English using large language models.

Papers were excluded if they were purely theoretical, involved respondents under the age
of 16, or referred to motivation only within the theoretical framework without
incorporating it into the empirical investigation — this latter criterion accounted for the
majority of exclusions. The minimum age threshold for participants in our review was set
at 16, aligning with the standard used by the PIAAC survey (OECD, 2024), which
includes individuals aged 16 and above. This age represents the lowest reasonable limit.

Furthermore, to ensure the reliability of the inclusion process, the screening was
conducted jointly by two reviewers. Any discrepancies or borderline cases were discussed
and resolved through consensus. Ultimately, 95 studies were selected for content analysis,
guided by the four research questions (RQ1-RQ4) (see also Fig. 1 above). Although our
analysis was not confined to English-language texts, 82 of the 95 studies examined were
published in English. Spanish appeared in six studies, while Hungarian and German were
each represented in two. Czech, French, and Serbian featured in one study each,
underscoring the relatively limited linguistic diversity within the published literature.

The content analysis was conducted by two researchers. The categorisation of the
included studies was developed inductively during the coding process, with the recurring
thematic foci serving as the basis for identifying categories related to RQ2 and RQ4. The
initial phase involved a comprehensive review of all articles, followed by the refinement
of a preliminary set of categories through the comparison and grouping of thematically
similar topics. When assigning individual studies to specific categories, particular
attention was paid to the primary analytical focus of each article. In cases where a study
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addressed multiple overlapping domains, classification was determined by the dominant
research objective, as articulated through the study’s research questions, stated aims, or
analytical framework.

Results

This section presents the results of the analysis of the selected studies, organised
according to the research questions. Particular attention is given to the evolution of
research on the topic, the identification of key areas, the geographical distribution of
studies, and methodological approach adopted. A comprehensive overview and
classification of the individual studies are provided in the Appendices (Tables 4-7).

RQ1: How has interest in the empirical investigation of motivation in
adult education and learning evolved over time?

The first key area of analysis focused on the evolution of empirical research on motivation
in adult education and learning. The earliest study included in this scoping review was
published in 1971 (Boshier, 1971). This publication was the first empirical study
identified through our search strategy that met all inclusion criteria. As a result, the review
covers the period from 1971 to 2024 (see Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Trends in the empirical research on motivation in adult education and learning
since 1971. Source: Authors’ own figure

12

10

Number of studies
[e)]

The temporal distribution of studies reveals that empirical research on this topic remained
sporadic until 2015, with typically no more than one or two studies published per year. A
more noticeable and sustained increase began around 2016, with distinct peaks in 2016,
2019, 2021, and 2022. Notably, 2021 emerged as the most prolific, with a total of 12
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studies included. Over 85% of the studies were published within the past two decades,
indicating a significant rise in scholarly interest in recent years.

RQ2: What specific topics have been explored in the area of motivation
in adult education and learning?

The second key area of analysis examined the themes explored by researchers. The
content analysis revealed that studies on motivation exhibit considerable thematic
diversity and a marked degree of fragmentation (see Table 1). Within this framework, five
primary thematic categories emerged: (1) motivation of educators, (2) motivation as an
aspect of work motivation, (3) motivation in relation to self-regulation and learning
strategies, (4) motivation within national populations, and (5) motivation among specific
target groups in adult education and learning.

Table 1. Overview of research topics. Source: Authors’ own table

. . Number of
General Topic Subtopic studies (n)
Motivation of educators 5
Motivation as an aspect of work 5
motivation
Motivation in relation to self- 11
regulation and learning strategies
Motivation within national 12
populations
Course participants 21
Non-traditional students 13
Motivation among specific target Second-chance learners 10
groups in adult education and Low-skilled adults 7
learning Elderly adults 6
Migrants 3
Prisoners 2

In the thematic categories, the motivation among specific target groups in adult education
and learning was identified as a particularly prominent area (n=62), with further
subdivision into several subtopics (see also Table 1). Among these subtopics, a notable
concentration of research focused on the motivation of course participants (n=21),
specifically, learners in longer education courses regarding the acquisition of language,
digital, or entrepreneurial skills. For instance, Gondim and Mutti (2011) investigated the
impact of affective experiences on the motivation of adult learners in a training course
aimed at developing entrepreneurial competencies.

Other significantly represented subgroups included non-traditional students (n=13),
who returned to secondary or higher education after a prolonged absence, second-chance
learners (n=10), who resumed primary education to complete their basic education, and
low-skilled adults (n=7), definied by low levels of formal education and basic skills. For
instance, Justice and Dornan’s (2001) study investigated metacognitive differences,
including motivation to learn, between traditional college students (18-23-year-olds) and
non-traditional students (24-64-year-olds). Other specific target groups — thought less
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frequently addressed — included elderly adults (n=6), migrants (n=3), and prisoners
(n=2).

In addition to studies focusing on specific target groups, several papers explored
motivation in relation to broader cognitive and metacognitive constructs — like self-
regulation. Motivation in relation to self-regulation and learning strategies featured in 11
studies, often examining how adult learners manage their engagement, time, and learning
environments — particularly in online and blended learning contexts. For example,
Vanslambrouck et al. (2019) identified key motivational self-regulation strategies
employed by adult learners in blended settings, including goal setting, time management,
and proactive help-seeking.

Moreover, another prominent thematic category was motivation within national
populations (n=12; see Table 1). The present studies specifically examined features of
motivation for adult education and learning at the population level, either within
individual countries or across multiple national contexts. For instance, Boeren and
Holford‘s (2016) study examined motivation across a total of 12 European countries,
utilising a quota sample of participants in formal adult education. The study revealed that
motivation for participation in formal education is influenced not only by personal
factors, such as age and gender, but also by broader national context.

Five studies investigated motivation as an aspect of work motivation, primarily
addressing the motivational drivers of professionals working in the adult education sector.
For example, Chen and Aryadoust (2023) developed and validated a scale to assess work
motivation, including lifelong learning, within Singapore’s adult education sector,
offering insights into the specific factors that influence professionals in this field. In
contrast, the final category, motivation of educators (n=5), focused directly on educators*
motivation for the provision of learning.

RQ3: In which countries has the topic of motivation in adult education
and learning been the subject of empirical investigation?

Within the geographical context, the analysis explored the regional distribution of
empirical studies on motivation in adult education and learning (see Fig. 3). A detailed
breakdown by individual countries is provided in Table 5 of the Appendices. The findings
indicate a strong concentration of research in North America, particularly in the United
States (n=22) and Canada (n=4). Nonetheless, Europe emerged as the principal
geographical hub, accounting for the majority of studies. Research activity is especially
prominent across Western and Southern Europe, with substantial contributions also from
Central Europe. The most frequently represented European countries include Spain (n=8),
Germany (n=7), Czechia (n=6), the UK (n=5), and Greece (n=5). By contrast,
significantly lower levels of research were identified in Asia, Africa, South America, and
Oceania.

Figure 3. Overview of the countries where the research was conducted. Source: Authors’
own figure
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RQ4: What methodological designs are employed in empirical studies
focusing on motivation in adult education and learning?

The final area of our analysis focused on the methodological design of the studies. As
shown in Figure 4, quantitative methodologies clearly dominate the research on
motivation in adult education and learning, especially in recent years. Out of the total
number of studies, nearly two-thirds employed a quantitative approach (n=62).
Qualitative methodologies were used in 24 studies, while mixed-method designs
appeared in 9 cases (e.g., Gondim & Mutti, 2011; Leow et al., 2022).

We also examined the evolution of methodological orientations over time (see Fig.
4). Up to 2014, the field was clearly dominated by quantitative research, with relatively
few studies employing qualitative or mixed-methods approaches during this early phase.
However, this trend began to shift around 2016, marked by a noticeable increase in the
use of quantiative methods.

Between 2017 and 2023, a more balanced distribution emerged between qualitative
and quantitative approaches, although quantitative methods continued to predominate,
reaching peaks in 2019 and 202 1. Mixed-methods studies, while present as early as 2005,
remained consistently infrequent throughout the period, never surpassing two instances
in any given year.

Figure 4. The evolution of the research methodology since 1971. Source: Authors’ own
figure
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The analysis also highlighted the variety of research instruments employed in studies (see
Tables 2 and 3). The most frequently used instruments in quantitative research were
surveys that could be divided into two types. First, non-validated questionnaires designed
specifically to meet the needs of individual studies (n=33). Second, international
comparative surveys, such as PIAAC, focused on adult education and learning that also
included items for measuring motivation for participation in organised adult learning
(n=9).

A second significant category of research tools consisted of validated instruments,
primarily designed to measure motivation to participate in adult education or to engage
in learning among adult learners. For a detailed overview of the various types of scales
used in research on motivation in adult education, see Table 3 below. Among these scales,
two prominent examples stand out. First, the Education Participation Scale (EPS),
developed by Boshier (1971), which is a currently well-established psychometric tool
designed to measure the motivational orientation of adult learners. Constructed in the
early 1970s, the EPS has undergone multiple modifications and validations. It is widely
recognised for its ability to categorise adult learners’ motivations into distinctive factors
that provide valuable insights into reasons adults engage in educational programs
(Liodaki & Karalis, 2023). A second example is the Motivated Strategies for Learning
Questionnaire (MSLQ), developed by Pintrich and de Groot (1990). It is a self-assessment
instrument designed to evaluate university students’ motivational orientations and their
use of various learning strategies.

Table 2. Summary of quantitative research instruments utilised in studies on motivation
in adult education and learning. Source: authors’ own table

Non-validated Research instruments

Research Instrument Number Type Number
Authors inventory/questionnaire 33
Surveys 42 International comparative survey 9

(PIAAC; LLL; AES)
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Validated Psychometrics Scales

Research Instrument Number Type Number
) Adult Attitudes Toward Adult 1
Scales with a focus on Education Scale (AACES)
attitudes to Adult 4 ) ) )
Education Lifelong Learning Tendencies 3
Scale
Education Participation Scale 7
(EPS)
Academic Motivation Scale (AMS) 3
Prison Education Motivation Scale 1
(PEMS)
Mergener‘s Education Participation 1
Scale (M-EPS)
Scales with a focus on Motivation to Nonparticipation 1
motivation to Adult 18 Scale (MNP-S)
Education Deterrence to Participation Scale 2
(DPS-G)
Global Motivation Scale (GMS) 1
Learning 1
and Motivation Questionnaire
(LEMO)
Personal Achievement Goal 1
Orientations Scale
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 3
(UWES-9)
Scales with a focus on 5 Multidimensional Work Motivation 1
work-related behavior Scale (MWMY)
Characteristics of Lifelong 1
Learning in the Professions
General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) 1
Scales with a focus on Academic Self-Efﬁgacy Scale 1
self-efficacy 4 Self-concept of ability (SCA) 1
Online Learning Value and Self- 1
Efficacy Scale (OLVSES)
Motivated Strategies for Learning 4
Questionnaire (MSLQ)
Learning Self-Regulation 3
Questionnaire (SLQ-R)
Online Self-Regulated Learning 1
Questionnaire (OSLQ)
Scales with a focus on Deeper Learning Self-Assessment 1
self-regulation 2 Scale (DLSS)
Academic Self-Description 1
Questionnaire-III
University of California 1
Undergraduate Experience Survey
(UCUES)
Self-report Measure of Routine 1

Study Behaviors (SAS-R)
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Elicits students’ self-reports of their 1
memory abilities and capacities
(IME)
Self-Reported Engagement Scale 1
Adult Learning Strategies 2
Evaluation Scale
Intrinsic task value (ITV) 1
Need for cognition scale (NFC) 1
Transfer Interest Questionnaire 1
(TIQ)
Mature Student Experience Survey 1
(MSES)
Differential Emotions Scale IV-A 1
(DES)
Positive and Negative Affect 1
Schedule (PANAS)
Immersion Experience Scale 1
Gamification for Adults 1
Questionnaires (GAQ)
Behavioral Engagement 1
Questionnaire

Teacher related 1 Teacher-Rated Student Engagement 1

questionnaires Scale

Note: Results are not cumulative

The qualitative studies predominantly utilised semi-structured interviews as data
collection procedures, which were employed in 26 cases (see Table 3). One illustrative
study examined the experiences of senior students participating in a reduced tuition
programme at a large university in the southeastern United States. Using semi-structured
interviews, the researchers explored the participants’ motivations for returning to formal
education and the challenges they encountered in adapting to a traditional campus
environment (Parks et al., 2013). Other qualitative methods — such as observations or

focus groups — were employed less frequently.

Table 3. Summary of qualitative research procedures used by studies on motivation in

adult education and learning. Source: Authors’ own table

Data collection

Number Merged categories

Focus groups

7 Focus groups interviews

Interviews, semi-structured

Semi-structured interview 26 interviews, semi-structured
protocol
Observation and )
5 Observation, field notes

ethnography

Note: results are not cumulative
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Discussion

This scoping review mapped empirical research on motivation in adult education and
learning by analysing studies published between 1971 and 2024. The study aimed to
identify the key research themes, the geographical distribution of research, and the
methodological approaches employed in this subfield.

Regarding the evolution of the thematic focus (RQ1), the analysis revealed a steady
increase in research on motivation since 1971. While Fejes and Nylander (2023) observed
a rise in research on motivation, participation and attitudes among employees in different
organisations starting in the 1990s, our findings suggest that the boom in interest in
empirical research on motivation comes almost two decades later. Although a modest
increase in research activity can be observed around 2009, this rise was short-lived and
followed by a temporary decline. A more consistent and sustained growth began only after
2016, culminating in 2021 — the most prolific year, with 12 studies included.

Contrary to the assumptions of some scholars (e.g., Boeren, 2016; Kalenda &
Kocvarova, 2022), motivation in adult education and learning is currently a frequently
researched topic. However, it remains underrepresented in the field’s leading journals and
is marked by considerable heterogeneity (see discussion related to RQ2 below).

This upward trend may reflect the growing influence of international organisations
such as the OECD, whose policy frameworks have increasingly highlighted learner
motivation as a critical factor in fostering adult participation in lifelong learning (OECD,
2023). Additionally, the availability of large-scale international surveys, like the PIAAC
from 2012 and the Adult Education Survey from 2011 and 2016, which also included
items for measuring motivation, has become accessible for researchers.

The analysis of specific empirical research themes on motivation within adult
education and learning (RQ2) revealed its complexity, encompassing a broad range of
subtopics. The most extensively examined thematic category focused on specific
motivation among specific target groups, such as course participants, non-traditional
students, or second-chance learners. The interest aligns closely with the evolving nature
of formal education systems in late modern society as they continue to adapt to the
dynamic of higher demands for adult education. Over the last decades, participation in
formal education across many European countries has expanded (Eurostat, 2024),
accompanied by a rise in the proportion of non-traditional students (Shillingford &
Karlin, 2013). This development is further marked by an increased focus on previously
overlooked target groups, such as low-skilled individuals historically marginalised by
education policy and institutions (Boeren, 2016; Kondrup, 2015). This shift highlights a
growing recognition of the need for education for all population groups — not only from
a perspective of social justice perspective but also in terms of economic and social
sustainability (Gesthuizen & Scheepers, 2010). The second most prominent theme was
motivation for learning at the national population level, which may indicate increasing
efforts by governments and international organisations to enhance adult participation in
learning (Desjardins, 2017; Daehlen & Ure, 2009; Kondrup, 2015), as well as the growing
presence of international comparative data on motivation that was mentioned above.

The third research question (RQ3) explored the geographical context framing the
empirical studies. Our findings only partially align with previous research (Fejes &
Nylander, 2014, 2015, 2019; Rubenson & Elfert, 2015, 2019). Anglophone countries
continue to dominate the field of motivation research, contributing 39 of the 95 studies
reviewed. However, when viewed from a geographical perspective, the majority of
motivation-related research originates in Europe, with a marked concentration across the
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continent. In contrast, non-Western countries account for only a small fraction of the
overall research corpus.

Although studies published in languages other than English were included, they
represent less than 14% of the total. This limited representation is likely influenced by the
nature of the databases utilised, which tend to privilege publications in English (Mongeon
& Paul-Hus, 2016).

The final research question (RQ4) examined methodological approaches used in
studying motivation in adult education. Although qualitative methodologies have
traditionally been favoured in adult education research (Boeren, 2019; Rubenson &
Elfert, 2019), quantitative methods have consistently dominated this specific area of study
from its inception. Over time, qualitative and mixed-methods approaches have also
emerged, broadening the methodological spectrum. However, quantitative research
continues to prevail, reflecting the research’s historical emphasis on measurable
outcomes and statistical analysis. The dominance of quantitative methods in this context
can probably be attributed to the psychometric tradition. Motivation, as a concept,
originates in psychology, where it has historically been examined using quantitative
approaches (Lamb et al., 2019). While quantitative methods are powerful tools for data
analysis, their application does not automatically guarantee high-quality results.
Identified weaknesses in methodological rigour — such as the frequent use of unvalidated
research instruments in the research (n=33) — highlighted the need for improved design
and application of measurement instruments. These limitations can compromise the
validity and reliability of the findings, restricting the generalisability of results to a
broader population. Moreover, this research subfield demonstrates a notable lack of
mixed-methods research and studies with longitudinal design, which could provide a
deeper insight into the evolution of motivational factors over time (Field, 2011; Yamashita
et al.,, 2022). Addressing these gaps is essential for advancing the methodological
robustness and comprehensiveness of research on motivation in adult education.

Limits of the study

This scoping review is subject to several methodological limitations. Firstly, the exclusive
use of Web of Science and Scopus may have restricted the range of included studies,
potentially overlooking valuable contributions found in grey literature, lesser-known
regional journals, or specialised disciplinary databases. Secondly, despite efforts to
incorporate non-English studies, the final dataset is heavily weighted towards English-
language publications — a reflection of both inherent database biases and prevailing norms
in academic publishing (Mongeon & Paul-Hus, 2016). Thirdly, the deliberate exclusion
of purely theoretical papers, while methodologically consistent, may have inadvertently
omitted significant conceptual work that informs and shapes empirical research in the
field.

Future directions

Based on our findings, several key directions for advancing research on motivation in
adult education and learning can be identified. Despite its importance and the growing
interest of scholars, motivation research remains highly fragmented in the field.

In this context, it is important to further investigate the roots of this fragmentation,
which may stem from the varying disciplinary frameworks that shape research and
differing publication strategies. This includes an analysis of the disciplinary backgrounds
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of researchers focusing on motivation in adult education and learning. Additionally, this
fragmentation may be driven by divergent conceptualisations and theoretical approaches
to motivation. These must be examined in order to better understand the theoretical
framing underpinning this body of research. Both of these directions are well-suited for
the future scoping research.

Beyond that, future empirical research should prioritise investigating the motivation
of different subpopulations of adult learners even more. These groups may include: (1)
individuals pursuing (non-formal) education not only for career development but also
outside the world of work; (2) adults returning to (formal) education after an extended
break, especially with a specific demographic background, like migrants or the first-
generation-university-students; and (3) adults with specific learning needs. Each of these
subpopulations has distinct motivational drivers, influenced by intrinsic factors like
personal interest and self-fulfilment and extrinsic factors such as labour market demands
and social pressures. A nuanced understanding of these groups would help tailor both
national and local (regional) educational strategies to their unique contexts.

The motivation of educators warrants greater attention, as their motivation
significantly impacts the quality of learning and participants’ engagement. Understanding
what drives educators could lead to strategies that enhance teaching effectiveness and
learner outcomes.

Improving the methodological quality of research is essential for producing reliable
results and deepening our understanding of motivation in adult education. Future studies
should: (1) use more validated tools in quantitative research to ensure the reliability and
accuracy of findings; (2) embrace more mixed-method approaches, combining
quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a more comprehensive view of
motivational phenomena in adult education; (3) employ new innovative methodologies,
such as card-sorting method (Broek et al., 2024) or panel surveys (dos Santos et al., 2024)
to explore long-term changes in motivation and the contextual factors shaping adult
learning trajectories.

By addressing these directions, future research can significantly contribute to
understanding motivation in adult education.
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Appendices

Table 4. Overview of research topics with references. Source: Authors’ own table

Number

. . of
General Topic Subtopic studies References

()

Motivation of

5
educators

Livneh & Livneh (1999); Karoulis (2011); Heystek &
Terhoven (2015); Sentiirk & Duran (2020); Tzafilkou et
al. (2022)

Motivation as
an aspect of 5
work motivation

Renta-Davids et al. (2016); Zavodchikov et al. (2016);
Leow et al. (2022); Bellare et al. (2023); Chen &
Aryadoust (2023)

Motivation in
relation to self-

Prenzel (1993); Hammond & Feinstein (2005); Kalenda
& Vavrova (2017); Gravani (2019); Vanslambrouck et

regulation and 11 al. (2019a); Vanslambrouck et al. (2019b); Chukwuedo
learning et al. (2021); Rothes et al. (2022); Sanchez-Doménech et
strategies al. (2023); Pordi¢ et al. (2024); Zainuddin et al. (2024)
Boshier (1971); Boshier (1977); Gorges & Hollmann
Motivation (2015); Boeren & Holford (2016); Gorges et al. (2016);
within national 12 P1kturna1t§ et al. (2017); Kalenda & Kocvarova (2021);
opulations Koludrovic & Ercegovac (2021); Sahoo et al. (2021);
pop Gorges & Schmidt (2022); Kalenda & Koc¢varova
(2022); Yamashita et al. (2022)
Isaac et al. (2001); Wright & McGrory (2005); Van Den
Berg et al. (2009); Baker et al. (2010); Delialioglu et al.
(2010); Strong & Harder (2010); Gondim & Mutti
(2011); Gorges & Kandler (2011); Cui et al. (2016);
Course 71 Rothes et al. (2016); Duguine (2017); Aittola & Ursin
Motivation participants (2018); Gegenfurtner et al. (2019); Kallinikou &

among specific
target groups in
adult education

Nicolaidou (2019); Lee (2019); Magos &
Georgopapadakou (2021); Mavropoulos et al. (2021);
Ali et al. (2022); Niksadat et al. (2022); Chen et al.
(2023); Nguyen & Nguyen (2024)

and learning

Non-
traditional 13
students

Justice & Dornan (2001); Coker (2003); Bye et al.
(2007); Shillingford & Karlin (2013); Francois (2014);
Abbas (2016); Ifiiguez-Berrozpe & Marcaletti (2016);
van Rhijn et al. (2016); Amponsah et al (2018);

Ho & Kember (2018); Gardner et al. (2021);Wang et al.
(2022); Szalkowicz & Andrewartha (2024)
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Number
General Topic Subtopic s tuodfies References
()
Goto & Martin (2009); De Ona Cots et al. (2018);
Second- Randevag & Bostrom (2019); Aljohani & Alajlan
chance 0 (2020); Keita & Lee (2022); Okwuduba et al. (2022);
learners Cavallo-Bertelet (2023); Gutiérrez-De-Rozas et al.
(2023a); Gutiérrez-De-Rozas et al. (2023b); Mertens et
al. (2024)
Dehlen & Ure (2009); Prins & Schafft (2009);
Low-skilled 7 Mariager-Anderson et al. (2016); Tikkanen & Nissinen
adults (2018); Liu (2019); Hajdu & Koncz (2021); Hajdu et al.
(2022)
Elderly Kim & Merriam (2004); Parks et al. (2013); Carragher &
6 Golding (2015); Helterbran (2016); Lin (2020); Hachem
adults
(2023)
Migrants 3 Kisiara (2020); Jogi & Karu (2021); Kamisli (2023)
. Panitsides & Moussiou (2019); Héctor-Moreira et al.
Prisoners 2

(2020)

Table 5. Overview of research countries included in the studies with references. Source:

Authors’ own table

Number

Linguistic

Region
group

of cases
in studies

Number
of cases in
studies

Country References

Anglophone
countries

North
America

United States 22

Canada 4 Boshier (1977); Bye et al. (2007);
Gorges et al. (2016); van Rhijn et
al. (2016)

Livneh & Livneh (1999); Isaac et
al. (2001); Justice & Dornan
(2001); Coker (2003); Kim &
Merriam (2004); Goto & Martin
(2009); Prins & Schafft (2009);
van Den Berg et al. (2009);
Delialioglu et al. (2010); Strong
& Harder (2010); Parks et al.
(2013); Shillingford & Karlin
(2013); Francois (2014);
Helterbran (2016); Gorges et al.
(2016); Liu (2019); Kisiara
(2020); Gardner et al. (2021);
Sahoo et al. (2021); Yamashita et
al. (2022); Bellare et al. (2023);
Kamisli (2023)

Europe

United Kingdom

Ireland 4 Wright & McGrory (2005);
Carragher & Golding (2015);
Boeren & Holford (2016); Gorges
et al. (2016)

Boeren & Holford (2016)
Hammond & Feinstein (2005);
Baker et al. (2010); Abbas
(2016); Boeren & Holford
(2016); Gorges et al. (2016)

Scotland 1

Oceania

New Zealand 1

Australia 2 Gorges et al. (2016); Szalkowicz
& Andrewartha (2024)

Boshier (1971)
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Linguistic

Region
group

Number
of cases
in studies

Country

Number
of cases in
studies

References

Non-
Anglophone
countries

Northern
Europe

17

Denmark

Finland

Norway

Sweden

3

Gorges et al. (2016); Mariager-
Anderson et al. (2016); Tikkanen
& Nissinen (2018)

Gorges et al. (2016); Aittola &
Ursin (2018); Tikkanen &
Nissinen (2018)

Dehlen & Ure (2009); Gorges et
al. (2016); Tikkanen & Nissinen
(2018)

Gorges et al. (2016); Tikkanen &
Nissinen (2018); Randevag &
Bostrom (2019)

Western
Europe

15

Belgium

France

Germany

Netherlands

—_

Boeren & Holford (2016);
Vanslambrouck et al. (2019a);
Vanslambrouck et al. (2019b);
Mertens et al. (2024)

Gorges et al. (2016); Duguine
(2017)

Prenzel (1993); Gorges &
Kandler (2011); Karoulis (2011);
Gorges & Hollmann (2015);
Gorges et al. (2016);
Gegenfurtner et al. (2019); Liu
(2019); Gorges & Schmidt (2022)
Gorges et al. (2016)

Central
Europe

16

Austria

Czech Republic

Hungary
Slovak Republic

Slovenia
Poland

Boeren & Holford (2016);
Gorges et al. (2016)

Boeren & Holford (2016); Gorges
et al. (2016); Kalenda & Vavrova
(2017); Kalenda & Kocvarova
(2021); Kalenda & Kocvarova
(2022); Bordi¢ et al. (2024)
Boeren & Holford (2016); Hajdu
& Koncz (2021); Hajdu et al.
(2022)

Gorges et al. (2016); Dordic et al.
(2024)

Boeren & Holford (2016)

DPordic et al. (2024); Gorges et al.
(2016)

Eastern
Europe

Bulgaria
Estonia

Lithuania

Russia

Boeren & Holford (2016)

Boeren & Holford (2016); Gorges
et al. (2016); Jogi & Karu (2021)
Boeren & Holford (2016); Rothes
et al. (2016)

Boeren & Holford (2016);
Zavodchikov et al. (2016)

Southern
Europe

21

Croatia
Cyprus

Greece

Koludrovic & Ercegovac (2021)
Gravani (2019); Kallinikou &
Nicolaidou (2019)

Gravani (2019); Panitsides &
Moussiou (2019); Magos &
Georgopapadakou (2021);
Mavropoulos et al. (2021);
Tzafilkou et al. (2022)
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Linguistic . Number N““‘be.r
group Region of cases Country of cases in References
in studies studies
2 Gorges et al. (2016); Iiiiguez-
Italy Berrozpe & Marcaletti (2016)
2 Rothes et al. (2016); Rothes et al.
Portugal (2022)
Serbia 1 Pordi¢ et al. (2024)
Spain 8 Héctor-Moreira et al. (2020);
Gorges et al. (2016); Ihiguez-
Berrozpe & Marcaletti (2016);
Renta-Davids et al. (2016); De
Ofia Cots et al. (2018); Gutiérrez-
De-Rozas et al. (2022);
Gutiérrez-De-Rozas et al. (2023);
Sanchez-Doménech et al. (2023)
China 2 Cui et al. (2016); Wang et al.
(2022)
. Hong Kong 1 Ho & Kember (2018)
East Asia 8 Korea 2 Gorges et al. (2016); Liu (2019)
Taiwan 2 Lin (2020); Chen et al. (2023)
Japan 1 Gorges et al. (2016)
Singapore 2 Chen & Aryadoust (2023); Leow
et al. (2022)
Soitgza“ 5 Thailand | Lee (2019)
Vietnam 1 Nguyen & Nguyen (2024)
Indonesia 1 Zainuddin et al. (2024)
Central 1 Iran 1 Niksadat et al. (2022)
Asia
West Lebanon 1 Haphem (2023)
Asia 3 Saudi Arabia 1 Aljohani & Alajlan (2020)
Turkey 1 Sentiirk & Duran (2020)
Nigeria 2 Chukwuedo et al. (2021);
Okwuduba et al. (2022)
Ghana 1 Amponsah et al (2018)
Africa 7 South Africa 1 Heystek & Terhoven (2015)
Morocco 1 Ali et al. (2022)
Egypt 1 Abbas (2016)
Gambia 1 Keita & Lee (2022)
South ) Brazil 1 Gondim & Mutti (2011)
America Chile 1 Cavallo-Bertelet (2023)

Note: Results are not cumulative

Table 6. Summary of quantitative research instruments used in adult education studies
with references. Source: Authors’ own table

Non-validated Research instruments

Research Number Type Number References
Instrument
Authors Prenzel (1993); Isaac et al. (2001);
inventory/questionnaire Wright & McGrory (2005); Van
Den Berg et al. (2009); Baker et
Surveys 42 al. (2010); Delialioglu et al.

(2010); Gondim & Mutti (2011);
Gorges & Kandler (2011);
Karoulis (2011); Carragher &
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Golding (2015); Abbas (2016);
Boeren & Holford (2016);
Ifiiguez-Berrozpe & Marcaletti
(2016); Renta-Davids et al.
(2016); Zavodchikov et al. (2016);
Duguine (2017); Pikturnaité et al.
(2017); Aittola & Ursin (2018);
Amponsah et al (2018);
Gegenfurther et al. (2019); Lee
(2019); Héctor-Moreira et al.
(2020); Gardner et al. (2021);
Hajdi & Koncz (2021); Ali et al.
(2022); Hajdu et al. (2022); Leow
et al. (2022); Niksadat et al.
(2022); Tzafilkou et al. (2022);
Wang et al. (2022); Gutiérrez-De-
Rozas et al. (2023); Sanchez-
Doménech et al. (2023); Nguyen
& Nguyen (2024)

International
comparative survey
(PIAAC; LLL; AES)

Hammond & Feinstein (2005);
Dahlen & Ure (2009); Gorges &
Hollmann (2015); Gorges et al.
(2016); Tikkanen & Nissinen
(2018); Liu (2019); Sahoo et al.
(2021); Kalenda & Kocvarova
(2022); Yamashita et al. (2022)

Validated Psychometrics Scales

Research Number Type Number References
Instrument
Adult Attitudes 1 Koludrovic & Ercegovac (2021)
Scales with a Toward Adult
focus on Education Scale
attitudes to 4 (AACES)
Adult Lifelong Learning 3 Sentiirk & Duran (2020);
Education Tendencies Scale Chukwuedo et al. (2021);
Okwuduba et al. (2022)
Education Participation 7 Boshier (1971); Boshier (1977);
Scale (EPS) Kim & Merriam (2004); Francois
(2014); Cui et al. (2016); Aljohani
& Alajlan (2020); Mavropoulos et
al. (2021)
Academic Motivation 3 Shillingford & Karlin (2013);
Scale (AMYS) Koludrovic & Ercegovac (2021);
Pordic et al. (2024)
Prison Education 1 Panitsides & Moussiou (2019)
Scales with a Motivation Scale
focus on (PEMS)
motivation to 18 Mergener‘s Education 1 Strong & Harder (2010)
Adult Participation Scale (M-
Education EPS)
Motivation to 1 Kalenda & Kocvarova (2022)
Nonparticipation Scale
(MNP-S)
Deterrence to 2 Cui et al. (2016); Wang et al.
Participation Scale (2022)
(DPS-G)
Global Motivation 1 Lin (2020)
Scale (GMS)

Learning

Mertens et al. (2024)
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and Motivation
Questionnaire (LEMO)
Personal Achievement
Goal Orientations

Rothes et al. (2022)

Scale
Utrecht Work Cui et al. (2016); Chukwuedo et
Engagement Scale al. (2021); Okwubuda et al.
Scales with a (UWES-9) (2022)
Multidimensional Chen & Aryadoust (2023)

focus on o
work-related 5 Work Motivation Scale

behavi (MWMS)

chavior Characteristics of Livneh & Livneh (1999)
Lifelong Learning in
the Professions
General Self-Efficacy Koludrovic & Ercegovac (2021)
Scale (GSE)
Academic Self- Rothes et al. (2016)

Scales with a Efficacy Scale
focus on self- 4 Self-concept of ability Gorges & Schmidt (2022)

efficacy (SCA)

Online Learning Value Vanslambrouck et al. (2019a)
and Self-Efficacy Scale
(OLVSES)

Motivated Strategies
for Learning
Questionnaire (MSLQ)

Learning Self-
Regulation
Questionnaire (SLQ-R)
Online Self-Regulated
Learning Questionnaire
(OSLQ)
Deeper Learning Self-
Assessment Scale
(DLSS)
Academic Self-
Description
Questionnaire-II1

Scales with a
focus on self- 25
regulation

Justice & Dornan (2001); Bye et
al. (2007); Kallinikou &
Nicolaidou (2019); Chen et al.
(2023)

Rothes et al. (2016); Rothes et al.
(2022); Pordic et al. (2024)

Vanslambrouck et al. (2019b)

Wang et al. (2022)

Rothes et al. (2016)

University of
California
Undergraduate
Experience Survey
(UCUES)
Self-report Measure of
Routine Study
Behaviors (SAS-R)
Elicits students’ self-
reports of their
memory abilities and
capacities (IME)
Self-Reported
Engagement Scale
Adult Learning
Strategies Evaluation
Scale
Intrinsic task value
ITV)

Need for cognition
scale (NFC)

Okwubuda et al. (2022)

Justice & Dornan (2001)

Justice & Dornan (2001)

Rothes et al. (2016)

Rothes et al. (2016); Rothes et al.
(2022)

Gorges & Schmidt (2022)

Gorges & Schmidt (2022)
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Transfer Interest 1 Gegenfurtner et al. (2019)
Questionnaire (TIQ)
Mature Student 1 van Rhijn et al. (2016)
Experience Survey
(MSES)

Differential Emotions 1 Bye et al. (2007)

Scale IV-A (DES)
Positive and Negative 1 Bye et al. (2007)

Affect Schedule

(PANAS)
Immersion Experience 1 Chen et al. (2023)
Scale

Gamification for 1 Zainuddin et al. (2024)

Adults Questionnaires
(GAQ)
Behavioral 1 Rothes et al. (2022)
Engagement
Questionnaire
Teacher Teacher-Rated Student 1 Rothes et al. (2016)
related | Engagement Scale
questionnaires

Note: Results are not cumulative

Table 7. Summary of qualitative research instruments and data analysis methods in adult
education studies with references. Source: Authors’ own table

Data Number Merged

. . References
collection categories

Coker (2003); Carragher & Golding (2015); Kalenda
Focus groups & Vavrova (2017); De Oiia Cots et al. (2018);
interviews Randevéag & Bostrom (2019); Kisiara (2020); Bellare
et al. (2023)
Hammond & Feinstein (2005); Goto & Martin
(2009); Prins & Schafft (2009); Gondim & Mutti
(2011); Parks et al. (2013); Heystek & Terhoven
(2015); Helterbran (2016); Mariager-Anderson et al.
(2016); Duguine (2017); Aittola & Ursin (2018); Ho
& Kember (2018); Gravani (2019); Lee (2019);
Randevdg & Bostrom (2019); Vanslambrouck et al.
(2019b); Jogi & Karu (2021); Magos &
Georgopapadakou (2021); Gutiérrez-De-Rozas et al.
(2022); Keita & Lee (2022); Leow et al. (2022);
Wang et al. (2022); Cavallo-Bertelet (2023); Hachem
(2023); Kamisli (2023); Nguyen & Nguyen (2024);
Szalkowicz & Andrewartha (2024); Zainuddin et al.
(2024)
Observation . Gondim & Mutti (2011); Lee (2019); Randevig &
Observation, . .. . .
and 5 Bostrom (2019); Jogi & Karu (2021); Zainuddin et al.

etnography field notes (2024)

Focus groups 7

Interviews,
Semi- semi-structured
structured 26 interviews,
interview semi-structured
protocol

Note: Results are not cumulative
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Abstract

This article examines four life-histories from students who recently completed second-
chance education at a Swedish folk high school, having previously left upper secondary
school without full qualifications — an experience often associated with academic failure.
Through their studies, they have now gained eligibility for further education. Their
narratives — shaped by different explanations for their earlier difficulties — are analysed
using Erving Goffman’s concept of stigma. The study highlights the varied ways
individuals navigate school failure and departure from dominant educational norms. At
the same time, their stories reflect pride in having forged alternative paths, particularly
through labour market experiences. Using an educational life-history approach, the
article explores how participants relate to their past school failure — retrospectively, in
the present, and with regard to their futures. Particular attention is paid to how stigma
tied to compulsory school failure influence their educational trajectories and how they
position themselves as students.

Keywords: adult education, academic failure, second-chance education, stigma, life-
history

Introduction

Academic failure

Academic failure can have significant consequences; education can open doors to career
opportunities. Particularly higher education often provides individuals with the means to
enjoy socioeconomic advantages in western capitalist societies (Oreopoulos & Salvanes,
2011). The social exclusion that can result from school failure may create lasting ripple
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effects — a risk factor for social exclusion later in life is precisely having experienced
social exclusion at a younger age (Nilsen et al., 2022). Similarly, a lack of educational
attainment can create conditions for poverty, which in turn perpetuates the same
conditions for subsequent generations, even in a welfare state where equalising measures
have been implemented (Brea-Martinez et al., 2023). Overall, researchers have found that
a low level of education can be linked to a wide range of outcomes, from an increased
likelihood of dying in accidents such as falls in old age (Ahmad Kiadaliri et al., 2018) to
a reluctance to participate in cancer screenings (Altova et al., 2024).

Reasons for not completing high school can be ascribed to the individual, parents,
schools, or educational policies (Gustafsson et al., 2016). It has been argued that
contemporary western societies increasingly shift the responsibility for educational
success onto individuals rather than institutions (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2013). Within this
view, failure is seen as a personal shortcoming rather than a structural issue. Individuals
are held accountable for their performance, choices, and ability to navigate the system.
Studies from Sweden — the context of this article — suggest that the burden on individuals
to uphold high academic expectations and goals, as well as the pressure to make
themselves successful, contribute to increased school stress (Hogberg, 2024). Those who
fail risk being perceived as careless, irresponsible, or incapable. Some students may, early
on, discern that school may not offer genuine equal opportunities. In research some go as
far as to claim that education has been transformed into a tool to instil acceptance of
marginalisation (Sernhede, 2011).

Pertinent to the question at hand might also be the so called ‘relevant adults’ — the
people who surround the young person both within and outside their family. For some
graduating from high school may not appear to be a sufficiently attractive option to be
worth the effort. This can occur if, in their environment, they observe adults who have
pursued extensive education but are nonetheless unable to support themselves
(Gustafsson et al., 2016). Examples include stories of non-traditional students who have
achieved higher education yet continue to face challenges in becoming employable (Bron
& Thunborg, 2020). Presumably, the opposite might also hold true — observing adults
who are successful and self-supporting despite not having pursued long education could
serve as evidence for the perceived unimportance of attaining higher education. It is
possible that early school leaving itself may not be the sole cause of the well-documented
greater risk of developing health, social, and financial problems. In a Scandinavian
context, however, young people who remain unemployed or outside of education for two
years face a significant risk of becoming permanently unemployed and marginalised
(Cederberg & Hartsmar, 2013).

Early school leaving, often explained through socio-economic factors (Newcomb et
al., 2002) also involves emotional-relational dimensions. Authoritarian teaching and lack
of conflict resolution may contribute to alienation and dropout, alongside mental health
challenges (Downes, 2018). Peer victimisation is another risk factor linked to non-
completion of high school (Frick et al., 2024; Siebecke, 2024), whereas supportive
teachers and learning environments have been shown to strengthen academic well-being
(Siebecke, 2024). Educational aspirations — shaped by parents or the individual — are
associated with achievement and access to future opportunities (Hammarstrom, 1996).
Parental involvement also reduces the likelihood of dropout (Parr & Bonitz, 2015). In the
context of adult education, where school leavers often return, inclusive social networks
have proven important for persistence; their absence can significantly undermine
engagement (Tacchi et al., 2023).

In Sweden the correlation between academic failure and alcohol-related issues,
mental health problems, as well as with suicidal tendencies, is becoming increasingly
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apparent (Hogberg et al., 2024). As of 2023, approximately 20% of students in Swedish
high school (upper secondary school) graduate without attaining a complete degree
(Skolverket, 2023). This statistic underscores a significant challenge within the Swedish
educational system, highlighting issues such as academic underachievement,
disengagement, and disparities in educational outcomes. A school system that
systematically fails a fifth of its students, risks perpetuating cycles of exclusion, limiting
opportunities for social mobility, and diminishing the societal belief in education as a
meaningful and attainable goal.

In a society where lifelong learning is the norm, the ability to learn becomes a
defining trait of the successful and sensible individual (Andersson & Bergstedt, 1996;
World Economic Forum, 2018). Those who struggle in school, particularly those who fail
to obtain a complete secondary education, may therefore be seen as deficient — deviating
from the expected trajectory. And deviation, in turn, carries stigma (Goffman,
1963/1986). While the reasons for not completing upper secondary education vary, what
unites those who leave without full qualifications is, in some sense, the experience of
educational failure. However, their responses to this failure differ. Some disengage from
formal education altogether, entering or making attempts to enter the labour market where
learning takes place in other ways. Others, at some point, return to education through
what is commonly referred to as ‘second-chance education’, which is the context of this
study.

The structure of such institutions varies across national contexts. In Sweden, two
primary pathways for second-chance education stand out: a) municipal adult education
(MAE) and b) folk high schools. This article focuses on young adults who return to
education through folk high schools in pursuit of qualifications for higher education.
Using an educational life-history approach it examines how they relate to their past
educational failure and how they perceive themselves as students — retrospectively, in the
present, and looking ahead. In particular, it explores the stigma they may experience as a
result of having failed within the compulsory school system.

The folk high school

Across the Nordic countries, folk high schools provide voluntary, grade- and tuition-free
education to any adult learner. In Sweden alone, there are more than 150 publicly funded
folk high schools, which offer both ‘second-chance’ education, comparable to upper-
secondary qualification, and specialised courses ranging from introductory levels to
prestigious, advanced programmes (Hallqvist et al., 2020).

In Sweden, folk high schools often serve as a second chance for those who have
struggled with or rejected traditional education. Participants may include individuals who
view education as enforcement rather than opportunity (Nylander et al., 2020). The folk
high school is oftentimes described as an adaptable institution, in that it is and has been
ready to cater to societal demands (Andersén, 2011). The folk high school has been
described as the ‘super nanny’ of the Swedish educational system, in that it has a
compensatory role (Nylander et al., 2020). Yet being rooted in Bildung-ideals it is not
always evident that the folk high school should work solely as a second-chance school or
as a back-up plan for the people that struggle in ordinary school. It has been argued that
tensions exist between viewing the folk high school as a stepping stone to further studies
and as a place offering education for life in its own right (Berndtsson, 2000).

The folk high school can also be seen in the light of /ifelong learning in that it is not
just aiming to correct or supplement degrees — it is also a springboard for further education
and for attaining a sustainable relationship to education and learning. It can be said to



[324] Raoufi-Kvist

have motivational purposes, and it has been noted that there has been a shift from
empowering objectives towards a focus on those not succeeding in comprehensive
education (Bernhard & Andersson, 2017).

In addition, the folk high school has increasingly been catering to people with
disabilities in recent years, with around 30-35% of its second-chance program now
consisting of individuals with disabilities (Nylander et al., 2020). Folk high schools have
been shown to support participants with neuropsychiatric disabilities and mental health
issues (Hugo et al., 2019; Hugo & Hedegaard, 2022). They may also function in an
institutionalising way, offering an environment and accommodations that make it difficult
for some students to transition elsewhere (Hugo et al., 2019), and have been portrayed as
both adaptable and compensatory (Andersén, 2011). Consequently, the folk high school
houses a multitude of mentalities towards learning, within their group of students, yet;
the reasons for studying on the second chance program at a folk high school are primarily
to get one’s qualifications in order.

Conceptual framework: Goffman — stigma

To understand how people carrying academic failures present themselves, this article
draws on Goffman’s (1963/1986) concept of stigma — seen as a process where traits
deemed undesirable, such as skin colour, impairments, or queer identities, lead to
exclusion (Shulman, 2017; Dillon, 2020). The focus herein is on young adults who have
completed second-chance education at a Swedish folk high school, and how they relate
to learning, studenthood, and education. As noted by Field et al. (2012):

[t]he experience of studenthood can pose basic questions of who a person is, who they have
been, and who they wish to become. This in turn may provoke intense anxiety about one’s
ability to cope with change, or about whether a person is good enough in the eyes of
significant people, whether fellow students or lectures; or conversely, it may provoke
excessive (and often ill-founded) confidence about these things. (Field et al., 2012, p. 82)

In the case of students on the second-chance course of the folk high school many of them
have struggled in compulsory school and high school. Their stories incorporate a from-
the-outside perspective, describing themselves as has having failed or being ‘fuckups’,
harbouring ideas about what others as well as society think of them. Their stories reflect
an awareness of how they are perceived by others. As Andersén (2011) points out, folk
high school students may be viewed as ‘second-class students,” marked by earlier failure.

According to Goffman (1963/1986), biography takes shape in interaction with
others. Our past actions influence what is expected of us, and the present is often filtered
through the past — making certain labels hard to shake:

[plersonal identity, then, has to do with the assumption that the individual can be
differentiated from all others and that around this means of differentiation a single
continuous record of social facts can be attached, entangled, like candy floss, becoming
then the sticky substance to which still other biographical facts can be attached. (Goffman,
1963/1986, p. 57)

The implications for someone having ‘failed in school’ may, in this explanatory model,
be that stigma is attached to the person having failed school — an internalisation process
may have them doubt their capabilities for studying. As Goffman (1963/1986) states:
‘biography attached to documented identity can place clear limitations on the way in
which an individual can elect to present himself [...]" (p. 61).
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Goffman argues that biography is often thought of as coherent — that individuals carry
with them one single biography (Goffman, 1963/1986). To reinvent oneself, to forge new
paths, can therefore be seen as disruptive or even provocative acts. To come across as
fragmented is seen as suspicious. Connected to this mode of being is a certain hesitation
and doubt — in short, an ambivalent stance toward existence and the choices one must
make within it. Zygmunt Bauman, in a discussion revolving around stigma, writes that
‘[a]t best, uncertainty is confusing and felt as discomforting. At worst, it carries a sense
of danger’ (Bauman, 1991, p. 56). Ambivalence, then, can be understood as something
that unsettles — in hesitation, there is a latent potential to deviate, to move outside expected
frames of action.

The one who hesitates may be perceived as unpredictable — someone who does not
immediately conform to established rhythms and expectations. In an economic sense,
hesitation entails a temporal disruption, as it introduces delays in decision-making and
action, which, in systems structured around efficiency and productivity, may be perceived
as costly. Ergo: the failed students’ stigma may spring from perceptions of being a societal
burden — a cost.

In the life stories presented here, stigma helps illuminate life choices. As Goffman
describes, stigma can harm individuals, but it also functions as a social force that
motivates action. It regulates behaviour by making the stigmatised position
uncomfortable, prompting attempts to escape it. Yet stigma also constrains action,
especially among those lacking resources or recognition, and may instead lead to
frustration, which can turn into violence — against society, oneself, or both (Sernhede,
2011).

While internalising stereotypes can serve as a coping strategy, stigma may also
become a source of pride, prompting individuals to reject negative treatment (Shulman,
2017). Stigmatisation serves as a mechanism of social control: it marginalises those who
deviate from norms, while also offering conditional reintegration to those who conform.
Both exclusion and the possibility of redemption work to reinforce dominant expectations
(Shulman, 2017).

Stigma has been used in academic contexts to illustrate the consequences for
individuals positioned outside normative frameworks (Costa et al., 2020; McWilliams,
2017). It operates on both macro and micro levels — through institutional structures,
societal discourses, peer pressure, parental expectations, and personal internalisation. The
concept has been applied in studies on minority students navigating dominant educational
norms (Turgut & Celik, 2022), and on peer regulation in digital spaces (Vanherle et al.,
2023). Related dynamics are also seen in research on students in state care, where
internalised school failure contributes to feelings of educational unfitness (Hugo, 2013).
Within folk high schools, stigma has been examined in relation to supportive pedagogical
environments that may foster recovery and self-worth (Hedegaard & Hugo, 2022).
Scholars have also argued for addressing stigma explicitly within educational pedagogy
to confront discrimination (Sernhede, 2011)

Furthermore, stigma can be tied to a prevailing paradigm centered on self-fulfillment
— those who fail to realise their potential are pathologised. Within the discourse on the
widespread mental health crisis among young people, scholars have linked this
phenomenon to the shifting burden of responsibility from society to the individual (Fejes
& Dahlstedt, 2013).

In relation to this study, pathologisation can be seen as either a precursor to or closely
intertwined with stigmatisation. In the past, when access to higher education was reserved
for those deemed suitable, the responsibility largely rested with institutions that made
these determinations. Under today’s neoliberal paradigm, however, the responsibility
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increasingly falls on the individual. If failure occurs, it is framed as a result of personal
missteps — wrong choices, poor conduct, or a failure to handle the responsibility that
society has entrusted to them (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2013; Han, 2017). Consequently: the
individual must bear the consequences, regardless of whether their struggles could have
been avoided or were shaped by factors such as reading and writing difficulties, dyslexia,
attention disorders, socioeconomic hardships, or relational challenges, etc.

Method

This study employs a biographical approach drawing on research conducted within the
field of education and in particular adult education. Biographical methods in educational
research offer an approach to understanding individuals’ educational experiences within
broader social contexts (Roberts, 2002; Bainbridge et al., 2021; Formenti & West, 2021).
This tradition stresses the importance of capturing the complexities of individuals’ life
trajectories, including their personal narratives, cultural backgrounds, and socio-
economic circumstances, to illuminate the complex nature of learning and development
(Merrill & West, 2009). Life narratives are shaped by broader cultural and historical
contexts, biographies reflect the values of the time in which they are told (Roberts, 2002;
West et al., 2007). Educational engagement can be understood as a dialectical process
shaped by the tension between conformity and deviation. Departing from normative paths
may result in stigma (Goffman, 1963/1986).

Although participants were asked to recount their educational journeys from
preschool to adult education, they were free to move back and forth in memory and
choose which parts to emphasise. It was stressed that their stories — however told — were
valuable. As Atkinson (2007) puts it:

The point of the life story interview is to give the person the opportunity to tell his or her
story, the way he or she chooses to tell it, so we can learn from their voice, their words, and
their subjective meaning of their experience of life. (Atkinson, 2007, p. 233)

Since the interview prompts reflection, biographical narratives are often, as Evans (2013)
notes, attempts at coherence and evolving accounts of motivation.

It is important to be aware of the unusual situation a life history interview may pose
and how interviewees might adjust their story to resonate with the interviewer (Riessman,
1993; Roberts, 2002). As the interviews were processed and written out by the researcher
it is correspondingly important to assert that the assembling of a story is part of the story.
In this study four educational life history interviews were performed with four former
students at the folk high school of which all four had attained qualification to higher
education through their studies at the folk high school. The interviews with additional
follow-ups took place between autumn 2023 and spring 2024. The follow-up process
involved participants meeting in person with me to review the drafts of their stories.
During these sessions, they had the opportunity to make adjustments, remove
misunderstood parts, add or correct details. Additionally, I contacted participants by
phone or email if further information was needed after the in-person meetings.

The data was provided by two men and two women between the ages of 20 and 25,
interviews spanning 56-138 minutes. Although the initial interviews were conducted in
an open-ended manner, there was also an effort to establish a narrative structure — a
sequence of events that could serve as a foundation for the follow-up dialogue. As the
process unfolded, it became evident that some participants spoke freely and expansively,
while others expressed themselves more succinctly.
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This raised a methodological question: are only highly talkative individuals suitable for
biographical research? I decided against such an exclusion criterion, as it risks rendering
stories invisible. Moreover, it could exclude those who may not feel entitled to speak — a
group that, theoretically, might include individuals who are more cautious in their
wording, face certain language challenges, or simply lack the inclination to elaborate on
certain aspects of their lives. Accordingly, each interviewee had to be met on their own
terms, and each interview thus generated different types of follow-up work. The
interviews were designed to explore participants’ educational journeys, examining their
motivations and challenges.

Interpretation of collected data

Given that four life stories were to be analysed within the scope of an article, it became
logical to take a cross-sectional approach, focusing on what the participants chose to
highlight — where they placed emphasis and which parts of their lives they deemed
important to narrate and explain. This consideration guided the process of identifying the
categories used to structure and analyse their stories.

Thematic analysis was used to examine the life history interviews, focusing on
participants’ experiences at the folk high school as well as their broader educational
trajectories. The process involved immersion in the biographical material — relistening,
rereading, and involving other researchers — to identify central ideas (Merrill & West,
2009). This approach ‘involves a rigorous attention to generate patterns’ (Roberts, 2002),
and decisions about what to include were guided by the research aims (Merrill & West,
2009). Recurring themes and significant moments were identified across participants’
narratives, spanning their earlier schooling and later engagement in second-chance
education.

In analysing the material, it became clear that participants’ stories often carried
elements of defence — efforts to explain or justify their perceived deviation from a
conventional path. Much of their narration aimed to make sense of experiences otherwise
seen as failure or misconduct. This pattern pointed to the role of stigma, which became
the guiding lens for analysis, focusing on continuity and discontinuity in their educational
trajectories and how past experiences shaped perceptions, motivations, and challenges.

The narratives were often front-loaded, with more detailed accounts of recent events.
While early and middle school experiences were less elaborated, they remained present
as a latent backdrop. Although not directly asked why they had not completed high
school, all participants addressed this, often explaining how their school years had gone
astray.

Alongside justification, their stories expressed pride — often tied to work gained by
stepping away from school. The folk high school emerged as a space for renegotiation,
where fixed identities could be reconsidered and futures reflected upon. In the light of the
aforementioned, I developed three themes from the collected interviews: i) Stigmatisation
from having failed school, ii) Work experience as a time for gaining perspective, and iii)
The folk high school — an environment for revaluing.

The analysis does not aim to claim authority over participants’ narratives but offers
possible interpretations. By exploring patterns and connections, it seeks to suggest
insights that align with, rather than override, the meanings expressed by the participants.
Outtakes from the life stories serve as representative examples. Although told partly non-
chronologically, excerpts are presented in chronological order with the above-mentioned
overarching categories as anchor points, for clarity.
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Stigmatisation from having failed school

To have failed in completing high school was for the respondents a cause for self-
reproach. Although all of them had their own unique story and explanation for what
prevented them from completing high school they had all to various degrees internalised
a sense of downfall. Thomas (all names are pseudonyms) expressed having felt abnormal
from an early age: ‘I’ve felt all my life that there’s something wrong with me. I can’t do
it. I can't handle this. Sitting still for as long as everyone else, how the hell can you do
that? It’s unbelievably dull.’

Thomas’ frustration echoes findings that suggest disengagement is not merely about
individual shortcomings but also about the rigid structures of schooling that fail to
accommodate diverse needs and ways of learning. Thomas said that he felt ‘like
something crooked in something straight” and although he suspected that he was ‘wrong’
he has come to understand his attempts to adjust as futile, even expressing regret over
having tried to fit in:

So I don't understand why I cared about it so damn much, really. There’s no point in
struggling at that age, struggle when you become an adult instead. This is just crap, it should
be fun here, that's what I’d say. And that's what I’ll teach my children, I mean it’s better if
you have fun in high school because that’s when you can have fun, because it sure as hell
won’t be fun later.

There is a duality in Thomas’s story — on one hand, he initially made efforts to fit in and
conform to expectations, but upon realising the personal stakes, he began to scrutinise the
game instead of the player. Positioning himself as someone who struggled and failed he
addresses not the failure but the struggle, turning the experience on its head. Using
Goffman (1963/1986), it can be interpreted as a form of stigma-management. Goffman
exemplifies with a girl with only one leg who, when confronted with sympathetic
comments about having lost her leg, uses similar inverting techniques as she responds
with irony: "How careless of me!” (Goffman, 1963/1986, p. 136). Consequently, Thomas’
account can be read as a variation on Aesop’s ‘The Fox and the Grapes’ — dismissing
what he cannot reach — yet unlike the fable’s fox, Thomas offers a sharp critique of what
he opted out of:

A 100 years ago, people sat at school desks and listened to lectures. Back then, they rode
horse-drawn carriages to school; now, you can practically take a helicopter to school if you
have enough money, but you’'re still sitting at the same school desk with the same
educational materials, you know?

Although he acknowledged that he did not fit the mould of traditional educational
settings, calling himself a ‘fuck-up’, he has shifted his criticism from himself to school.

Another respondent employed similar modes of handling himself. Emil was from an
early age not particularly interested in acquiring high grades. When choosing high school,
he found it difficult: ‘Should a fifteen-year-old boy, who has no idea who he is, be
expected to decide who he wants to be the next day?” Emil continues his story, acting out
the emotional turmoil he felt back then:
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It was like getting drafted into the military when that letter arrived. Do I even like this? My
whole worldview was shaken. I don’t even like hockey — do I want to work with kids? What
is this? Who am I?

He decides to go for a Childcare and Recreation-program. Slowly but surely, he came to
the realisation that it was not for him: ‘I don’t want to listen to all these courses about
children. So I left. And that had never happened before.’. Not finishing high school, Emil
explains, was seen as strange by those around him. Emil describes it as ‘shaky’ — not
knowing why you are attending high school while it is viewed as so important and as the
norm. Not completing high school was seen as ‘strange’ — people who did not finish high
school were considered strange.

Emil’s account aligns with Goffman’s (1963/1986) stigma concept; deviating from
the normative path of completing high school results in a socially discrediting mark,
shaping how others perceive and interact with him. It also highlights how the inability to
make clear and decisive choices creates unease and positions one outside normative
behaviour — suggesting that hesitation itself can be stigmatising.

In due course, Emil came to the conclusion that ‘life wasn’t over just because you
made the wrong choice, which was incredibly comforting to realise.” Emil describes that
when he was done, life still lay ahead of him. Life would go on, and he could start
working. Having not completed school became an itch for Emil, eventually propelling
him to apply for second-chance education at a folk high school. Taking his qualifications
(at the folk high school), and doing it relatively easily, was a way for Emil to prove to
others that he could do it. Emil describes that by completing the qualifications, he said,
quote: ‘fuck you’ to those who had looked down on him for not having completed high
school: ‘People kept asking if [ wasn’t going to finish high school, and it followed me
until I finally decided, ‘Just get the damn diploma and be done with it. Leave me alone.’
In Emil’s world, the stigma seems to lie in having closed a door (to higher education)
rather than not having walked through it. Being eligible for higher education appears more
important than actually using that eligibility — at least at the stage Emil is in.

Having difficulty engaging in studies for various reasons and falling behind became
a stigma in itself. Already ‘standing out’ led one respondent, Susanna, who had struggled
with mental health from an early age, to resist when the school initiated an ADHD
assessment: ‘I didn’t want another reason for people to bully me,” she explained,
indicating how the fear of further stigmatisation influenced her decisions.

For another respondent, Hiwa, dyslexia became a concerning factor. In this case it
was a family member, namely Hiwa’s mother, who objected to having her diagnosed:

She just thought I was lazy. It’s kind of a thing in Somali culture that a child doesn’t have
diagnoses. She didn’t want me to get my diagnosis, but I had a very good Swedish teacher
who supported me and said that it would be easier for me if I got my diagnosis. The teacher
noticed that reading and writing were difficult and did some tests. But my mom didn’t want
us to do further tests, but my teacher did them anyway, and after that, she talked to my mom
about how it would be easier for me if I got the diagnosis.

Returning to Susanna, she explains that she felt ashamed and inadequate for not
completing high school, feeling like °‘society’s black sheep’. It was especially
embarrassing to have to tell her family.

You felt a bit ashamed. You felt bad, like you saw how everyone else your age, well, they
finished high school, they went to prom, they went on student trips, and there was so much
you felt like you missed because you were unwell and didn’t stay in school. You felt so bad
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in comparison to everyone else, because they were somewhere I could never really catch
up to.

When she dropped out, she gave a small farewell speech to her high school class — a
speech she remembers was about how some people take highways while others have to
find their own paths, and that she was now going to take one of those paths. That was
easier said than done, as Susanna articulates: ‘After I dropped out, I felt so bad that in my
head, it was like I was locked in my room with the blinds down for several months.’

Not completing high school left many with a sense of failure. Thomas felt he never
belonged and later blamed the system. Emil, overwhelmed by early expectations, returned
to education to silence doubt, not chase ambition. Susanna avoided an ADHD diagnosis
to escape stigma and withdrew after dropping out. Hiwa’s dyslexia was ignored at home,
and support came through one teacher — showing how help often depends on individuals
rather than systems.

Work experience as a time for gaining perspective

All four respondents struggled in school, and several mentioned that their waning interest
in education was influenced by exposure to the possibility of work. The work experience
they all eventually gained affected them in different ways — starting to work felt liberating
and rewarding, giving them a sense of capability. However, their work experiences also
played a role in motivating them to explore other sectors of work and eventually return
to education.

Emil started working during the time he was skipping school — a setup he describes
as fairly common. He felt a bit like a ‘juvenile delinquent’, and his parents questioned his
skipping. After a while, however, they realised that (Emil enacts his parents): ‘he’s just
completely uninterested in this [school].” He explains that, in the end, his parents did not
have much say in the matter. But his father did tell him that if he was going to skip school,
he should at least do something productive — do not skip just for the sake of rebellion,
was the advice. Emil expresses that if that was the case, he might as well start to earn
some money. Emil’s narrative puts forth a view on the labour market as an accessible
place — almost a smorgasbord of possibilities — in stark contrast to how people struggling
with school are usually portrayed, especially in research, as shown in this article’s
opening section.

He did not really think about the long-term consequences of skipping school. He
focused on how great it would be when those three years of high school were over, so he
would never have to study again. To Emil, starting work felt like beginning adulthood a
little earlier. “We’re going to work for the rest of our lives anyway, so why not start now?’,
he says. He looked forward to trying out different jobs.

Shortly after high school, Emil moved to Stockholm — he had found love there and
also got a job, which allowed him to spend more time on his music hobby. Once again,
he could devote himself to music. Emil rhetorically asks himself, ‘Emil, do you want to
learn more? No, [ want to do something on my own. I’ll pack up and see what life is like.’
In Stockholm, he tried various jobs, including working as a substitute teacher at a
preschool. Some of the jobs, like stocking candy in candy stores, were looked down upon
by others, as if it was a ‘pretend job.” ‘It didn’t matter if [ was happy with the job as long
as society, or whatever you want to call it, didn’t see it as something important.” On being
a substitute teacher Emil says: ‘Many people say being a substitute isn’t a real job. So, if
it wasn’t a job, what was I doing there for eight hours a day? In that case, I had to find
something else.’
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Stocking candy, he actually found quite nice. He got to see Stockholm and meet
interesting people. But explaining the job to others often led to raised eyebrows.

Another respondent, Hiwa, were also keen on making her way into the job market.
When she skipped school in high school, she worked instead. ‘It wasn’t worth being in
school, so I worked instead.” She worked in home care, and if anyone asked why she was
not in school, she had ready answers. ‘I just said, no, we have independent study today...
so I got away with it.” It felt good for Hiwa to start earning her own money.

Thomas in turn worked in various jobs, ranging from car dealerships to the restaurant
industry and healthcare centers. The positions he held were both permanent and
temporary contracts, and Thomas says that it has always been easy for him to find and
get a job. Even during high school, Thomas had started working. The connections he
made back then helped him in his professional life even after finishing high school. He
says he had ‘2-3 jobs to juggle, that I was trying to manage.’ It felt meaningful and
rewarding: ‘You’re doing something, plus you’re getting something in return.” By going
his own way Thomas found fulfilment on different levels: ‘For me, it has always been a
source of pride to stay true to myself.’

Thomas says that it is difficult to know what you truly want, especially when you are
young or a young adult. That’s why he is glad he did not make life decisions too early but
instead gave himself time to get to know himself. “Because, after all, it’s your life we’re
talking about — I mean, you can’t just waste it.’

Although Thomas enjoyed his job as a car tester, which was his last job before
starting his studies at the folk high school, he says he has always thought about doing
something more creative. Thomas explains that his approach to life choices comes largely
from his upbringing. He has learned not to make decisions based on external expectations
but rather that it is important to decide for oneself. Thomas explains that his decision to
apply to a folk high school to complete his grades was largely due to a kind of stress about
time passing. He was approaching the age of 25 and did not want to completely close the
door on further studies.

Another respondent, Susanna, began looking for work after having dropped out of
high school. Susanna’s grandmother was getting older, so Susanna and her mother moved
closer to her — into a house in the countryside. Susanna signed up for a substitute teaching
pool. After a few months, she got a job at a preschool. ‘I grew there, you know, when |
was working, because I felt like I was doing something,” she recalls.

When COVID-19 hit, Susanna had a job, which she describes as a relief. Many
people were laid off when the pandemic struck, and having a job and earning her own
money gave her a sense of security. Susanna worked at various preschools in the area.
Eventually, she became more permanent at one preschool and stayed there for 2.5-3 years.
‘I grew there because when you work with responsibility, you start to feel, OK, I actually
can do these things.” She describes working with small children as affirmative: ‘A hug,
smiles, and waves when you arrive.’

The accounts imply that stigma is contextual. Within the educational system — a
setting that all children, adolescents, and young adults inevitably find themselves in —
there is, in essence, one primary recognised role: to study and to earn the credentials
necessary to progress to the next stage of education. However, upon stepping outside of
this system, the interviewees encounter different contexts governed by other value
systems. In some settings, performing well without formal education may, in fact, be a
source of recognition. Taken to its extreme, education itself could even be perceived as a
hindrance to engaging with ‘real life.” Moreover, in these contexts, skills other than
academic achievement may be valued more highly.
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Yet, after a few years in the labour market the interviewees express gaining an eagerness
to finish their studies. Susanna had told herself she would take a gap year, but it had now
turned into far more than that. Hiwa too expresses similar feelings of urgency: ‘With my
poor motivation in school, it’s been kind of... hard. I’ve felt the pressure. After high
school, I thought, damn, now I have to get it together, now I have to get an education.’

All four interviewees describe relatively smooth entries into the labour market, often
transitioning gradually as they left school to start working. Their experiences challenge
dominant narratives and research that link academic failure directly to unemployment and
poverty. As their stories show, work offered not only financial steadiness but also a sense
of belonging and a renewed self-esteem after their stumbling journey through the
education system.

Although in employment and relatively satisfied, Susanna, Thomas, and Hiwa talk
of stress as a factor for applying to folk high school. For Emil it is more a question of
being fed up with people looking down upon him and once he completed his folk high
school studies he went back to work.

The folk high school — an environment for revaluing

We have already discussed how the narratives conveyed a critique of traditional
educational settings. For many, rigidity posed a problem — whether due to diagnoses,
mental health issues, anti-authoritarian attitudes, or an unwillingness to follow informal
codes, such as dress or conversational norms, the interviewees struggled to meet the
demands that traditional schooling presented.

When turning to the folk high school to acquire qualifications that had not been
obtained in the past, students did so in the hope of finding a different type of learning
environment. It is unclear to what extent the respondents were familiar with the pedagogy
of the folk high school and how it would differ from traditional education. Thomas
jokingly, yet somewhat seriously, says that he thinks he googled something like ‘how the
hell do you do it, how do I get my grades?’

Before applying for a folk high school Thomas tried municipal adult education
(MAE) of which he said: ‘it doesn’t work for me. Meeting once a week for a lesson, that
doesn’t work. It’s like school is something abstract. It doesn’t really exist.’

Susanna in turn had relatives that had attended folk high schools. She looked up some
folk high schools online and sent an email to one of the schools. She was invited for a
visit over a cup of coffee.

No one knew about it either, because I felt like, I don’t want any pressure that I’'m going
there and have to follow through with something. I had only told my mom that I was going
into town for something... so no one knew about this meeting except me. I went there, we
talked a bit, and I told them a little about my school background and about who I am as a
person.

The person from the folk high school encouraged Susanna to apply. ‘And then he said, “I
think you should apply,” and he also added, “I’m not really supposed to say this, but I
think if you apply, you’ll definitely get in.””’

In a sense, the initial cup of coffee with its accompanying ‘secret’ remarks becomes
a way of initiating Susanna into the school. The interaction can be seen as an inversion of
a typical admissions interview — both the coffee and the comments suggest a desire to
immediately shift the interaction toward social aspects, setting aside the academic and
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qualification-oriented dimensions of learning and schooling, or at least, for the time
being, placing them in the background.

The relationship between student and teacher is mentioned in all the stories. It is
described as relaxed, with learning taking place on more equal terms — where everyone is
treated as an adult. Thomas highlights that some of his teachers were more or less ‘of the
same age’ as the students, adding that ‘there isn’t the same authority. It’s more like a
friend teaching you things, or more like a colleague. And then you might listen a little
more carefully.” A connection was established further by common interests:

And sometimes, you even share the same interests as some teachers, you know? Like,
there's this teacher who collects vinyl records, just like I do, and it just makes everything
easier, you know? Everything he says just feels closer to me now.

For Thomas, having a personal relationship with the teachers enabled him to engage and
pay attention in class. In a place where having messed up in the past was the norm, a sense
of kinship and common ground developed among the students through their shared
experiences with traditional school. Thomas again: “You have something in common with
everyone in that, well, obviously we’ve all fucked up when we were kids.’

For some, who choose to live in the housing provided by the school — an option
offered by many folk high schools — the lines between what is formal and informal
learning blurred. One moment you are in the classroom, and the next, you are in the
dormitory, making it harder to distinguish between formal learning spaces and informal,
relaxed environments. Hiwa, for instance, lived at the school when studying there: “We
baked and did a lot of fun things!’

One way in which the permissive folk high school-environment might manifest itself
is also in how people (both teachers and students) dress. About the other students Emil
says:

I have never seen such an odd collection of people as I have here. If you think you’ve seen
everything or met all kinds of people, you haven’t until you come here. You think you’re
unique, and then someone shows up with cat ears.

Although the person wearing cat ears may stand out in their outfit, they simultaneously
push the boundaries of the surrounding environment, shifting the threshold of
eccentricity. What might be considered odd outside the school becomes unremarkable
within it. Emil’s account suggests that the folk high school milieu may reshape
perceptions of what stands out. The cat ears serve as a playful subversion of norms,
exposing the arbitrariness of conventions — making explicit that normativity is contextual.
Goffman puts forth that ‘a necessary condition for social life is the sharing of a single set
of normative expectations’ (Goffman, 1963/1986, p. 127). Juxtaposed with Emil’s
narrative, we might even consider that oddness itself has acquired a normative symbolic
value.

The same passage, in a Goffmanesque (1963/1986) analysis, can simultaneously
function as a consolidation practice, reinforcing the folk high school and its participants
as strange, positioned on the outside, and perpetually marginal. In this way, the playful
mockery of conventions does not merely expose their arbitrariness but also highlights the
uncertain position of those who exist outside dominant expectations. The playact is
allowed only on stage.

An aspect to consider is whether the environment itself prepares individuals for other
settings. When Thomas reflects on how he absorbs teaching, he returns to high school
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and what did not work for him there, drawing parallels to university studies, which he
imagines are similar to high school studies:

And I’'m just like, it doesn’t work for me, and that’s probably why I’ve been kind of scared
to apply to university. If I sit in a lecture hall like that, I’1l just... it’ll be hard to focus for
that long. I just don’t think I can sit at home and study for four hours for an exam. I have a
hard time imagining myself doing that.

In an extended reasoning, one can question whether this type of space becomes a space
to withdraw into rather than a space for rehearsals. Hiwa navigates similar waters but is
more straightforward in her analysis. She says that the folk high school’s second-chance
course did not really prepare her for university studies.

Atuniversity, there’s a lot of self-study. At folk high school, it’s more about finishing things
on site, and then you’re done, while at university, it’s more about organising it yourself. If
you have an exam in about a month, it’s your own responsibility to attend the lectures and
prepare for the exam. At folk high school, we didn’t have exams; everything is done on-
site, and then it’s finished.

She continues and explains that high school was more preparatory for university:

Because there, it’s more like you have an assignment to complete by the following week,
and it’s your job to make sure it’s done. Then, when you turn it in, you get feedback, or
you’ve succeeded or not, and you get a grade — same as in university. Pass or fail.

Susanna’s story expresses comparable sentiments, but here one senses that the underlying
question is whether success at a folk high school is truly a significant achievement.

I feel like I’ve failed at everything, and that [ keep on failing. It’s hard because even though
I felt like graduating from [the folk high school] was an achievement, I still feel like I
haven’t succeeded.

Implicitly Susanna raises the question of whether or not the learning that takes place at
the folk high school is considered genuinely valid learning.

Discussion

The analysis of the participants’ narratives illustrates how educational experiences,
societal structures, and personal choices intertwine to shape their trajectories. Previous
research emphasises the far-reaching consequences of school failure, including risks of
social exclusion and poverty (Cederberg & Hartsmar, 2013; Nilsen et al., 2022).

The stories herein cannot so easily be integrated into such broad views. Although it
is noticeable that low-skilled jobs can bring stigma — Emil’s story openly addresses this
— he expresses no desire, at least for now, to pursue higher education to land a white-
collar job. Thomas and Susanna, in turn, seem hesitant to pursue higher education,
stemming not so much from unwillingness as from an uncertainty regarding whether
their newly won qualifications have proven them ready for higher education — indicating
that stigma lingers. This can be said to shed light on the complexities regarding
academic failure and the need for recognising individual stories, having them penetrate
generalisations.
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Work experience, a significant component in the participants’ stories, acted as both an
enabler and a limitation. Participants described feeling empowered by earning their own
income and gaining independence, yet their narratives also highlighted the limitations of
low-skilled jobs, which often led to a renewed desire for further education. This duality
aligns with research suggesting that perceptions of labour market outcomes can both
motivate and constrain educational decision-making (Gustafsson et al., 2016). These
perceptions influence how individuals weigh the value of further education against
immediate opportunities in the labour market.

One way to interpret participants’ narratives is as discourses of agency. Their stories
suggest an implicit expectation that individuals bear personal responsibility for their
failures, potentially reframing academic failure as intentional — something done
‘knowingly’. Even resistance or deliberate rejection can be forms of agency, and given
the cultural value placed on not being passive or victimised (Fejes & Dahlstedt, 2013),
agency might partially redeem failure. You have failed, yes, but at least you have agency.

Conversely, the truly stigmatised position emerges from passivity — being ‘a seed in
the wind’, lacking choice or decisiveness. Susanna’s narrative exemplifies this clearly, as
her greatest distress stems not from dropping out itself but from the subsequent passive
phase of inactivity.

Yet agency can also appear as intentional divergence from normative expectations.
Second-chance education is typically understood as a pathway to higher education.
Particularly Emil’s case complicates this view: he earns qualifications only to return
deliberately to his previous type of work, ‘wasting’ education as a conscious and
unrepentant choice rather than through passivity. This kind of agency positions students
as empowered, able to act against institutional expectations. While Emil’s stance might
not be widely shared, it highlights how educational systems, framed as marketplaces
offering commodities (Page, 1998; Brancaleone & O’Brien, 2011), inherently allow
individuals the freedom to refuse or repurpose their ‘purchases.’

In addition, keeping people — particularly those at risk of long-term unemployment
due to past academic struggles — in school longer is helped by stigmatising academic
failure. Education in this train of thought helps managing unemployment. Students are
taught to stay busy, to stay active in so as idleness does not become a learnt way of living.
This may funnel individuals toward more schooling when they might prefer to try to find
a job (Andersson & Bergstedt, 1996). Society pushes ideals of self-fulfilment and
independence but paradoxically stigmatises people, like Emil, who truly pursue such
ideals.
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Introduction

Migrants become more diverse, even superdiverse, i.e., the reasons for migration, legal
and social status of immigrants, their languages, beliefs, and religions vary
substantially. At the same time, societies with immigrant influx also (have) become
super-diverse regarding these factors (Vertovec, 2024). National governments of the
receiving societies apply strategies and instruments to manage this development. This is
especially relevant for education, both for adults and for children. One of these
instruments is called the school-based parent café. The intention and program of parent
cafés aim at integrating diverse populations (Medvedev, 2020). Parent cafés are a well-
established part of adult education, educational authorities usually fund them, and they
offer informal opening hours (Medvedev, in press). In our case, a public adult education
training institution regularly offers courses for parents to become ‘mentors’. These
mentors are the parents who start parent cafés in their children's schools and run them.
In the opening hours, trained mentors typically offer counselling on the educational
system and learning opportunities for children in the neighbourhood. The visitors are
less experienced parents, new to the school or neighbourhood, or those searching to
become mentors themselves. Mentors in the cafés also offer learning opportunities for
adults, e.g., on cooking international cuisines. Some use festive days for intercultural
activities, and others offer trips to places of interest in the cities (Medvedev, in press).
Many countries have similar family learning' programs and consider them part of the
Adult Basic Education system (Desjardins, 2017).

However, a well-organized program and good intentions regarding the
acknowledgement of a superdiverse society do not always end up in normalizing this
urban superdiversity. Scholars point to long-lasting gaps between groups who
understand themselves as residents and groups who are positioned as immigrants. This
process builds on collective racial knowledge (Terkessidis, 1998). Several factors play a
role in this process. Denying a legal status with formal rights (to work and vote) keeps
immigrants at the margins of societies as well as out of (adult) education (Heinemann,
2014). On the other hand, education reproduces power relations, e.g., by reproducing
racism (Dogmus et al., 2022) and a monolingual habitus (Gogolin, 1994). This often
happens without full intention (El-Mafaalani, 2021). Racialisation and linguicism
(Heinemann & Dirim, 2016) intersect substantially in the educational sector because,
since the establishment of nation-states, one dominant language has been considered
constitutional for a state (Gogolin, 1994). The establishment of this language takes
place via the educational system (Gogolin, 1994) and is reproduced in integration
courses for adults (Heinemann & Sarabi, 2020). Overall, linguistic practices as well as
racialization play a fundamental role in keeping immigrants in a status of perpetual
foreigners (Wu, 2023), even though government activities (like the establishment of
school-based parent cafés) try to invest in better integration. Therefore, this article
focuses on how raciolinguistic attitudes can be expressed, also with no intention. The
basis for the analysis is interviews with parents, teachers, and social pedagogues who
run school-based parent cafes, conducted in 2023 in Hamburg.

The paper starts with a theoretical lens regarding linguistic diversity within the
larger framework of Bourdieu’s theory of habitus. Building on this, a short literature
review reveals that parent cafés reproduce power relations in many ways. The research
question narrows the focus to school-based parent cafés. For the main study, a
qualitative empirical approach with an open-ended methodological approach was
chosen, based on Grounded Theory (Glaser and Strauss 2010), including coding
procedures (Strauss and Corbin 1996). 18 qualitative interviews form the basis for an
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inductive grounded theory-based analysis. Some GTM-generated codes that did not
match the initial research question, but seemed relevant, have not yet been published.
The authors discussed these codes and searched for theory. Especially the raciolingiustic
theory helped understand the ambiguity, sharpen the research question, and identify new
semantic connections in the prior collected material. Findings are presented in three
main categories: German as a metaphor of human language, Alternative linguae francae,
and Racolinguistic deprofiling. The discussion suggests that migrants are kept perpetual
foreign because monolingualism dominates the discourse.

Theoretical approaches: From monolingual habitus to linguicism and
raciolinguicism

Pioneering theories on language and education, especially Gogolin (1994) have built on
Pierre Bourdieu’s approach to explaining how Language contributes to the reproduction
of power (Bourdieu, 1991). Bourdieu shows how languages, as well as types of speech,
distinguish between social classes, and how the formality of writing stabilizes these
power relations. In the mid-nineties, in a very early phase of educational research on
migration in Germany, Gogolin (1994) connected the concept of habitus to language
diversity and immigration. Gogolin’s research with schoolteachers shows that teachers
do not know about the nation-building process and understand German as the only
relevant language within and above education. This process of forgetting the historical
development and the process of playing out power relations without reflected intentions
to do so are core characteristics of what Bourdieu calls habitus (Wittpoth, 2004).
Gogolin thus summarizes her findings in the term of a monolingual habitus of teachers
and in schools. Today, as the term habitus has become common in educational research,
the concept of a monolingual habitus is easy to understand and apply. But re-reading
Gogolin’s monograph calls to mind that migration was seen as a minority issue in the
educational discussion, marginalized as something only necessary during a temporary
migration crisis (Gogolin 1994), which would not need any attention after the so-called
crisis in the 1990s anymore. It is an unfinished process towards understanding Germany
as an immigration country, to see migration and linguistic diversity as an ongoing
process, and to build substantial capacities for educational and interdisciplinary
migration research. Nevertheless, some seemingly long-discussed issues are being
(re-)discovered by groups pleading for a conservative or even right-wing societal turn.
Linguistic concepts, often also built on Bourdieu’s theory, inspire this research in many
ways (Piller, 2016). A more recent discourse now interferes with the discussion of
linguistic diversity. The early discourse on racial knowledge (Terkessidis, 1998),
personal and structural violence, and racism (Hall, 2008) was modified and broadened,
e.g., as unintentional racism (El-Mafaalani, 2021).

Post-colonial theories intertwine with linguistic and educational theories in many
ways (Akbaba & Heinemann, 2023; Dusi & Addi-Raccah, 2025). These theories
inserted the term othering (Said, 1978) into the educational discourse. For this article,
othering is understood as a process of constructing an autochthonous group as normal
and that of discriminating populations that do not match the criteria of normality as
others. The concept is also applied to populations within countries (Jansson, 2017) as
well as to between-country othering processes on a global scale (Grotliischen &
Buddeberg, 2020). Moreover, the othering process also occurs as self-othering
(Medvedev, in press).



[342] Medvedev & Grotlaschen

Within this discussion, early notions of linguicism (Heinemann & Dirim, 2016) as
language-based racism were reconsidered (Akbaba, 2024). Linguicism discriminates
against languages by understanding some as more prestigious and others as less so. The
authors of this paper also understand the non-acceptance of grammatically or
phonetically imperfect use of language in everyday communication as discrimination.
Furthermore, research shows that teachers do not accept (playful) multilingual mixtures
of dialect and informal registers within a school that they understand monolingually.
Thus, language receives full validation when it is used without accent and dialect, and
any mistakes in grammar and spelling (Akbaba, 2024).

This relates to international discourses on raciolinguicism, that resonate with
educational research and point to the racism that lies within linguicism: Flores and Rosa
(2015, 2023) as well as Rosa and Flores (2017, 2020) build on research regarding
education, employment, legal representation, asylum, citizenship, and migration and
conclude based on their review: ‘Linguistic classifications and procedures can exclude
racialized populations from access to opportunities and resources’ (Rosa & Flores,
2017, p. 630)

The raciolinguistic perspective (Rosa & Flores, 2020) is considered in this paper as
a precise instrument to figure out how racisms play out and how this reproduces a status
as languageless foreigners, even when government programs come with the best
intentions. Rosa and Flores’ approach points to ambiguities in structures and practices:
‘While on one level this framing of the issue celebrates multiculturalism and
multilingualism, on another level it is premised on modifying the behaviors of racialized
populations in ways that obscure how white supremacy structures these populations’
experiences and societal positionalities’ (Flores & Rosa, 2015, p. 149f).

As our research builds on infrastructure that according to its programming has been
established to foster a better representation of all parents in schools through parent
cafés, this approach allows a deeper understanding and questioning ‘how structures of
privilege and power are reproduced or disrupted through such programming’ (Rosa &
Flores, 2017, p. 640).

One of the mechanisms that keeps people in a minority position is understood as
ascribing a form of languagelessness (Rosa, 2019) that discriminates against every
other language than the monolingually dominant one as irrelevant and as non-language.
For this article, we use the approach of a monolingual habitus as the broadest and most
influential concept. We also use the categories of (self)othering and raciolinguicism as a
frame for a deeper analysis of the language-related categories derived from the main
study (Medvedev, in press) that dealt with the question how does the practice of the
school parent cafés address the anticipated superdiversity of the target groups and the
perceived diversity of the participants, and what decisions does this entail. The
additional in-depth study can be presented in and through the following three main
categories: German as a metaphor for human language, Languages of ‘major minorities’
as alternative linguae francae, and Raciolinguistic deprofiling.

Literature review: Parent cafés between empowerment and
marginalization

Parenting is seen as part of lifelong and lifewide learning (Aarsand, 2014). Many adult
education centers offer parent or family education (Mallows, 2008). In adult education,
‘cafés’ are a metaphor for learning opportunities that do not require formal enrolment
(regarding the characteristics of a café: Medvedev, 2013). Adult learning and education
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thus can take place in learning cafés, parent cafés or school-based parent cafés. The
themes vary:

e Learning cafés may offer language learning opportunities for test-takers or offer
a variety of themes within adult basic education (Grotliischen, 2025)

e Parent cafés can focus more on parenting, e.g., regarding the changing roles of
parents (Faircloth, 2023) or the shift of responsibility between state and the
individual (Oelkers, 2012) but also address school-related themes (Hackstein et
al., 2023)

e School-based parent cafés aim at school-parent co-operation and offer
recreational and social activities (Medvedev, 2020)

Learning caf¢ settings that can also address parents are normally located in and run by
non-school institutions. In this way, school-based parent cafés are a very specific
example of an adult-learning format placed in a school context. Some empirical studies
that build on school-based parent cafés are presented in this literature review.

Parent cafés provide opportunities to talk and ask for advice, but also offer cooking,
sports, or sewing events (Hackstein et al., 2023). The cafés serve as centres for
information, e.g., on institutions for children and youth in the area. The parents who
organize the cafes have a multiplier and communicator function in their communities
and back into the schools (Hackstein et al., 2023; see also Medvedev, 2020). However,
cafes report that few parents regularly participate (Hackstein et al., 2023). It can be
assumed that they form an in-group of multipliers who try to keep the café open for the
neighbourhood. Parents and parent cafés are also seen as a facilitating structure for
inclusive education (Schuppener et al., 2023).

As part of a compilation on power relations regarding the cooperation of parents
and schools, Dean (2021) claims that schools label some parents as difficult to reach,
but that these parents feel empowered and reinforced in school-based parent cafés. On
the other hand, Dean shows how formal parent boards are dominated by privileged
parents so that both parent groups find themselves in a competitive relationship with
each other. The negotiations between these groups reveal unequal power relations with
deprivileged parent groups experiencing racism and classism (Dean 2021, similar
findings: Medvedev, 2020). This is not a singular experience, as racism in German
schools has been discussed for quite a while (Dogmus et al., 2022).

Overall, this literature suggests that school-based parent cafés are organized to
empower and integrate (linguistically) diverse families. The qualitative studies we find
also show convincingly, that racism, classism, and overall power relations have already
been indicated within school and parent co-operation. Theories of power reproduction,
monolingual habitus, linguicism, and raciolinguistics argue that existing power relations
are (subtly) stabilized even though government programs are installed to overcome
them. This leads to the research question of how possible unconscious and unintended
raciolinguistic attitudes in school-based parent cafés co-promote exclusion.

Methods and data

Alexei Medvedev has been working as a practitioner for over 10 years and, therefore, is
well-established within this infrastructure. At the same time, Author 1 belongs to a
university research group led by Anke Grotliischen. This double positioning requires a
high reflection of the researcher's role regarding possible biases and prior knowledge
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constraints derived from being a practitioner in the field for a long time. Before the data
collection started, ethical clearance was obtained from the school authority. The
faculty’s doctoral committee approved the research design. Besides, the coding process
and the analysis steps were discussed and validated by a research colloquium of a
postgraduate school of the same faculty.

Data were collected via a large infrastructure of school-based parent cafés
(hereafter: SPC) in Hamburg. At that point, 50 schools took part in the Schulmentoren
project, 40 of which were active in parent education. 64% of these schools (n=32) have
or have had a parent café, 10% of other schools (n=5) state that they are planning one.
This means that 74% of all schools (n=37) have dealt with the topic of parent cafés.

All the schools participating in the Schulmentoren project were reached out to, 18
of them gave a positive response. So, the full sample consists of 18 interviews with 47
participants (45 female, 2 male). The teams responsible for the parent cafés - school
staff members (teachers or social pedagogues) and volunteer parent mentors - were
interviewed using problem-centred interviews (PCI). 17 interviews took place in person
between September and November 2023 in Hamburg in schools and in one case in an
out-of-school venue. The language of the interviews was German. The linguistic and
functional composition of the interviewees was as follows: 21 interviewees spoke
German as their first language, 26 as a second language. 25 parents in their function as
parent mentors and 22 school staff members (teachers and social pedagogues) were
interviewed. For the moment of the study, all the interviewees were involved in the
management of their school’s parent café.

All interviews have been recorded, auto-transcribed, manually revised,
anonymized, and approved by all the participants. The analysis was planned and carried
out using the Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1996). The qualitative interview
protocol was developed in an open mode to allow for inductive analyses.

The main part of the study was submitted for publication (Medvedev, in press).
Within the full coding and publication process, it became obvious that there are many
more relevant aspects of racism, stereotypes, and linguistic exclusion left out of the
coverage of the main study. These aspects were fully coded, but because they did not
belong to the initial research question, they were put aside for a new in-depth analysis
that is presented in this article. This analysis builds on the theories of racism and
linguicism (see above). The initial codes ‘Othering’, ‘Self-othering’, ‘Programmatic’,
‘Challenging participants’, ‘Linguistic practices’, ‘Supposed knowledge about non-
participants’, and ‘Perceived heterogeneity’ were elaborated anew. New semantic
connections were identified.

Findings: How the status of being forever foreign is produced

The most important findings of this study can be summarised in three thematic blocks:
German as a metaphor for human language, Languages of ‘major minorities’ as
alternative linguae francae, and Raciolinguistic deprofiling.

German as a metaphor for human language

Several recurring patterns in the interviews reveal presumably unconscious and
unintended monolingual habitual attitudes. The concept of ‘a language’ is consistently
equated with the idea of speaking ‘the German language’. By saying someone is not
speaking ‘the language’ the interviewees probably do not mean the parents would not
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have any command of any language. However, by perpetuating it, the German language
is repeatedly considered the only relevant language (which mirrors a monolingual
habitus). The interviewees (interviews#l1, 8, 9, 14) seem to forget about the
multilingualism of the parents, sometimes their command of different script systems
like Arabic and Cyrillic, their efforts to manage their children’s language skills. German
becomes a metaphor of ‘the language’. If parents do not speak (enough) German, any
other language competence is made invisible. This happens because in the interviews on
a symbolic and metaphorical level, German, as one of the languages spoken today is
made into the human language per se: In the statements, the assessment of the parents'
(supposed) German competence(s) becomes a judgment on the (in)ability or partial
ability of human speech par excellence. This can be observed in many interview
passages (see below). A post-colonial interpretation of this finding refers to what Rosa
and Flores (2017) call ‘longstanding racialized ideologies of languagelessness’ (p. 624).

Three levels of this subjective-symbolic languagelessness can be distinguished.
The most radical level implies that parents who do not speak or understand German,
alias ‘the language’, would be rather languageless than multilingual, because other
languages than German are made invisible, as this quote of a parent volunteer expresses:
‘It doesn't matter that the language is not there. Nevertheless, they [parents who don’t
speak German] can do something for the school and for the pupils. And I think that's
something very important’ (interview#9, items? 13, 17, 26, 61-64, see also interview#1,
item 16 interview#8, item 37; interview#14, item, 35).

Although the second level of languagelessness acknowledges that the parents speak
some German, i.e. ‘the language’, it emphasizes language deficits that take the form of
‘some’, ‘many’, ‘several’, ‘relatively high’ ‘linguistic barriers’ (interview#1, item 16;
interview#6, item 59; interview#12, item 23), ‘comprehension barriers’ (interview#14,
item 54) ‘perhaps language difficulties’ (interview#17, item 13), ‘language problems’
(interview#17, item 32) and would therefore possibly impair communication in the
SPC:

If we know that someone is coming who is not so proficient in the language, that we can
have someone come in to translate and all sorts of things, because that's just...many
people don't know that the parents come to school and are integrated. (interview#15, item
21)

If parents ‘with language barriers’ dare to speak German, i.e. ‘the language’, at school,
there was a risk that their language skills would be ‘judged’ (interview#12, item 43) by
other parents or that they even might be ‘laughed at’ (interview#6, item 59).

The third level of linguistic de-recognition qualifies strongly developed German
competence(s) of parents with a first language other than German rather as an
exceptional situation, which only conceals the deficient view: ‘We offered German
courses. [ remember, for example, that in those eight years, the mothers, who have a
migrant background but still speak German very well, taught German to each other.
What a great thing!” (interview#5, item 50). As a significant contrast, a quote from
another interview can be cited here, which also attests that language deficits of parents
with German as their first language are the exception rather than the rule: ‘[...] I even
have German parents that I care of who are illiterate, who can't read the marks at all but
would never say so. And then of course they are afraid’ (interview#1, item 44).

Even if the programmatic of the individual SPCs sounds positive at first glance, for
example by announcing a notion to create ‘a broad linguistic base’ (interview #1, item
35) or ‘to develop something in the field of language’ (interview #14, item 50), such a
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positive agenda can also contain exclusionary traces that shape a biased view of the
target groups and later the participants: “We don't just provide linguistic support, even if
you can also speak the language but need support from a mum or dad, then we are also
responsible for that’ (interview #8, item 20, see also interview#l, item 16;
interview#17, item 13).

The thesis of the monolingual habitus of the German school is confirmed several
times in the interviews, in that a dichotomous structure of German vs. other languages is
repeatedly evident, which is well expressed in this quote, for example:

Well, we speak German in the group. But we have a few options, and it has also happened
that parents who have found each other have then spoken something in their language. It
was also the case that (...) that didn't bother them. It was kind of like, well, if one of them
didn't understand something, the other mum would tell them. So, it was quite pleasant so
far. (interview#12, item 40, see also interview#1, item 35; interview#6, item 60;
interview#8, item 11; interview#18, item 26)

This pattern is typical and repeated often. It shows that the interviewees stick to
German. They see multilingual practices as an auxiliary construct of the parents and
accept it. However, the interviewees aim to communicate monolingually.

Another interview provides concrete compensatory approaches that, on the one
hand, contribute directly to language support for parents, but at the same time
emphasize the language deficits of German learners who still speak ‘broken German’
and anchor the status of German in its educational language variant even more firmly as
a normative (language) education goal: ‘Yes, in the German language, there is plenty of
proverbs and all these images and metaphors. And if you can just drop something like
that, as someone who is a German learner, it's perceived very differently’ (interview#6,
item 22). The preservation of the monolingual habitus is not only justified by the
intention to promote language, as shown above with the example of proverbs but is also
problematized as a resource issue: ‘[...] multilingual design. It is simply enormously
time-consuming, especially when we have to make every single invitation’
(interview#6, item 61). Nevertheless, it would be presumptuous to claim that the
monolingual habitus concerning German remains constant or solely dominant in the
SPC.

Languages of ‘major minorities’ as alternative linguae francae

The image of the dichotomous positioning of German as the hegemonic language in the
school system vs. other languages described above requires two additions in the context
of the study conducted.

Firstly, this positioning does not reveal neither language hierarchies nor language
competition relating to the languages as a whole in the interviews’. For example,
English or other languages of the global North don’t dominate and are not valued
differently from the languages of origin of the largest parent communities. The
interviews tend to show that because of gentrification and the increasing superdiversity
in the neighbourhoods, new individual parents or parent groups with additional
languages are being added that were not previously represented in the SPC, even though
these languages may belong to the global players:

I don't know why other immigrants have joined. (...) Apparently, several other countries
have been added, such as Portugal. Spanish, which we didn't have, is now available and
the parents also come to the parents' café. (...) Today we had four Spanish-speaking
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mums, so no German, but Spanish. And they came anyway and felt really comfortable.
(interview#9, item 32)

In this specific situation, the two classic (post)colonial world languages Spanish and
Portuguese are perceived more as unexpected guests with astonishment, with no
corresponding coverage to be provided yet.

Secondly, linguistic majorities and constellations can arise permanently or
situationally in the specific SPC settings in which a language other than German can
become the alternative lingua franca, like Albanian (interview#9, item 39), Arabic
(interview#8, item 37), English (interview#6, item 36) or Russian (interview#14, item
20). Turkish as the ‘majority language’ (interview#9, item 43) stands out in particular
(interview#3, item 42), also when it comes to parents who do not come from Turkey but
‘fortunately understand Turkish’ (interview#16, item 32; interview#3, item 30). Despite
their own German-as-a-second-language (or educational language) support agenda, the
SPC managers are prepared to allow an urged, pragmatic change of monolingual habitus
from German in favour of another language, which in turn takes place with othering
backlashes: ‘Actually, we always want to speak German, but when the Turks come
together, that's just the way we always speak’ (interview#3, item 49). In another
interview, a new parent mentor is praised for being ‘a German native speaker’ and a
‘Turkish learner’ (interview#9, item 45), which is supposed to be an indication that
there are also spaces within the school system in which the German monolingual
habitus does not (or no longer) apply and is replaced by a different monolingual
practice. Although this may correspond to the linguistic majority situation in the
specific SPC, it does not lead to the permanent establishment of a multilingual habitus
that would consider the actual multilingualism of the superdiverse parents.

The interviews reveal the programme's focus on linguistic diversity, which is seen
as a positive and welcome challenge by the project teams:

There are always conversations in our own language, because some parents don't speak
German, for example, Arabic or Turkish. We also have Polish, well, they are there. We
have also tried to find an Albanian-speaking parent mentor. We haven't found one yet.
But that always offers diversity to reach other parents as well. (interview#1, item 35)

In such interviews, the focus is both on the broadest possible representation of linguistic
diversity in the SPC and on the pragmatic complementarity of the limited linguistic
resources available and the languages of origin of the participants that can be covered:

I speak Albanian, it means all the dialects. We have twelve different dialects and that's
what I speak. So, people can come to me from Montenegro, Macedonia, Kosovo, Albania,
everywhere who are here, I can translate that, and then of course we have the other
parents, so there's a lot of Turkish. (interview#9, item 39)

However, the interviews show that in fact, the idea of multilingualism remains at the
level of the programme, while the spoken practice in the SPC tends to be rather
monolingual, even if the dominant language is other than German. There is a contrast
when the interviewees speak of imagined communities as well as imagined
(super-)diversity of parents as target groups outside, and when it comes to linguistic
practices on the micro-level. This imagined linguistic diversity often turns to become
monolingual (or at best bilingual) due to the lack of ever-functioning recipes how to
deal with more than 2 languages at a time in one place.
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Raciolinguistic deprofiling

As already mentioned, apart from the binaries German vs. other languages or the
language of the quantitatively strongest community vs. other languages, the findings
show no other linguistic hierarchical patterns of thought and action. In addition to the
phenomena described above, the interviews also show how undifferentiated grouping
occurs, which can be described as a raciolinguistic deprofiling, a term that emerged
empirically during the study. This becomes visible when umbrella terms, for example,
names of (sub)continents or religions are used as labels for the designation of some
groups of parents. This kind of deprofiling racialize, exoticize and depersonalize these
groups and thus attempt to objectivistically justify their positioning as ‘perpetual
foreigners’, i.e., as ever non-participants outside the scope of the SPC:

[...] at the moment, they are of Turkish, Arab, Serbian background, i.e. mothers from this
background (...). Of course, we have ten other nationalities at the school. We certainly
also had African mothers. That's not the case right now, but that's a completely different
topic. (interview#5, item 33)

Black parents are often directly associated with the continent of Africa. Undifferentiated
statements are made that construct a speechless group of ‘African parents’ (interview#l,
item 41), parents ‘from African background’ (interview#5, item 35) or even an
amorphous, depersonalized entity ‘the African’ (interview#1, item: 39) that will always
remain outside. The same applies to parents with an ascribed religious identity, which
also appears as a linguistically undifferentiated group: ‘Yes, these are mothers: Turkish,
Arabic, Serbian origin. They are Moslems, partly from a Moslem background, Moslems
with headscarves’ (interview#5, item 25).

These findings demonstrate, as mentioned above, an astonishing parallelism with
the tradition of racializing and devaluing practices and ideologies of the colonial era by
positioning ‘colonized subjects as incapable of communicating legitimately in any
language’ (Flores & Rosa 2017, p. 624). Applied to SPC settings, it means that the
immanent languagelessness assumes a permanent inability of constructed (groups of)
parents to participate independently in the German school system. This, in turn,
legitimizes even more the need for permanent supportive, mediating structures: ‘[...] the
headmistress always came, introduced herself and also had small conversations. But
they tended to be migrant parents. And gradually it turned out that they came because
they had problems’ (interview#18, item 16). Strictly speaking, this formulation
contradicts a typical SPC programme, because it is precisely the parents who should be
allowed to participate better in school activities and, among other things, to articulate
their needs. While the problematic motivation to participate is declared to be a
disposition for parents with a first language other than German, it is assessed differently
for parents with German as their first language. This is illustrated by a quote on the
question of why the parents' café is rarely or not at all frequented by parents whose first
language is German:

From the outside, they [parents whose first language is German] probably see the parent
café more like a social welfare centre where they can get help. (...) They don't really need
to visit the parent café because they can usually solve their problems themselves.
(interview#1, item 53)

At first glance, another interview develops a contrary mode of explanation, as it is about
parents with German as their first language who come to the café for advice. At the
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same time, however, it is emphasized that it is about ‘individual appointments’ in an
‘adjacent room’. This separation into main and side rooms shows how processes of
othering and self-othering (Medvedeyv, in press) are also reproduced in the SPC. This
creates an exclusivity and special position of German-speaking individual parents
within, or more precisely, alongside the group of regular host parents with other first
languages, by creating a mixture of ‘othering’ (‘they are the others’) and ‘self-othering’
(‘we are the others’). The parents not affected by othering are characterized as being
close to education and their search for advice is legitimized by a lack of time:

They are also close to education, many with German roots, who simply come when they
are unsure. Even if they can't find the time, don't have much time when they're working
and then this application again and then they don't know that they come from the daycare
centre, all-day. (interview#16, item 20)

As a result, their search for advice is declared to be understandable and they are
constructed as independent and having few problems. In this respect, it seems to require
an explanation that they seek advice, and it seems impossible that they could be a
regular part of the group subject to othering or self-othering.

It should be noted that most of these statements were made by interviewees who
speak German as a second language, mostly parents. This shows how the institutional
context of the school system, with its monolingual habitus and internalized racist
knowledge, can be adopted and reproduced, probably unconsciously and unintendedly,
by the SPC staff. It manifests itself, as we have seen, when the staff describes the
language practice of the participants in the SPC or makes general judgments about the
language abilities of the target groups.

The binary opposition German vs. other languages is repeated when the
interviewees speculate about the reasons for and against participation in the SPC: ‘I
don't remember that we had parents here who only spoke German’ (interview#5, items
37-39). Here too, in the construction of German and non-German, attributions and racist
knowledge are used: ‘Well, I looked at the list again for the first time. It was a really
mixed group of parents. Not a single German parent was there. They were all migrant
parents’ (interview#18, item 16, see also interview#3, item 57). In another interview,
there is talk of a single pupil in the class ‘who really has parents from Hamburg’
(interview#14, item 54). It can also be seen that an intersectional raciolinguistic and
classist attribution also takes place, in that German as a first language automatically
suggests a different social status of the parents: ‘Parents with only German roots who
enrol their children here. Then it's academic parents who register their children here,
newcomers from other privileged neighbourhoods’ (interview#16, item 24) This
constantly and literally leads to othering or self-othering: ‘Of course, you realize, at the
beginning you already noticed, the difference or the demands of both, of the other
parents are different’ (interview#16, item 24).

The interviews with SPC staftf explicitly show that in socio-spatial contexts such as
the SPC as ‘an institution within an institution” (Medvedev, 2020), unconscious and
unintended reproduction of the monolingual habitual patterns, internalized racist
knowledge, and as a result, raciolinguistically driven intersectional inclusion and
exclusion mechanisms can intertwine. Besides, they go in two directions: outwards,
when different constructed (target) groups are evaluated differently and their
participation or non-participation is justified in different raciolinguistic and sometimes
also classist, ways (othering), and inwards, where comparable processes take place at



[350] Medvedev & Grotlischen

the level of the participants and the café staff, and where self-reflective mechanisms can
be described as self-othering.

Discussion of findings, limitations, and implications

The research question was whether and how unconscious and unintended raciolinguistic
attitudes reproduce or challenge power relations in school-based parent cafés. The data
revealed three categories: German as a metaphor of human language, Languages of
‘major minorities’ as alternative linguae francae, and Raciolinguistic deprofiling.

The main study was not conducted to understand raciolinguistic attitudes, so the
interview protocol did not integrate raciolinguistic theory. That means there may be
more hidden or unintended mechanisms than the ones reported here. It would be most
interesting to continue with an interview protocol that starts from the findings regarding
languagelessness, the pro and contra of alternative linguae francae, and the many ways
of raciolinguistic deprofiling by adding assumptions of belonging to lower social class
because of insufficient skills in the dominant language. However, the findings show
several procedures that contribute to keeping some groups of migrants as perpetual
foreigners in the school system.

First, German is understood as ‘the language’, and this leaves migrants
languageless with a racialised understanding of them as being without communication
skills. Applying the raciolinguistic theory to this finding, one identifies attitudinal
patterns that can also be read as ‘the ideological assumption that racialized subjects’
language practices are unfit for legitimate participation in a modern world’ (Rosa &
Flores, 2017, p. 627). These procedures are reproduced by the dominant use of the word
language as a synonym and metaphor for the German language. The school’s power
relations stay in place, as only those parents are considered fully integrated who have
the language and therefore do not have problems anymore that would direct them to
parent cafés. The parent café community is thus othered itself and kept in an implicitly
proclaimed status of perpetual foreigners (Wu, 2023).

Second, major minorities play a certain role by providing more linguae francae,
that come with informal translation services and self-help. However, the interviewees
consider this only as pleasant as long as it does not disturb them. The major minority
languages such as Turkish or Arabic are not integrated into the school system, e.g., in
the linguistic landscape of a school, of textbooks or forms. Nevertheless, our findings
also demonstrate how in certain school-related contexts the monolingual habitus of
German as status quo can be replaced by another dominant language. This leads us to a
broader understanding of the study by Gogolin (1994).

Third, raciolinguistic patterns are in several places visible in the interview sample.
The interviewees subtly connect the command of the German language with academic
achievement, higher social class, and the true ability to cope with life. Migrants are
understood as others, as those who are different and who have problems that direct them
to the cafés where they will find help. This confirms the study by Dean (2021), which
shows how intensely classism and racism is reproduced in schools. In our study, the
processes of othering and self-othering — e.g., by migrant parent mentors who run the
parent cafés — go hand in hand. At the same time, these exclusion practices and attitudes
take place unintendedly and unconsciously as shown in the study by El-Mafaalani
(2021). This study also shows that othering can also occur in the reciprocal form of self-
othering.



Superdiverse and multilingual, but still languageless  [351]

Linguicism on the level of more or less prestigious languages is not relevant in the
interviews. However, broken German is often repeated as a status that needs to be
healed, and this shows linguicism on the level of accents and dialects (Akbaba, 2024).

Overall, the study shows how several subtle mechanisms, unintendedly and
unconsciously, keep groups of parents at a distance despite the programmatic idea of
school-based parent cafés as part of governmental strategies of better inclusion. These
micro-level practices that can also co-produce exclusion backlashes need to be critically
interrogated along with discourses on a policy level standing behind these practices, that
Rosa and Flores (2017) define as ‘the foundational forms of governance through which
such diversity discoursed deceptively perpetuate disparities by stipulating the terms on
which perceived differences are embraced or abjected’ (p. 641)

The raciolinguistic perspective reveals that even well-intended programs can
become part of an excluding society. By comparing the findings with earlier research on
adult family learning, a substantial lack of critical perspectives becomes visible. Some
earlier family learning providers were substantially rooted in the feminist movement
with critical standpoints and themes, e.g., on bodies and self-optimization (Macha,
2017). The special characteristics of the program under consideration are twofold: First,
it is not just a parent café in an adult education centre, but a school-based parent café.
This implies a move from non-formal adult education towards formal, school-oriented
learning. Second, the program is not critical of any institution or authority, but the
authority itself funds and uses it as a tool for integration. This makes it much more
difficult to insert critical perspectives into the program (e.g., postcolonial or queer-
feminist perspectives) than if it were a café hosted as part of a social movement for
popular adult education (von Kotze & Walters, 2023). It would be interesting to see
what changes when the adult mentors are trained and encouraged to offer a more critical
family learning program that empowers mentors and parents to scrutinize the racialized
and gendered position they are given in the German educational system. This would
also strengthen the ties with the adult education community and may weaken the formal
power of the schools in the (school-based) parent cafés.

One of the core elements of multilayered intersectional super-diversity (Vertovec,
2024) is to integrate awareness of multilingualism. This also affects adult education and
learning, including teacher training. As the school-based parent cafés in this study are
part of an overarching urban structure, it would be possible to offer further adult
education modules on linguicism, raciolinguicism, monolingual habitus, as well as
othering and self-othering. Otherwise, some (constructed) groups or individuals will
always be kept in a position of being perpetual foreigners.

Notes

! In German: Familienbildung — this has overlaps with family literacy as well as family

learning/education. We use family learning, because it is not misunderstood as being focused on
literacy only or on children’s education only.

The interview numbers point to the person. The items point to the paragraph in the interview.
Linguicism in the sense of a rejection of dialect, accent, or grammatically incorrect expressions
can occur in many ways, but the interview protocol does not cover this aspect.
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Abstract

This article addresses the underexplored issue of professional trajectories among
educators of older adults within Poland’s non-formal education sector. Based on a
qualitative analysis of 17 in-depth interviews, three distinct entry models into the
profession were identified: adaptive, pragmatic, and mission-driven. The trajectories of
the educators proved to be diverse, non-linear, and often shaped by external factors,
chance events, or personal experiences, rather than long-term career planning. The study
also highlights the absence of formal qualifications, fragmented institutional support,
irregular employment conditions, and ambivalences regarding professional identity. It
expands the existing knowledge about this group and points to the need for establishing
frameworks of support, training systems, and formal recognition of this profession within
educational policy, particularly in the context of an aging society.

Keywords: older adult educator, non-formal education, professional trajectories,
professional identity

Introduction

Non-formal education for older adults, implemented within local communities, is
experiencing dynamic development both in Poland and globally. This trend reflects the
growing importance of educational activation in public policy responses to an aging
population. In 2023, over 151,000 older adults in Poland participated in educational and
cultural activities organised by Universities of the Third Age (U3A), cultural centers,
senior clubs, and other public and private institutions (GUS, 2023; MRiPS, 2023). These
institutions offer a wide range of activities, from computer and language courses to
artistic, sports, and recreational classes (Szarota, 2022).
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Individuals with diverse professional pathways are behind the implementation of these
activities. Although the data is fragmented (Hansen, 2021), it shows that the teaching
workforce in senior education — includes teachers, sports instructors, therapists,
entertainers, artists, university lecturers, health professionals, as well as passionate
professionals and volunteers (e.g., de Maio Nascimento & Giannouli, 2019; Formosa,
2014; Gotdys et al., 2012; Jun & Evans, 2014; Kops, 2020). Despite widespread
recognition of their role in non-formal education and their importance in ensuring the
quality of educational programs (Jacob et al., 2023), knowledge about who older adult
educators are, how they enter the profession, and how they construct their professional
identities remains incomplete and fragmented (Jacob et al., 2023; Malec-Rawinski &
Bartosz, 2017).

Their roles are not clearly defined, and the terminology used in the literature — such
as teacher, trainer, instructor, facilitator, or leader — reflects affiliations with different
institutional traditions and work styles (Escuder-Mollon et al., 2014; Hallam et al., 2016;
Jacob et al., 2023; Kops, 2020; Luppi, 2009; Sobral & Sobral, 2021; Szarota, 2022). This
study adopts the term educator, which emphasises both the professional and structured
nature of educational activities, as well as the necessity for psychosocial and didactic
competencies (Gierszewski & Kluzowicz, 2021; Jacob et al., 2023; Malec-Rawinski &
Bartosz, 2017; Szarota, 2022). The lack of standardised terminology may indicate the
difficulty of clearly delineating this group as a distinct occupational category. In order to
function as practitioner-educators, these individuals continually negotiate their roles and
identities within fluid and often informal contexts (Malec-Rawinski & Bartosz, 2017;
Jacob et al., 2023). Similarly, the very concept of adult educator as a profession remains
elusive (Bierema, 2011; Lattke, 2016).

Previous studies — both domestic and international — have primarily focused on the
description of courses, participants’ needs, and the required competencies of educators
(Jacob et al., 2023; Kops, 2020; Koutska, 2024; Lan et al., 2016; Szarota, 2022). While
these studies provide valuable insights, they predominantly concentrate on instrumental
aspects — didactic methods, curriculum content, and sets of competencies. Rarely have
questions been raised regarding the educators themselves — their motivations,
professional trajectories, or the ways in which they assume their roles.

Particularly noteworthy in this context are the studies by Hallam et al. (2016), which
are among the few that attempted to capture both the motivations of educators and their
professional preparation. These studies demonstrated that many educators lack formal
pedagogical training, and their career choices result from complex determinants —
personal, institutional, and financial. However, it is important to emphasise that this
analysis focused solely on British music facilitators, which limits the potential for
generalisation to other areas of older adult education.

In the Polish context, data on U3A (Gotdys et al., 2012; GUS, 2023) indicate the
significant role of volunteerism. The work of educators is often casual, project-based, or
unpaid, which makes it particularly vulnerable to employment instability, multitasking,
and the necessity of redefining their role. This situation raises questions about the
qualification standards of staff and the uniformity of competence levels (Gierszewski &
Kluzowicz, 2021; Gotdys et al., 2012; Malec-Rawinski & Bartosz, 2017). At the same
time, this picture does not take into account individuals working in cultural centers, day
support centers, or senior centers. Despite the growing number of studies on the
institutional aspects of senior education, the educators themselves remain at the margins
of scholarly reflection.

Some earlier analyses have addressed the career paths of adult educators, exploring
the formation of their professional identity and their decisions to engage in educational
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practice (e.g., Andersson et al., 2012; Maier-Gutheil & Hof, 2011; Rushbrook et al.,
2014). Although these studies effectively illustrate the complexity and dynamics of
entering the profession, they do not directly concern educators specialising in work with
older adults. Nevertheless, they emphasise the need to consider individual trajectories and
the specificity of the context of practice — not only formal qualifications but also personal
experiences, aspirations, and working conditions (Lattke, 2016). They also highlight the
importance of turning points, events that initiate career decisions, and the influence of
significant individuals from the surrounding environment (Rushbrook et al., 2014). An
approach combining structural and individual perspectives further enables the capture of
tensions between systemic expectations toward educators and their personal resources,
beliefs, and institutional conditions (Rushbrook et al., 2014). However, such a perspective
has not yet been applied to those working with older adults. It remains unclear how they
enter this field of activity, what motivates them to undertake this work, and what their
career plans are.

The aim of the present study is therefore an in-depth analysis of the career paths of
older adult educators, focused on understanding their choices, motivations, and the
conditions influencing their engagement and continuation in this field. In doing so, the
study contributes to a broader discourse on the professionalisation of educators working
with older adults in Poland, shedding light on a professional group that remains poorly
recognised.

Method

The study was qualitative in nature and based on semi-structured interviews and thematic
analysis, following the approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This procedure
made it possible to capture individual perspectives and experiences of educators working
with older adults, while maintaining a structure that enabled data comparison. The use of
semi-structured interviews was intended to balance two dimensions — on the one hand,
allowing participants to engage in free biographical reflection, and on the other, focusing
on key thematic areas related to their professional trajectories and identities.

Selection and context

Seventeen individuals working in ten senior-focused institutions located in central Poland
were recruited for the study. The respondents varied in age, level of education, length of
experience working with older adults (ranging from six months to over twenty years), and
prior professional backgrounds. The recruitment followed a purposive sampling strategy,
aiming for maximum variation in order to capture a broad spectrum of motivations, entry
pathways into the profession, and various models of combining educational work with
other occupational activities. Table 1 below presents the basic information about the
participants.
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Table 1. Characteristics of participants (n=17) (author’s table)

Participant Gender | Age | Education | Work Type of Type of
pseudonym experience | institution/ | activities
location
ADAM 54 | Higher: 10 Community | IT courses, 2
Pedagogy integration | groups, twice a

centre at week for 2

the city hours each; in

office, e- addition, a

senior supervisor in an

program, open-access
metropolita | computer lab,

n area also provides
individual
consultations

EWA 37 | Higher: 3 Senior club | Integration
Pedagogy at a social activities, once a

assistance week for 4

centre, hours

town with

50,000

inhabitants

ALEKSAND 30 | Higher: 1 Cultural English
ER English centre, language
studies metropolita | courses, 3

n area groups, once a
week for 60
minutes

ANDRZEJ 42 | Higher: 1 Senior club | Integration
History, ina activities, once a
postgraduat housing week for 4
e Library cooperative | hours
Science , town with
30,000
inhabitants
MARTYNA 36 | Secondary: 4 Recreationa | Leisure and
Administrat l and active | integration
ive holidays for | animation, daily
60+ for 6-8 hours
individuals,

holiday

resort, town

with 20,000

inhabitants

MARTA 53 | Higher: 9 Senior club | Handicraft
Visual artist at a cultural | classes, once a
centre, week for

town with approximately 2

30,000 hours;

inhabitants | additionally, a
club supervisor
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AGATA F 64 | Secondary: 21 Village Folk ensemble,
General women’s once a week for
circle, rural | 1.5 hours
area
OLA F 26 | Higher: 1 Cultural Singing classes,
Artistic centre, 1 group, once a
education metropolita | week for 1.5
in music n area hours
GABRYSIA F 23 | Higher: 1 Senior club | Zumba classes,
Psychology at a social 1 group, once a
assistance week for 1 hour
centre,
town with
50,000
inhabitants
MAGDA F 33 | Higher: 6 Cultural Art classes, 3
Pedagogy, centre, times a week for
Post- metropolita | 1.5 hours, 4
secondary: n area groups
Occupation
al therapist
ANNA F 31 | Higher: 1.5 Senior club | Theatre classes,
Theatre arts ata once a week for
housing 1-2 hours;
cooperative | additionally, a
, coordinator
metropolita
n area
WOIJTEK M 30 | Secondary: 1 Senior club | Computer
IT at the city course, once a
technician office, week for 1.5
town with | hours
50,000
inhabitants
MICHAL M 36 | Higher: 5 Active Computer
Public senior zone | classes, once a
health in a cultural | week for 1 hour;
centre, additionally,
town with | assistant
50,000 coordinator
inhabitants
MARLENA F 28 | Higher: 2 Senior club | Fitness classes,
Pedagogy at a cultural | 1 group, once a
centre, week for 1 hour
town with
30,000
inhabitants
ANTOSIA F 41 | Higher: 2 Senior club | Creative
Pedagogy atasocial | thinking
assistance workshops, 1
centre, group, once a
town with | week for 1.5
50,000 hours

inhabitants
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EWELINA 65 | Secondary: Senior club | Integration
Accounting at the city activities, 3
office, times a week for
town with | 3 hours;
50,000 additionally, a
inhabitants | supervisor
ZBYSZEK 37 | Higher: Senior club | Integration
Pedagogy at the city activities, once a
office, week for 4
town with | hours, 1 group
50,000
inhabitants

Data collection

The interviews were conducted using a pre-prepared thematic guide, which included
questions about, among others, the participants’ beginnings in working with older adults,
motivations for engaging in such work, previous professional experiences, and plans
regarding the continuation of their educational activities. The guide was informed by a
literature review on older adult education and the role of educators in cultural institutions.
The interviews, which lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, were audio-recorded in their
entirety and fully transcribed. The flexible structure of the conversations allowed for the
elicitation of individual professional narratives and the identification of internal tensions,
transitions, and motivational contradictions, forming the basis for an in-depth thematic
analysis.

Although biographical and narrative elements appeared in the participants’
responses, the aim of the study was not to reconstruct complete autobiographies. Instead,
the focus was on fragments of personal experience that gave meaning to their professional
trajectories. Thus, the collected data are thematic and contextual in nature — they reflect
the participants’ personal experiences and reflections while remaining embedded within
the structure of the interview guide-based study.

Ethical considerations

Participants were thoroughly informed about the aims and procedures of the study, and
their participation was entirely voluntary. They were assured anonymity, the right to
withdraw at any stage, and the right to refrain from answering any specific questions.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants and served as the basis for
conducting the interviews in accordance with ethical standards.

Data analysis

The analysis followed the thematic approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (20006),
which enabled both the identification of recurring patterns and the exploration of the
diversity of participants’ experiences. The process involved repeated reading of the
transcripts, coding, grouping codes into thematic categories, and conceptualising broader
analytical themes. The text was divided into segments, which were assigned to
preliminary thematic categories. These categories were then clustered into broader
themes. In the final stage, the themes were named and described in detail.
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The themes not only address the research questions but also reveal connections between
life experiences, motivations, professional identity, and the institutional context of the
participants’ activities. Selected quotes serve an illustrative function, giving voice to the
participants and deepening the understanding of the phenomena described.

Results

Building on the thematic analysis, three main axes of meaning were identified: (1)
pathways into the educator role and prior professional experiences, (2) meanings ascribed
to working with older adults, and (3) plans for continuation and reflections on
professional status. These axes organise the following presentation of findings.

How do educators perceive working with older adults — as a primary or
secondary profession?

Participants’ accounts portray a complex picture of work with older adults — most often
described as a supplementary activity carried out alongside other forms of employment,
and less frequently as a main professional path. Underlying this are both structural factors
(e.g., work under mandate contracts, fragmented funding, multitasking) and personal
narratives in which working with seniors holds varying degrees of importance — from a
marginal role to a central element of professional identity.

A fragmented sense of professional identity as the norm

For most respondents, senior education does not represent the core of their career. It often
takes the form of a few hours per week and does not involve full immersion in the life of
the institution. Wojtek, an IT course instructor, states frankly: ‘It’s hard to say I work
there [at the senior club] as a regular employee. I go there once a week to teach. [...] On
a daily basis, I work as helpdesk support in a finance company.’ His statement reveals not
only the limited time commitment but also a discontinuity in professional identity — the
lack of daily contact with the facility and its organisational culture results in a sense of
temporariness, even alienation: “I don’t really know how the club operates because I'm
here more like an instructor than permanent staff.” A similar sense of detachment is
expressed by Ewa, a social integration animator at a senior club: ‘I’m simply not there on
a daily basis.” Her professional identity is dispersed, oscillating between her role as a
schoolteacher and an employee of a social assistance center. Although she sees herself as
socially engaged, she feels more like a ‘mercenary,” emphasising that she views her
involvement more as occasional support for the institution rather than being its integral
part.

For Magda, a preschool teacher and art therapist, art courses for older adults are just
one aspect of her instructional work at a cultural center. Her narrative highlights
professional continuity with children, and views working with seniors as an additional,
albeit satisfying, pathway. Despite long-term involvement at the cultural center, she notes
that these are ‘commissions,” engaging her three afternoons a week with various age
groups, while her ‘full-time job’ and source of professional stability lie elsewhere.

The fragmented nature of employment also shapes professional identity.
Respondents rarely refer to themselves as ‘educators,” which reflects the low standing of
this role in their professional self-conception. Andrzej emphasises: ‘I work mostly full-
time in a school library — this is my second job,’ thus underlining that his primary income
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comes from a different occupation. Aleksander — a language teacher at a language school
and a public school — admits that he also ‘picks up extra hours’ at a cultural center.
Courses for seniors are a ‘new thing’ introduced experimentally. Although involving only
three participant groups and three hours per week, this activity remains marginal in his
professional life: ‘This isn’t my main occupation.’

Similarly, Marta, despite having run handicraft courses for nine years and officially
acting as a senior club supervisor, also points to the fragmented nature of her involvement,
the multiplicity of professional roles, and the peripheral status of this activity:

I work one-quarter time. In addition to working with seniors, I also work at the cultural
center. For years I’ve run courses for various age groups. I’ve worked with seniors at the
club for nine years. Here, I focus only on seniors.

Although she emphasises institutional stability at the cultural center, she clearly reveals
the dual nature of her professional involvement, where work with seniors is only one part
of her broader educational and cultural activities — and a source of modest additional
income.

Although Adam and Michal both work in the same institution, where they also teach
older people, they still consider this educational part of their work to be secondary. Michal
notes, ‘Besides that, I also work in administration at the cultural centre’, which is his main
job, suggesting that his involvement in education is complementary. Similarly, Adam,
who leads computer courses as part of the ‘e-senior’ program, describes his work as part
of a broader role, since he also manages a computer lab accessible to all age groups.

Respondents’ statements indicate that the peripheral nature of work with older
people is not only due to the conditions of employment, but also to its place in the broader
scheme of professional roles. These activities are sometimes important, but they are rarely
a core part of one’s identity — more often they function on the margins of everyday
professional activity.

Work with older adults as a primary area of professional engagement: Exceptions

Against the backdrop of the dominant pattern, a few respondents stand out for having
made work with older adults the central focus of their professional engagement. Martyna,
an activity facilitator during organised retreats, explains: ‘I work full time, I’'m here every
day, available to them.” Her account is one of the few where the language of continuity,
full responsibility, and daily presence emerges. Similarly, Anna, a theatre instructor and
coordinator in a large social animation center, states: ‘I do many things. I’'m generally
responsible for the cultural life of our housing estate residents. Besides that, I coordinate
the senior club, which is a main part of my work, and I also conduct theatre classes there.’
Although her work involves multiple target groups, older adults are at the center of her
professional routine. Despite juggling various roles and commitments outside the
institution, she describes her involvement as a ‘combo’ —a complex yet coherent narrative
of socio-cultural engagement.

In these cases, professional identity is built around role coherence and consistent
presence. A sense of continuity, greater autonomy, and stronger institutional anchoring
becomes visible. This indicates that full-time employment with older adults is indeed
possible — albeit rare — and requires specific conditions: large-scale facilities,
comprehensive programs, and coordinating responsibilities.



Pathways into the profession of older adult educator in the non-formal education sector  [363]

Does age influence the decision to work with older adults?

The respondents’ age at the time they began working with older adults ranged from 22 to
62, suggesting that engagement in older adult education is not confined to any particular
stage of a professional career. These differences reflect broader biographical trajectories,
revealing diverse motivations, entry points, and outlooks for the future.

Participants who began working with older adults early in their careers (e.g.,
Gabrysia, Ola, Aleksander, Marlena) often view this engagement as a space for
professional experimentation — a formative experience as they seek their place in the labor
market.

A markedly different path is observed in mature professionals entering older adult

education, such as Ewelina, who took up this work after concluding her primary career.
For her, this engagement is not merely a new chapter but a recontextualisation of earlier
caregiving and professional roles.
Those who began working with older adults in their thirties or forties (e.g., Antosia,
Andrzej, Ewa, Martyna, Michatl, Marta) frequently interpret this involvement as a
redirection of professional energy, stemming from personal reflection, shifting priorities,
or life changes affecting close relatives. Most of these individuals had already achieved a
degree of professional and personal stability that enabled them to embrace new
challenges.

Thus, the decision to work with older adults may result from both external
circumstances and an internal redefinition of one’s professional role. While age is not a
determining factor, it serves as a context within which particular life strategies and social
sensitivities are shaped.

How long do educators work with older adults?

As with age, seniority in working with older adults does not easily lend itself to a uniform
classification.

Although most respondents have less than five years of experience, their narratives
reveal a more nuanced picture — not only in terms of duration but also in the way this
work is experienced and valued.

For many (e.g., Zbyszek, Ola, Aleksander), less than two years of experience does
not imply a lack of professional competence, but rather that working with this age group
is still a relatively new domain. In these cases, a shorter tenure serves as an initiatory
phase — a first contact that may evolve into long-term commitment or remain a temporary
episode.

More rooted experiences are found among those with 3-5 years of experience (e.g.,
Ewa, Martyna), who are beginning to develop a sense of competence and their own
methodology. They describe their work with a growing sense of agency and impact. A
longer tenure (5-10 years), especially when coupled with original program development,
becomes a space for both routine and the deliberate cultivation of specialisation.

The longest tenure — over 20 years — is represented by Agata, who almost exclusively
engages in this work as a volunteer. Her experience transcends the category of
‘professional’ in the institutional sense, yet it testifies to sustained and committed social
involvement in a rural setting, focused on preserving local cultural traditions.

Across this spectrum, clear qualitative differences emerge: novelty does not always
mean lack of experience, and long-term practice does not necessarily equate to reflexivity.
What appears to drive sustained engagement is rather the degree of identification with the
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role of educator, the sense of influence on the community, and the opportunity for
autonomous activity design.

What paths lead to the role of educator for older adults? Career
trajectories, transitions, and decisions

The professional biographies of individuals who lead educational courses for older adults
show that entering this role is not the result of a single scenario, but rather the outcome
of diverse and multi-step pathways — often unexpected and repeatedly redefined. In this
analysis, we examine how these trajectories unfold, what motivations lie behind them,
and how professional and life experiences have influenced the choice to work with older
people.

‘It started with a substitution...”: Side jobs and exploration

For some respondents, stepping into the role of senior educator happened by chance or
on a temporary basis. Ola, a vocal coach, recalls: ‘It started with a one-time substitution
at a community center, and then they offered me regular courses.” She notes that she
accepted the additional group only because it didn’t conflict with her schedule, and she
saw it as an opportunity to enrich her professional experience. Similarly, Wojtek — a
trained IT technician working daily in a financial company — was ‘drawn’ into senior
education by a friend: ‘One day, he told me they needed someone to run a classes.... He
suggested I try, and everyone liked it.” Initially, Wojtek treated it as an additional source
of income: ‘It’s not big money, but I feel like I'm doing something really nice and
fulfilling, and I enjoy it.” What began as ‘accidental’ part-time work turned into a
conscious commitment that allowed him to fulfill values, develop skills, and explore new
professional areas.

Younger participants, such as Gabrysia and Marlena, also started working in senior
centers due to organisational opportunities, such as an institution expanding its offerings.
Gabrysia, a Zumba instructor, admits: ‘It wasn’t my choice, but I'm glad I tried.’
Similarly, Marlena, a fitness instructor, emphasises that the ‘opportunity’ was supposed
to be just a temporary phase, but over time she realised she could combine her passion
with her work.

Although in these cases the initial impulse was external, for many respondents
working with the elderly has become a new field of professional expression, an important,
though still peripheral one. Coincidence can also set in motion a process of gradual
transformation of incidental involvement into conscious professional activity.

From working with children and youth to educating older adults

For a significant portion of the respondents, working with seniors was a continuation of
previous educational roles — particularly those involving children and adolescents. This
applies to individuals such as Zbyszek, Gabrysia, Ewa, Antosia, Aleksander, Andrze;j,
Ola, Marlena, and Magda, whose education and work experience stem from fields such
as pedagogy, early childhood education, cultural animation, or art therapy.

Magda, a teacher, simultaneously worked at a preschool and conducted art courses
for children and youth at a local cultural center. When the opportunity arose to work with
older adults, she saw it as an extension of her pedagogical toolkit, not a shift. She clearly
emphasises her passion for working with people and her desire to use and further develop
her skills in a new area.



Pathways into the profession of older adult educator in the non-formal education sector  [365]

Aleksander and Antosia similarly exhibit continuity — both have pedagogical
backgrounds and experience with younger age groups, and seniors became a new field
for professional expression rather than a break with the past. This path shows that senior
education often results from a smooth transition, not a radical change.

Turning points, career changes, and professional reorientation

For other respondents, the decision to start working with seniors was clearly tied to a need
for change — stemming from burnout, dissatisfaction with previous work, or desire to
redefine their professional role.

Antosia, a teacher and creative thinking coach, at age 39, consciously decided to ‘try
something new. Her previous work with younger groups no longer offered enough room
for growth. She hasn’t given up working with children but notes that educating older
adults provides her more freedom in designing lessons and more opportunities to pursue
both new passions and business goals.

Similarly, Aleksander, who runs courses at a community center as a secondary
source of income, sees senior education as an opportunity that opened the door to a new
audience. For Zbyszek, also a teacher, taking on such work in midlife is a way to find
greater job satisfaction.

Adam, an IT instructor, left teaching 10 years ago and moved to a city-funded
computer lab, gaining a stable job. His transition was smooth because before radically
starting a new professional chapter, he was already involved in educational programs for
various groups funded by grants. Engagement in senior education was not his original
career goal but a life opportunity.

Zbyszek, who had previously linked his career to the service industry, began
studying pedagogy after the birth of his child, seeing many benefits and new opportunities
in the teaching profession. Working with older adults became a stage in his newly
redefined professional path. Although his journey as an educator began with younger
groups, the next stage — another ‘test’ of his skills and sensitivity — turned out to be a
senior club.

Continuing an earlier path: Passion, profession, and continuity

Some respondents — like Michal and Magda — present a completely different model:
senior education as a natural continuation of a career path, aligned with prior education,
passions, and experiences. Michal, the manager of a senior center, emphasises: ‘The idea
for this profession came to me during my studies. It started with a few groups, and now I
run around 70 courses weekly.” His story clearly shows educational and professional
coherence — studies, internships, family and professional observations that all come
together. Similarly, Magda — a therapeutic and pedagogical professional — moves
smoothly from working with children to working with seniors, pointing to the universality
of art therapy methods and the continuity of her skills.

Another interesting category includes individuals from artistic sectors. In Anna’s
case, the career change is more complex. Working with older adults was not her main
goal but fits into broader social and artistic engagement throughout her career. ‘I’ve
learned a lot about working with people,” she notes, emphasising that her work with
people experiencing homelessness, disabilities, and addiction provided a strong
foundation for her current role and empathetic approach to older participants. Her career
naturally evolved through transitions between various people-focused fields (while
maintaining skill continuity).
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Close relationships with older people as an impulse — care, empathy,
identification

For Andrzej, a history teacher and later a school librarian, a turning point was caring for
his mother after her retirement: ‘I was looking for something for her, because retirement
was a tragedy. [...] That’s when I first encountered such a place, and surprisingly, I
stayed.’ In his case, the decision was not strategic, but rather the result of concern for a
parent, institutional changes (job reduction), and an unexpected job offer. Entering the
role of educator was thus the result of a biographical constellation of circumstances in
which personal sensitivity and life situation created space for an entirely new professional
role.

Ewelina, an accountant by profession, worked for many years as a casual carer on
social welfare. After retiring, she became involved in senior education. She believes that
in her new role, she is more of a community initiator than a formal educator. She points
out that as a senior herself, she shares generational experiences with the participants: ‘I'm
a senior myself, so I understand their needs.” She sees her entry into this professional
sphere as a natural transition. Her professional identity is not ruptured but reinterpreted —
her previous experiences (in social work), reinforced by empathy and a willingness to
share, become the foundation for authentic relationships.

Michat, in turn, points to both his university internship in a care home and family
observations: ‘Grandpa in front of the TV, grandma too,’ ‘they didn’t do anything in their
free time.” These experiences, combined with academic knowledge, shaped his belief that
his role goes beyond service provision — it is a form of social intervention addressing
issues like loneliness and lack of activity.

Agata, active in a rural environment, notes the impact of local demographic context:
‘In our village, young people move to the city, so it’s just older people who stay.” She
explains that her involvement in senior education does not stem from formal job
responsibilities, but rather from the natural presence of seniors in daily life.

Antosia, fascinated by cognitive training, identifies caregiving for relatives as a
source of reflection: ‘Those moments showed me how important it is to fill time with
meaningful activities.” In her case, the impulse was personal observation, although she
notes that the decision to continue in this field also had a pragmatic dimension: expanding
her professional offerings and a source of income.

In these stories, biographical closeness to older adults leads to a deep identification
with their situation — often crossing the boundary of professional distance. Education
becomes an extension of personal care, not just the execution of institutional tasks.

Civic-mindedness and local embeddedness

For some respondents, involvement in senior education does not stem from professional
necessity but from a deeply rooted need to act for the benefit of the local community.
Agata, a long-time volunteer, does not see her activity as work but as simply being in the
world: ‘I really enjoy being active and taking initiative. [...] It’s pure pleasure, not work.’

A similar attitude is shown by Ewelina and Marta — even though they are formally
employed, their narratives are driven by a sense of mission and civic engagement. In their
case, relationships with course participants are based more on neighborhood and
generational ties than on formal structures. Thus, the identity of an educator is formed
through action and relation to the community, rather than institutional legitimacy.

Senior education in this light becomes less of a profession and more of a form of
presence in the local social space — a way to maintain relationships, stay active after
retirement, and find personal satisfaction.
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What are educators’ career plans and attitudes toward work in the sector?

An analysis of respondents’ statements reveals that decisions regarding continued
engagement in the field of education for older adults are complex and ambivalent. These
decisions are shaped by both individual aspirations and institutional working conditions,
levels of job satisfaction, as well as a sense of meaning and belonging. Within these
diverse narratives, there is a noticeable tendency to reflectively weigh professional
choices in light of daily experience, biographical life stage, and available alternatives.

Among those who express a desire to remain in the sector are Marta, Martyna,
Magda, and Adam. Despite often working under unstable conditions (e.g., lacking
permanent contracts), they report a strong sense of attachment to their current workplaces
and to the participants they work with. Even in the face of low remuneration, they value
the stability and meaning derived from interpersonal relationships. Their professional
identity is hybrid — they develop across multiple domains simultaneously. Nevertheless,
they articulate an intention to continue working in their current environment and do not
anticipate career changes. Their broad perception of their professional role leads them to
seek growth within the cultural and educational sector, without limiting themselves
exclusively to older adult education.

A different case is Michal, the only respondent employed full-time in a senior-
focused institution. Although educational activities are secondary to his organisational
duties, he demonstrates a commitment to deepening his knowledge and competencies —
completing courses in andragogy and occupational therapy. Similarly, Marta, a visual
artist, notes that her postgraduate studies in gerontology were not institutionally mandated
but undertaken on her own initiative. She emphasises that she considers working with
seniors as part of her long-term career plan.

Ewelina and Agata view their continued involvement as a form of civic participation.
Their accounts are rooted in an ethos of ‘being needed’ and a sense of belonging to the
local community. They clearly state that they have no plans to leave their roles, as long
as health and circumstances allow them to continue — for as long as possible. Ewa,
Zbyszek, and Andrzej — although not employed full-time with older adults — do not intend
to abandon this activity, even if their involvement has no clearly defined timeframe.

Some educators perceive the sector as offering potential for professional
development. Although their current roles are part-time or temporary, they view the field
as a possible future career path. Wojtek, previously employed in the IT sector, is
considering a career change. He plans to settle permanently in a new location to overcome
stagnation in his previous work, in which he says he felt ‘stuck’: ‘For a year now, ’ve
seen that there’s some potential here for me,” he says, adding, ‘I’'m even thinking about
looking for another place where I could run similar courses.” His identification with this
new path is growing along with his experience and increasing satisfaction in the role.
Similarly, Aleksander, who leads courses within a ne wly launched senior education
program, hopes for continuity: ‘Discussions are underway to make these courses a
permanent feature at our institution.” Both express a clear desire to turn this ‘experiment’
into a sustainable career direction, while also voicing concerns about the lack of
institutional guarantees and financial insecurity.

Marlena and Antosia also express a desire to expand their professional activity in
this area. Marlena sees movement-based classes as ‘a chance to gain a foothold in the
profession’ and is considering obtaining additional qualifications. While she has no
concrete long-term plans, she identifies a niche in the market that motivates her to pursue
this direction. Antosia plans to develop her own program for cognitive training workshops
incorporating elements of art therapy. She states, ‘I feel like this is the perfect moment.’
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She perceives this step as a move toward professional independence and plans to extend
her competencies in methods for activating older adults.

However, not all participants intend to remain in this role. Anna, despite being
employed full-time, expresses reservations: ‘It’s not entirely within my area of interest, I
must admit. The topic is interesting, but I’'m still unsure if [ want to continue down this
path.” She also confesses, ‘I’'m not sure if I'm starting to feel stuck here,” revealing a
tension between team loyalty and personal aspirations. Although she enjoys considerable
autonomy, Anna sees her job at the community center more as a source of stability than
fulfillment.

A similar attitude is shared by Gabrysia and Ola, who do not see their future in this
role or institution. Ola openly expresses frustration with working conditions: ‘I don’t
know if I’ll continue doing this,” emphasising that ‘you can’t make a living working in
culture’ and that the need to ‘chase hours’ across multiple institutions hampers her
engagement. Gabrysia plans to focus on developing skills in dance movement therapy
and psychology. She views her current work as a temporary solution within her broader
career trajectory.

Job satisfaction plays a significant role in decisions about continuing this work.
Michat speaks of seniors as a group who ‘know how to be grateful for every little thing.’
Magda, Ewelina, and Marta also stress the importance of relationships and the sense of
impact on participants’ lives. They frequently mention a sense of meaning and reciprocity
in these relationships — the awareness that their work is not anonymous but recognised
and felt by those they serve. According to them, satisfaction often serves as a form of
compensation for a lack of job stability or financial shortcomings.

Nonetheless, alongside positive experiences, there are challenges that may weaken
motivation. Wojtek points to the irregular attendance of participants: ‘Sometimes they
lack consistency,” Anna highlights ‘negative and demanding’ attitudes among some
seniors, while Martyna notes a lack of dynamism: ‘Working with seniors is calmer, but
sometimes [ miss the pace and energy that come with working with youth.” There are also
infrastructural and institutional challenges. Wojtek mentions a lack of equipment, and
Andrzej points to difficulties in balancing this work with other responsibilities.

These narratives indicate that remaining in this role depends not only on passion or
a sense of mission, but equally on real opportunities for development, the quality of
institutional support, and a subjective cost-benefit evaluation. The career paths of
educators working with older adults emerge as a space of ongoing negotiation — not of
ready-made choices, but of dynamically formed responses to evolving conditions and
personal needs.

Discussion

This study offers a significant contribution to the still rarely explored reflection on the
professional group of educators working with older adults in the non-formal education
sector. It is one of the first national papers attempting to capture the complexity of
motivations, entry points, individual trajectories, and determinants of professional
decisions made by teaching staff — individuals who perform this work on a daily basis.
In line with previous research on adult educators (Hansen, 2021; Ioannou, 2023),
educators of older adults also constitute a heterogeneous group — a professional mosaic
diverse in terms of age, experience, and formal preparation (e.g., Jacob et al., 2023; Luppi,
2009). Most Polish educators are women, often with higher education and experience
working with other age groups. This profession attracts people of various ages — from
young professionals to those nearing the end of their careers (Malec-Rawinski & Bartosz,
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2017). Education for older adults is rarely their main form of professional activity; it is
often an addition to other work, treated as an episodic or hobby-like activity, or as a
supplementary source of income.

The career paths of educators working with older adults also reveal a complex mosaic
of motivations, decisions, and biographical transitions. The study’s findings allowed us
to distinguish three models of entering the profession: adaptive, pragmatic, and mission-
driven. While this typology is not exhaustive, it organises the empirical material and
enables interpretation of educators’ diverse biographies, pointing to dominant patterns
and mechanisms of professional engagement. Identifying these patterns helps better grasp
the logic behind their career decisions.

The adaptive model pertains to educators who began working with older adults in
response to external circumstances — such as the need to fill a staffing gap, institutional
reorganisation, or a temporary substitution offer. Their decision was not the result of
previous career planning but rather a response to organisational needs, unexpected life
changes, or a consequence of seizing a professional ‘opportunity’. This aligns with
observations by Hallam et al. (2016, p. 6), who described the ‘headhunting’ of educators
in the context of staffing shortages. It also parallels the ‘Plan B’ described by Andersson
et al. (2012, p. 111), referring to a career direction shift due to labor market realities or
other events. This path is also confirmed by Rushbrook et al. (2014), who discussed
external pressures. Although adaptability is often a survival strategy, it does not exclude
the development of commitment — some participants discovered new meaning in this
work and chose to stay in the profession longer.

The pragmatic model includes those educators who take up work with older adults
as a rational choice that complements other forms of professional activity — due to an
additional source of income, the opportunity to use prior competencies, flexible working
hours, or a convenient location. Their decisions are well-considered and result from active
career management — balancing competencies, working time, and finances. Many
educators lead only a few classes per week, which forces multitasking, employment in
multiple institutions simultaneously, and combining various income sources (e.g.,
working in schools, cultural institutions). Flexibility, resource optimisation, and the
ability to juggle roles are characteristic of this group, consistent with findings by
Rushbrook et al. (2014), who emphasised the ability to operate in conditions of
professional uncertainty. Often, this is a result of an evolution of previous activities — a
natural, ‘organic’ entry into new roles (Brown et al., 2012). Such career management
strategies were also described by Hallam et al. (2016). From the facilitators’ perspective,
working in senior centers turned out to be a flexible module, allowing the combination of
many roles while aligning with existing skills. It is worth noting that the motivations of
educators in this group may evolve — from purely instrumental toward those linked with
a sense of satisfaction and value realisation. Pragmatism, therefore, does not exclude
engagement but requires navigating between multiple commitments. However, the ‘dual-
professionality’ typical of this model may also result in a sense of alienation or limited
institutional identification.

The mission-driven model, although the rarest, is characterised by the strongest
professional identification. Educators in this category are guided by a deep sense of
purpose, social commitment, and a strong belief in the value of working with older adults.
Their motivations are often linked to personal experiences, family history, or a desire to
share their own resources with others. Working with older adults is seen as a calling —
frequently situated at the intersection of professional work and volunteerism — providing
a sense of community and fulfillment. Similar mechanisms have been described by
Hallam et al. (2016), who emphasised the opportunity to share one’s passion as a key
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driver for entering the profession. Research by Malec-Rawinski and Bartosz (2017) also
highlights that empathy, the need to share experience, satisfaction derived from
relationships with course participants, and a sense of purpose play significant roles in the
decision to engage in work with seniors. It is important to note that the mission-driven
approach does not always come with formal recognition or professional stability, which
can create tensions between commitment and the lack of institutional support.

Each of the described professional trajectories — adaptive, pragmatic, and mission-
driven — reflects a broader trend of nonlinear, multi-phase, and often precarious career
paths typical of the contemporary adult education sector. The study’s findings confirm
earlier observations by Rushbrook et al. (2014) and Brown et al. (2012), noting that entry
into this profession rarely results from long-term career planning. More often, it is a
response to external circumstances or life turning points that redefine personal and
professional priorities. The process of ‘becoming’ an educator in this field is shaped by
learning through practice and the gradual accumulation of experience, rather than by the
consistent execution of a predetermined professional development path (Acomi et al.,
2021).

The study also reveals important structural features of the working environment of
senior educators — common to both the Polish and broader European contexts — such as
employment fragmentation, the dominance of temporary work forms, and low levels of
institutional embeddedness (Hansen, 2021; loannou, 2023; Nuissl, 2009). Employment is
often based on civil law contracts or project-based collaboration, lacking long-term
stability.

As in previous studies (Hallam et al., 2016; Koutska, 2024), most respondents in this
research did not possess formal qualifications for working with older adults. Their
professional preparedness was most often the result of experience with other age groups
and informal learning, which further confirms the absence of a clear path to
professionalisation in this area (loannou, 2023). While some universities offer
specialisations in gerontology or andragogy, these initiatives remain fragmented and
uncoordinated with national education policies concerning the training of educators in the
non-formal sector (Chabior et al., 2021; Jakimiuk, 2020).

In contrast to some Western European countries (e.g., Spain and Italy), in Poland,
access to the profession of senior educator remains open, unregulated, and dependent on
local employment practices (Acomi et al., 2021; Ioannou, 2023). This profession is not
formally defined in legal regulations nor subject to qualification requirements, resulting
in dispersed competency standards and limited development opportunities. Consequently,
the socio-professional status of this group remains ambiguous (Acomi et al., 2021;
Chabior et al., 2021).

From a broader analytical perspective, this study not only reveals the diversity of
individual career paths among senior educators but, more importantly, highlights their
entanglement in systemic deficiencies: the lack of professional formalisation,
inconsistencies in recruitment mechanisms, and limited frameworks for skills
development. This points to the need for a renewed perspective on the role of the educator
in non-formal education and a deeper reflection on how institutions and public policy can
better support the professionalisation of this essential, yet still underappreciated,
occupational group.

Research limitations

This study is based on the experiences of 17 practitioners working in ten senior centers
managed by local governments, cultural institutions, social welfare centers, and housing
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communities. Only one participant was employed in the commercial sector (tourism
services). The exclusive focus on public programs limits the generalisability of the
findings to a broader range of services and types of activities. A deeper understanding
and more detailed analysis could be achieved by increasing the sample size and including
a wider diversity of research contexts, such as various types of activities and their specific
characteristics.

Conclusion

This study offers a new perspective on the professional situation of senior educators in
Poland, shedding light on their career trajectories, motivations, and work within a sector
that — despite its growing importance — remains poorly recognised and institutionally
undefined. The collected empirical material shows that the career paths of senior
educators are more diverse, dynamic, and context-dependent than previous adult
education literature has suggested.

Senior education is not currently a clearly defined or structured career path. Work in
this field often results from incidental entry into the profession, adaptive strategies, and
personal commitment. There is a lack of coherent institutional frameworks and formal
support mechanisms, and educators operate at the intersection of multiple professional
identities.

The study provides an analytical framework that can serve as a foundation for more
in-depth research on learning facilitators for older adults — both in Poland and in a broader
international context. Although the findings confirm phenomena already known from the
literature (such as lack of preparation, diversity of paths, and lack of regulation), they
offer insights into the challenges faced by a small group of educators working with older
adults. They also highlight the urgent need to professionalise this occupational group —
through public policy, academic education, and a certification system.
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Abstract

This study investigates the organisation of adult education in Swedish prisons and
examines how education is integrated into a highly regimented environment. Using
documents as empirical data, the study applies template analysis and the theory of
practice architecture to explore the conditions shaping education in prison. The findings
show that security concerns impede students’ learning opportunities and development of
digital literacy. In addition, due to a lack of resources, prisoners’ right to education
becomes conditioned, with some individuals excluded from participation. At the same
time, efforts are made to turn the prison into an educational space through design
choices, employment of non-prison staff, and language use. Furthermore, participation
in education has recently been linked to the opportunity for parole. This has the potential
to increase participation and completion rates through coercion, thus increasingly
embedding education into the system of control and sanctions that is inherent in prisons.

Keywords: adult education, prison education, correctional education, system of control,
theory of practice architecture

Introduction

Within many prison systems, education has been seen as an important part of prisoners’
rehabilitation (Behan, 2014; Halimi et al., 2017; Novek, 2019; Roth et al., 2017), and the
importance of prison education has been acknowledged by international organisations
such as the United Nations and the Council of Europe, with calls to encourage prisoners
to partake in educational programmes (Council of Europe, 2006; United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime, 2015). Education, among other rehabilitative measures, can
facilitate reintegration into society; lead to better prerequisites for living a responsible,
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law-abiding life; and improve employment opportunities. Previous research has shown
that the provision of education in prisons has had a positive impact on the individual, as
it can improve self-esteem, self-efficacy, and well-being. Through participating in
education, a sense of purpose and agency can be achieved, stimulating new ways of
thinking and mitigating the negative effects of imprisonment (Behan, 2014; Bhatti, 2010;
Bovill & Anderson, 2020; Brosens et al., 2020; Costelloe, 2003; Panitsides & Moussiou,
2019; Roth et al., 2017; Tewksbury & Stengel, 2006). Providing education (and other
activities) can lead to safer and better functioning daily operations in prison, as prisoners
are occupied with other activities and are therefore less likely to engage in misconduct
(Brosens et al., 2015, 2020; Halimi et al., 2017). The value of providing education is also
discussed from a financial perspective, as reduced recidivism leads to lower public costs
associated with criminality or welfare allowances (Behan, 2014; Brosens et al., 2015;
Roth et al., 2016, 2017; Tewksbury & Stengel, 2006).

How education in correctional settings is organised and what educational
programmes are offered varies greatly across countries. Previous studies have explored
the provision of, for example, basic, academic, vocational, and art education (Brosens et
al., 2015; Costelloe & Warner, 2014; Jones et al., 2013; Lukacova et al., 2018; Miner-
Romanoft, 2016; Tewksbury & Stengel, 2006; Watts, 2010) with the majority of studies
conducted in the English-speaking world (Berglund et al., 2025). To the best of available
knowledge, there is no study that has examined the conditions for providing adult
education in Swedish prisons. This article aims at addressing this gap by exploring how
education is integrated in correctional settings in Sweden. Adult education at large is
deeply embedded in Swedish society, and is central to educational and labour-market
policies (Andersson & Muhrman, 2024; Laginder et al., 2013; Rubenson, 1997, 2002).
Nordic prisons have also been praised internationally for their humane treatment of
prisoners (Scharff Smith & Ugelvik, 2017). The provision of education in prison thus
takes its departure in a seemingly favourable societal context that nonetheless is framed
by processes and security concerns that are inherent to the prison as an institution across
the world. In addition, prisoners often have a brief educational background and struggle
with low academic self-efficacy or concentration difficulties, which require more
attention and support (Bhatti, 2010; Delaere et al., 2013; Halimi et al., 2017; Jones et al.,
2013; Skolinspektionen, 2012). This study investigates how these challenges and tensions
pertaining to prisons are met and translated into the provision of adult education in
correctional settings.

The study’s aim is therefore to examine the organisation of adult education within
Swedish prisons and explore how education is integrated into such a strictly regimented
environment. Prisons are not primarily designed for the provision of education, and are
faced with unique conditions not found in the wider society. In order to turn prisons into
an educational setting for adults, different arrangements have to be established and
existing ones altered. This article addresses the following research questions:

1. How do regulations and conditions within prisons shape opportunities and
challenges for the provision of education?

2. What kinds of arrangements are established to turn prisons into a place for adult
education?

In order to answer these questions, documents outlining regulations and conditions for
providing education in prison are analysed by drawing on the theory of practice
architecture (Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer, 2015; Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves,
2023; Kemmis et al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2017). The article is structured as follows: first,
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a short description of municipal adult education and its implementation in Swedish
prisons is provided. The next section presents the theory of practice architecture and how
it is used to examine the enabling and constraining arrangements framing the provision
of education in prison. This is followed by a section on methods. After that, the findings
are presented and then discussed in relation to both the research questions and the tension
that can arise when integrating education into a setting that primarily serves correctional
rather than pedagogical purposes. The article ends with a conclusion offering suggestions
for further research.

Municipal adult education in Swedish prisons

Municipal adult education (komvux) is available, free of charge, to all residents of Sweden
who are over the age of (in most cases) 20. They can take compulsory, upper-secondary,
and vocational courses as well as Swedish for non-native speakers at one of the schools
in their municipality. In 2023, around 363000 students were enrolled in municipal adult
education, which was approximately the same number of students enrolled in upper
secondary school (Skolverket, 2024a, 2024b). Prisoners have the opportunity to study
municipal adult education while incarcerated through learning centres that each prison,
regardless of its security class, runs on its premises. The courses and the diploma that is
earned are equivalent to those earned in the wider society.

Teaching in prisons is conducted in one-on-one format, with every student following
their own individual study plan. The teachers are employed at one prison facility but can
teach both in person and in distance mode, meaning that a student can be serving their
sentence at another facility than where the teacher is located. In order for a prisoner to be
able to study at the learning centre, an assessment needs to be made, resulting in a decision
of whether or not they are eligible for studies (Kriminalvdrden, 2005, 2007b; KVFS
2011:1). In 2024, 3566 prisoners had started some kind of education, which corresponds
to 20% of all prisoners (Kriminalvarden, 2025).

Theoretical framework

The study draws on the theory of practice architecture (Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer,
2015; Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2023; Kemmis et al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2017),
which will be used as a lens to examine regulations and conditions that shape the
provision of education. The theory has previously been applied in examining educational
practices in various contexts, such as early childhood education (Salamon et al., 2016),
English education (Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer, 2015), professional learning
(Kemmis et al., 2014) and study circles for migrants (Pastuhov et al., 2021). According
to the available knowledge, however, the theory of practice architecture has not yet been
applied in examining education in correctional settings. Using this theory as a lens allows
for an exploration of the tensions, challenges, and possibilities that arise from prisons
being the setting for educational practices. The provision of education in prison has to
comply with and adapt to arrangements pertaining to the prison at large, while new
arrangements simultaneously need to be created in order to make it possible for prisoners
to study while incarcerated. Together, the different types of arrangements are termed
practice architecture and hold a particular practice in place. The practice is therefore
enmeshed in these arrangements and cannot exist without them (Kemmis et al., 2014).
Within the theory, three different types of arrangements can be identified that together
shape the sayings, doings, and relatings:
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1. Cultural-discursive arrangements prefigure the sayings and are located in the
semantic space through the medium of language. They affect what can be said
and thought in relation to describing, interpreting, performing, or justifying the
provision of education in prison.

2. Material-economic arrangements shape the doings and take place in the
physical and material world. These arrangements precondition where, when, and
how prisoners and teachers can meet and engage in education. They are
dependent on the resources distributed to pedagogical staff, equipment, and
material, as well as the prison layout and schedules.

3. Social-political arrangements shape how people can relate to one another and
non-human objects in the social space linked to power and solidarity (Kemmis et
al., 2014). The meeting between teacher and student, usually taking place outside
prisons, is inserted into the dynamic of the prison context with its traditionally
strict distinction between us and them (Drake, 2011).

These arrangements enable and constrain how a practice can unfold, and are specific to
the site where it takes place (Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2023; Kemmis et al.,
2014). Applying the theory of practice architecture in this study makes it possible to
identify those specific cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political
arrangements that precondition the provision of education in prisons. It provides a deeper
understanding of how educational and correctional arrangements are entangled and affect
the provision of education in the semantic, physical and material, and social space.

Method

In this study, relevant documents regarding the organisation of education in prison were
collected and analysed using template analysis (Brooks et al., 2015; King, 2012). The
document selection was informed by the website of the Swedish Prison and Probation
Service (Kriminalvarden), where laws, ordinances, and regulations as well as external
and internal steering documents are listed. For this study, the Act on Imprisonment (SFS
2010:610), Ordinance on Prison (SFS 2010:2010), Ordinance on Adult Education (SFS
2011:1108), Curriculum for Municipal Adult Education (SKOLFS, 2022), and
appropriation directions (regleringsbrev) were identified as relevant for answering the
research questions. Additional documents, collected by contacting the Prison and
Probation Service, included handbooks on education, memos, official decisions, and
newspaper articles. These, as well as publicly available annual reports, were included in
the analysis. The chosen documents describe education in prison in a detailed way, thus
providing insight into the conditions shaping education from different angles.

The chosen timeframe was 2007 to 2023 as the first uniform guidelines on adult
education for the Prison and Probation Service in the form of a handbook were issued in
2007. This was also the year that was dedicated to implementing learning centres in all
prisons, which resemble how adult education is organised today in terms of, for example,
the sole organiser in charge of municipal adult education in prison, approval to assess,
and supervision by the National Agency for Education.

The documents were analysed following a template analysis within a qualitative
paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2019; King, 2012). The analysis was conducted in an iterative
manner. In the beginning, the material was read through, and relevant parts to the research
questions were highlighted, such as descriptions of how education in prison is organised,
challenges that prisons have faced when providing education, and any shifts pertaining to
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education that have occurred. In the case of the annual reports, the focus was on the
Introduction of the Director General in order to get a more general overview of each year;
then, more specifically, the chapter on occupational activities in prison was analysed. The
material was coded and preliminary themes were generated and, in turn, were organised
in a template structure. The following is an example of an initial template:

1. Prisons as a place for adult education
1.1 Being different from prison
1.1.1 Teachers’ wearing civilian clothing
1.2 Being different from school
1.2.1 Language use
1.2.2 Interior design

The initial templates and themes were successively refined by analysing more documents,
going through the codes and themes repeatedly, and testing out theoretical ideas in order
to further analyse the material. New ways of organising the data emerged during the
writing process, which led to further modifications such as moving codes to different
themes and renaming the themes to capture their meaning in a more poignant way. For
example, the theme “1.2.1 Language use’ as shown in the example of the initial template
above was refined to the final theme ‘1.2.1 Becoming Part of the Mainstream Adult
Education Landscape’, which is presented in the Findings section of this article. The
renaming of the theme deepens it by not only capturing the language and discourse
surrounding education in prison but also emphasising the purpose and consequences of
the language used. Here, the purpose is to become part of the mainstream adult education
landscape and discourse, which, in turn, is intended to impact the actors and the practice.
The final themes that were generated through iteratively refining the templates and
themes are presented in the following Findings section, where the theory of practice
architecture serves as a theoretical perspective to illuminate how arrangements exist in
different realms that together both enable and constrain practice.

Findings

In the following, five themes are presented: Becoming part of the mainstream adult
education landscape, Overarching security concerns, Lost rights and opportunities,
Increased steering, and Turning prisons into a place for adult learning. Within these
themes, the cultural-discursive, material-economic, and social-political arrangements that
shape the provision of education are explored. The arrangements are analysed in terms of
how they affect the ways one can speak about education in prison, what form education
can take in practice, and how teachers and students can relate to each other.

The quotes presented below were originally in Swedish and have been translated by
the author.

Becoming part of the mainstream adult education landscape

The adult education provided in prisons is described as follows in the 2007 handbook on
education: ‘The activities should, as far as possible, mimic the adult education available
in the wider society. Adult education in prison should therefore not be made “prison-
specific”” (Kriminalvarden, 2007c, p. 6; author's translation). Despite taking place in
prison, the education provided should be similar to that found outside prison. Adult
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education reaches out to those who are physically separated from other citizens; a fact,
however, which should not affect the educational form and content. The similarity of
municipal adult education provided within and outside prisons is also marked by
repealing the Ordinance on Education in Prison (SFS 2007:152) and replacing it with the
Ordinance on Municipal Adult Education (SFS 2011:1108), thus including education that
takes place in prison in the discourse on adult education in general. This arrangement
enables education in prison and the involved actors to strengthen their position and
present themselves as an integral part of the adult education landscape in Sweden.

Education in prison has also been linked to lifelong learning. In the preface of the
2007 handbook on education it is stated: ‘Education must be provided in ways that make
it possible to study no matter where one is located. Therefore, education must be made
available to people throughout their lives, regardless of their life situation’
(Kriminalvarden, 2007c, p. 2; author's translation). The need to continuously learn —
regardless of where one is located physically, how old one is or what kind of situation
one is in — is emphasised. Consequently, education in prison has to be made available to
prisoners. Placing education in prison in the context of lifelong learning carries with it
the opportunity for prisoners to participate, but simultaneously implies a responsibility to
do so. It is now possible, and even required, to participate in education even in a difficult
life situation, which imprisonment often is. The emphasis on the responsible adult learner
can also be found in the 2011 handbook on education, which stresses the importance of
distinguishing education in prison from school for children and teenagers. Different
language should be used when talking about education in prison, as certain terms are
deemed inappropriate for describing, performing, interpreting, or justifying the
educational practice taking place (Kemmis et al., 2014). Instead of using the word ‘skola
[school]’, the term ‘larcentrum [learning centre]’ should be used (Kriminalvarden, 2011b,
2018b) and the term elev is exchanged for the term studerande:

Student: Prisoners enrolled in adult education within the Prison and Probation Service. The
term is used in everyday work (instead of the legal term elev found in laws and regulations
etc.) to emphasise that studying as an adult differs from studying in compulsory school.
(Kriminalvarden, 2018b, p. 13; author's translation)

Both terms elev and studerande describe someone who is studying. In Swedish, the term
elev 1s more commonly associated with children in compulsory school rather than adults.
However, in official documents such as the Curriculum for Municipal Adult Education,
adult students are also referred to as elev as it is the official legal term. While the provision
of education in the Prison and Probation Service is steered by regulations related to
municipal adult education, they have made the decision to avoid the term elev in their
everyday practices. Instead, they use the term studerande when talking about education
and their students in order to emphasise that the students are adult learners. Embedding
these terms in the official handbook on education establishes a shared language and
creates an image of who the students are, what demands can be made, and how to interact
with them. This cultural-discursive arrangement shapes the sayings (and thinkings) in
relation to education of those involved in the practice, which, in turn, can affect the
doings. For example, prisoners may be more motivated to start studying: as many have
previously had negative school experiences, the use of different terminology may mitigate
their aversion to education (Kriminalvarden, 2011b). Simultaneously, teachers might also
potentially adopt different ways of thinking and acting because of the established shared
language for describing the practice and its participants.
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Overarching security concerns

The material arrangements in prison for providing education fall under the overarching
objective of maintaining security. Security issues have to be considered, and are typically
not a part of other educational practices in the same way. In other educational practices,
security issues may concern keeping others out of the school rather than making sure that
the students themselves are restricted in reaching out to the outside world. Security
concerns in prisons affect both the educational practices within the learning centres and
logistical operations surrounding the education that pose significant challenges,
especially in high-security prisons (Kriminalvdrden, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2024). Moving
prisoners to and from the learning centre can be difficult, as prison officers have to
accompany students in the higher-security classes (Kriminalvirden, 2012, 2013).
Additionally, some prisoners have to be separated from each other as they cannot attend
the learning centre simultaneously. As a result, some students have fewer hours to study
at the learning centre and the number of students per study session has been reduced, thus
not utilising the entire capacity of the learning centre (Kriminalvarden, 2024). The
material arrangements based on security concerns limit how students can access places
for learning, i.e. the learning centre, where they can study, progress in their studies, and
meet with their teacher. Here, the prison context clashes with the stated requirements in
the Curriculum for Municipal Adult Education regarding flexibility: ‘Flexibility should
always be aimed for in the provision of education. This includes the location of the
education, time, pace of study, mode of study and forms of learning’” (SKOLFS, 2022, p.
2; author's translation). The aim of flexibility, as stated in the Curriculum, and the way
the prison can translate its elements into the prison context are restricted. The provision
of education has to be adapted to the necessary internal routines, which are not directly
linked to the education itself but rather to security and logistics. This, in turn, is also
closely connected to the staff that are available to oversee the prisoners. The security issue
has been exacerbated by the growing number of prisoners in recent years:

Occupancy rates in prisons and jails have been very high throughout the year [...] Providing
meaningful activities to prisoners is crucial to maintaining security, especially in a high
occupancy situation. At the same time, providing occupational activities to all prisoners is
a growing challenge. (Kriminalvarden, 2020, p. 1; author's translation)

The importance of occupational activities is emphasised in relation to both rehabilitation
and its importance for maintaining security in the prison day-to-day. In order to meet the
educational needs of prisoners, student intake needs to increase alongside the growing
population. This can prove challenging, as it would entail the recruitment of more teachers
on top of the already existing difficulty in recruiting staff (Kriminalvarden, 2013, 2018a,
2019a, 2024) as well as creating more physical spaces for teaching and learning
(Kriminalvérden, 2011a). To enable all prisoners to study, material-economic
arrangements need to be established by allocating resources for staff and infrastructure in
line with the growing number of prisoners.

Lost rights and opportunities

How incarcerated individuals can relate to education is enabled and constrained by social-
political arrangements that exist within prisons. While education can be made obligatory
(see also the theme Increased Steering), the right to education does not exist in the prison
context: ‘There is no right to education for prisoners or individuals in jails. This differs
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from the wider society, where the right to education through municipal adult education is
more far-reaching’ (Kriminalvarden, 2018b, p. 14; author's translation). This suggests an
imbalance between prisoners’ obligations, responsibilities, and rights. While the
individual is given the responsibility to engage in lifelong learning, whereby participation
can be made obligatory for prisoners, prisoners themselves are not in a position to
unconditionally exercise their right to education. For instance, those who want to study
in order to avoid prison work should not take up study spots (Kriminalvérden, 2008). The
right to education becomes conditional, with individual reasonings mattering less, and
choosing education as a ‘lesser evil’ compared to prison work is not a valid reason. The
decision as to whether or not someone can participate in education is made by someone
other than the affected individual. This reflects the power imbalance present in
correctional settings, and is not found in the same way when it comes to municipal adult
education outside prisons, where admission is much more permissive.

Due to limited resources, prisons prioritise individuals under age 21 and those
without a high school diploma, which excludes those who do not fit the criteria or who
want to study something other than municipal adult education. Previously, it was possible
for prisoners to study at universities in distance mode. However, these studies were
officially discontinued in 2019 as internet access has to be continuously monitored by
staff, which is resource-intensive, in order to prevent illegitimate communication
(Kriminalvarden, 2010a, 2010b, 2011b, 2013, 2014a, 2019b). The lack of material-
economic arrangements that enable students to study on university level also affects the
relatings as doings and relatings ‘hang together’ (Kemmis et al., 2014). Students cannot
relate to education taking place outside prisons and the people and objects associated with
it. It can also result in social consequences (Mahon et al., 2017), where students are
excluded from future possibilities such as employment in fields where higher education
is required.

The prohibition of internet access affects not only the possibility for university
studies but also how the provision of existing municipal adult education can unfold. The
Curriculum for Municipal Adult Education states that all students ‘should be given the
opportunity to develop their ability to use digital technologies’ (SKOLFS, 2022, p. 3;
author's translation). Within Swedish prisons, however, prisoners are not allowed to use
the internet or other digital tools in the same way as those outside prisons can. In their
annual report for 2017, the Prison and Probation Service mentions the difficulty of living
up to the requirements of the National Agency for Education:

This poses challenges for the Prison and Probation Service, since security issues have to be
taken into account as prisoners are not allowed to communicate with others or the outside
world through the internet. At the same time, learning requires training in how to search for
information, evaluate sources, programming and more, as well as support in teaching
through audio, visual and interactive exercises. (Kriminalvarden, 2018a, p. 44; author's
translation)

The material-economic arrangements that enable the development of digital literacy do
not exist, as there is no access to the internet. This prevents students from learning to
navigate and critically evaluate the broad range of information and sources available in
the digital space. Prisoners thus become excluded from both the physical and digital
spaces for learning. They become passive recipients of the learning opportunities and
programmes which have been made available to them and which were deemed worthy of
receiving resources. The possibility of offering a wider variety of educational
opportunities has also been further restricted for the future. It can be seen that funding for
education in prison has already decreased, as noted in the yearly allocations received by
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the Prison and Probation Service in the appropriation directions. In the most recent
appropriation directions, for 2024, a stronger focus on medical treatments can be found,
while no specific provision is made in relation to education (Justitiedepartementet, 2022,
2023). The Prison and Probation Service is restricted in how it develops and makes
available different forms of education, as the economic arrangements are simply not
available.

Increased steering

Participation in occupational activities aimed at equipping prisoners with knowledge and
skills to live a crime-free life is obligatory and embedded in legislation (SFS 2010:610;
SES 2010:2010), and in recent years recidivism prevention measures such as education
have been linked to the opportunity for parole. This means that ‘prisoners can be directed
to seek education’ (Kriminalvirden, 2022, p. 48; author's translation), which stands in
contrast to earlier handbooks on education that stress its voluntariness (Kriminalvérden,
2007c, 2011b). If a prisoner is instructed to participate in education and decides not to,
this will be noted. Drop-out, misbehaviour, as well as not making progress over time, will
also be noted and taken into account when a holistic evaluation is made regarding parole
(Kriminalvarden, 2018b). While the parole decision is not made by the pedagogical staff,
education nonetheless becomes increasingly embedded in the prison’s punishment and
reward system, whereby undesirable behaviour leads to sanctions. This, in turn, can affect
how the pedagogical staff can relate to their students and their work. Their work and
professional role have been connected to the prison, having become more than solely
serving pedagogical aims but also acting as a tool for managing prisoners (Burns, 1992;
Goffman, 1991). Teachers’ decisions and evaluations can lead to far-reaching
consequences beyond the educational context. However, the link between parole and
participation is also ascribed pedagogical value:

The purpose of the routines [...] is to support the prisoner in completing what they have
started. It can support the prisoner in understanding the purpose of the education and of the
study plan, as well as the goal to be achieved with the studies. It clarifies that there are rules
for being at the learning centre. (Kriminalvarden, 2018b, p. 27; author's translation)

Supporting learning, helping students to understand the purpose of the studies, and
increasing completion rates can now be reached not only through pedagogical expertise
among staff but also through the link between participation and parole. This link, as
social-political arrangement, shapes individuals’ doings and relatings and affects
prisoners’ decision-making since not participating can have negative effects on their
parole. Prisoners may participate in education without true interest but rather solely for
the purpose of avoiding having their parole deferred, which can make teaching more
difficult. On the other hand, teachers are provided with more time to support the students’
learning, as students are unwilling to drop out due to fear of deferred parole. The social-
political arrangement, therefore, has both constraining and enabling effects that alter
relationships between pedagogical staff and prisoners as well as how individuals relate to
themselves and the educational activities.

Turning prisons into a place for adult learning

While education has become increasingly embedded in the prison’s system of sanctions,
and security concerns overshadow the provision of education, the learning centre itself
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aims to create conditions supporting learning through the design of the physical space:
‘Study spaces should be designed as a pleasant, inspiring and functional environment. A
study space should not be furnished like a traditional, old-fashioned classroom. On the
contrary, the less classroom-like it is in furnishing and appearance, the better’
(Kriminalvarden, 2007c, p. 14; author's translation). And: ‘The learning centre is a
physical environment for study, designed as an adult workplace where students have
access to support from teachers, learning materials, computers, contact with subject
teachers located at different prisons and with study and career counsellors’
(Kriminalvérden, 2011b, p. 16; author's translation). It is important for the learning centre
to look like an adult workplace and not a traditional school classroom, as many prisoners
have had negative experiences in the traditional school environment (Kriminalvarden,
2011b). Through the physical design of the learning centre, the Prison and Probation
Service creates adult learners who are dedicated to formal education. The learning centre
seeks to impose on participants an identity and conception of self that is built right into
the social arrangements of said organisation (Burns, 1992; Goffman, 1991). In this case,
the material arrangements of the prison, together with the -cultural-discursive
arrangements discussed previously, prefigure practice and work towards the same goal —
which is to create a responsible adult learner.

In addition to the material arrangements of the learning centre aimed at shaping
students’ doings, the teachers’ clothing also constitutes a central aspect of turning the
prison into a place for adult learning by influencing social relations. The Prison and
Probation Service has made the decision that teachers working in prison will not wear
uniforms. This decision is justified as follows: ‘Professional roles are clearly outlined in
relation to other colleagues and provide the opportunity to give the learning centre the
character of a municipal learning centre rather than an “institutional school™
(Kriminalvarden, 2007a, p. 1; author's translation). In contrast to prison officers who wear
uniforms, teachers wear their own clothes. This civilian clothing symbolises their distinct
role in prison and reinforces their role as educators rather than enforcers. Teachers can
more clearly be perceived as representatives of the municipal adult education rather than
the prison, thus mitigating inherent power imbalances in correctional settings. Combined
with the design of the learning centre, the civilian clothing shapes both doings and
relatings as it contributes to a more relaxed atmosphere where the learning centre feels
like an educational space rather than a correctional one. This, in turn, can encourage
student engagement and stimulate relationships based on more equal terms.

Discussion

This article aims to answer two research questions: (1) how regulations and conditions
within prisons shape opportunities and challenges for the provision of education, and (2)
what kinds of arrangements are established to turn prisons into a place for adult education.
In relation to the first question, the analysis shows that the provision of education is
subordinate to the more overarching regulations of prisons, namely security concerns,
that have to be considered. The arrangements that hold security in place extensively affect
the doings related to education in the physical space (Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves,
2023; Kemmis et al., 2014). Within prisons, the doings connected to education are
concentrated on the physical learning centre as it is here that students can use a computer
with access to learning materials and the intranet. However, students cannot decide
themselves when or how long they will study at the learning centre, as access is regulated.
It is also scheduled based upon security considerations, as it has to be taken into account
which prisoners cannot be at the learning centre simultaneously due to the potential for
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conflict. The social space where people can relate to each other (Grootenboer & Edwards-
Groves, 2023; Kemmis et al., 2014) also becomes connected to the physical space within
prisons, as it is only at the learning centre that students have the possibility to meet with
their teachers and build relationships with them.

No prisoners are allowed to access the internet in order to avoid illegitimate
communication. This material-economic arrangement affects how the educational
practice can unfold as students are prohibited from accessing the internet even for
educational purposes. It excludes incarcerated students from the digital learning space
and therefore also restricting their possibilities to relate to other people and non-human
objects in the social space existing outside prisons. The provision of education is
enmeshed in (Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2023; Kemmis et al., 2014) and
subordinate to the arrangements that hold security in place within prisons. This, however,
impedes students’ right to education and learning opportunities, such as developing
digital literacy and studying at university level in distance mode. These learning
opportunities can theoretically be made possible by changing the material-economic
arrangements (Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2023; Kemmis et al., 2014), for instance
allocating more resources to staff who can supervise students’ internet access or by
providing necessary equipment.

The opportunity to work with other students, as stated in the Curriculum for
Municipal Adult Education, is also made more difficult as the teaching is conducted one-
on-one without opportunities for group work or similar methods. It can also be
challenging to conduct laboratory work or practical exercises linked to vocational
education (Kriminalvarden, 2009). From another perspective, the arguably most
favourable condition for students’ learning in prison might be precisely that the provision
takes place in one-on-one format. Prisoners, both in Sweden and internationally, often
have a background that requires additional support in their studies (Bhatti, 2010; Delaere
et al., 2013; Halimi et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2013; Kriminalvarden, 2011a, 2012, 2013,
2014b; Skolinspektionen, 2012). The one-on-one format provides students with the
opportunity to receive this type of individualised teaching and support from the teacher,
which is not available to the same extent and form in municipal adult education outside
prisons.

In prison, therefore, both exist: favourable cultural-discursive, material-economic,
and social-political arrangements that promote learning, and arrangements upholding
security that impede learning. However, while arrangements holding security in place
limit prisoners’ learning opportunities and how the education can unfold, the education
cannot exist without it. Ignoring security considerations, for instance when placing
students at the learning centre, could lead to potentially dangerous situations for both
teachers and students. Ensuring prison security and upholding the safety of all involved
actors when providing education is crucial. In that sense, relevant doings and relatings of
education and security are ‘harnessed together’ (Mahon et al., 2017) in order to make the
provision of education in prison possible, and to hold it in place (Kemmis et al., 2014).

Another regulation affecting the provision of education is the newly established link
between participation in education and parole, which has created the unique possibility to
increase participation and completion rates through coercion. While the right to education
for all cannot be fulfilled within prisons due to limited resources, it is possible to utilise
prisoners’ fear of deferred parole to coerce them into participating. Education has become
increasingly embedded in the system of control and sanctions that is inherent in prisons,
and the supposedly free decision to participate in education has come to be steered by the
ever-present question in prisons of when can I be released and what do I need to do to be
released earlier (Burns, 1992; Goffman, 1991). While the link between participation in
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education and parole is ascribed pedagogical value, such as persistence and understanding
the purpose of education, it can be argued that it corrodes the integrity of education by
making it more vulnerable to policy shifts, non-pedagogical objectives, and performance
indicators (Behan, 2014). This link also draws attention to the question of participation
in education from a broader perspective. The recruitment, and creating a demand for
education, among those who are disinclined to participate in studies, still form one of the
main issues in educational policy (Paldanius, 2002; Rubenson, 2002; Rubenson &
Desjardins, 2009). This issue, in a sense, is solved by linking parole and participation and
therefore creating an extrinsic motivation that is not found or needed in the wider society.
It can be questioned, from a pedagogical perspective, to what extent meaningful learning
can take place if the motivation to participate builds upon a fear of deferred parole.
However, this link can also be viewed in a more positive light. While some students might
start participating in education due to the wish to minimise the time spent in prison, it can
turn into meaningful learning experiences where the value of education is discovered. The
link, therefore, enables incarcerated students to see studies as a possible doing, which
they might not have seen and experienced without the link. The positive experiences made
when studying in prison can also become a platform for further learning (Costelloe, 2003),
and enable individuals to participate in a wider range of practices and contexts when
returning to society.

Aside from security concerns and limited resources that shape the provision of
education and that, in many cases, impede learning opportunities, the Prison and
Probation Service actively creates conditions for promoting learning. This leads to the
second research question: What kinds of arrangements are established to turn prisons into
a place for adult education? The analysis shows that turning correctional settings into
places for adult education is made possible through the cultural-discursive, material-
economic, and social-political arrangements that have been altered or established. The
learning centre is not supposed to look like either a school for children and teenagers or
a prison-specific school, but rather an adult workplace. While the learning centre is part
of the prison and its conditions of confinement and institutional dynamics (Behan, 2014),
it possesses a level of freedom to be designed in a way that serves its educational vision
and purposes. In addition, the teachers do not wear a uniform but rather their own clothes,
in contrast to prison officers, whose tasks are associated with security and control rather
than pedagogy. According to Behan (2014), the employment of non-prison staff
constitutes a distinguishing feature between the educational space and the rest of the
prison. The teachers bring in pedagogical principles and lack the disciplinary rationale of
prison officers, thus contributing to a different culture that can facilitate the establishment
of a trusting teacher-student relationship.

Education in prison is also embedded in the lifelong learning discourse, ruled by the
same steering documents and leading to the same diploma, thus positioned as equivalent
to the education provided outside prisons. In addition, different terms such as studerande
(a term to signify adult learners) and learning centre are used to distinguish adult
education from traditional school. This is done with the hopes of promoting positive
attitudes towards studying while incarcerated, as many prisoners have had negative
experiences in the past. The chosen terms and the integration of adult education in prison
into wider societal discourses and steering documents are cultural-discursive
arrangements that promote specific views on education in prison. It shapes sayings and
naturalises certain ways of thinking regarding what education should look like, as well as
who the participants should be and how they should act. By establishing these sayings, it
constrains alternative interpretations and ways of thinking. This, in turn, then also comes
to constrain and enable subsequent doings and relatings. Sayings ‘hang together’ with
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doings and relatings, giving the educational practice in prison its distinctiveness
(Kemmis et al., 2014; Mahon et al., 2017; Salamon et al., 2016).

Conclusion

The provision of education in correctional settings faces different logics and
arrangements shaping sayings, doings, and relatings that create a dynamic, multi-layered
space for teaching and learning. This article has outlined how the educational space within
prisons is created and regulated, and how education is integrated in prisons in the context
of Sweden. The elements signifying prison and the traditional school in the semantic,
physical, and social space are reduced, for instance by using different language, design
choices, and civilian clothing with the aim of establishing a space for adult education.
However, arrangements upholding security take precedence and pose challenges to the
provision of education as they constrain prisoners’ right to education and their learning
opportunities. This also raises the question of how equal educational opportunities can be
provided to all prisoners without compromising security, and to what extent altering these
arrangements is both feasible and desirable. How can educational purposes and aims be
aligned with correctional necessities? How this tension plays out in prisons of different
security classes is worth investigating further, in order to gain a more nuanced picture of
the provision of education in correctional settings. Further research could also explore the
experiences of pedagogical staff and incarcerated individuals in order to understand how
the prison as an educational space is navigated. Including the voices of those who are
involved in practice can provide valuable insights into how the arrangements, as
identified in this study, are understood by the participants and how they affect actual
practice.
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