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

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

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

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

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

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

unique challenge for adult learning and education.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2022; Wittorski & Hatano-Chalvidan, 2024).  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

this special issue.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

challenged within society.   

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

environmental disruptions but also to cultivate transformative and emancipatory 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ageing).  

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

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

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

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

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

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

social dynamics that inform their understanding and shape how transitions occur 

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

Accordingly, critical conceptualisations of transitions emphasise multiple, relational 

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

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

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

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

Transitions associated with learning are often linked to specific purposes and 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

relate to specific places and spaces. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The dynamics and processes through which people experience transitions may be 

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

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

indeed involve patterns and configurations, repetitions, variations and transformations 

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

2024; Dakka & Smith, 2019). 

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

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

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

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

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

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

across all contributions.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

advance its agenda in both expected and unexpected ways.    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

throughout this collection.  

The contributions present a diverse array of theoretical, methodological and 

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

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

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

respective emphases on rhythmanalysis and temporal perspectives; transformative 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of rhythmic awareness.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

habitability of living territories under transformation and the development of citizen 

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

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

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

of public deliberation.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

reconfiguration of identity.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

serve as a secure spatiotemporal cocoon enabling emancipatory learning among adults 

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

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

pedagogy as an ethical and spatial practice.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of social change and carrying its own emancipatory dimension.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

imperative of certified success. 
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Abstract  

This article explores the analytical and pedagogical potential of rhythmanalysis for 

interpreting contemporary socio-environmental crisis. Drawing primarily on Henri 

Lefebvre’s conception of rhythmanalysis, the study examines how systemic acceleration, 

work precarisation, educational disruption, and climate catastrophes can be understood 

as expressions of broader arrhythmic conditions characteristic of late modernity. 

Focusing on the Brazilian context, including the long-term impacts of the COVID-19 

pandemic and the 2024 floods in Rio Grande do Sul, the article highlights temporal 

asymmetries between rapid destruction and slow processes of reconstruction. By placing 

rhythmanalysis in dialogue with environmental education and adult education, it argues 

that education can cultivate critical rhythmic awareness capable of rendering crisis 

intelligible and fostering more just and sustainable forms of coexistence. Rather than 

proposing a closed model, the article advances a reflective approximation between these 

fields. 
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Introduction  

In the context of intensifying socio-environmental crisis, marked by climatic 

catastrophes, work precarisation, educational disruptions, and deepening inequalities,  

(Lima & Torres, 2021; da Costa Lopes et al., 2025; Wallenhorst, 2025) the question of 

time has become unavoidable. The contemporary world is not only characterised by 

material transformations, but by profound reconfigurations of temporal experience. 

Acceleration, compression, and fragmentation of rhythms increasingly shape social life, 

often generating forms of dissonance between economic imperatives, ecological cycles, 

institutional structures, and lived experience. 

Within this scenario, this article seeks to explore the analytical and pedagogical 

potential of rhythmanalysis as a framework for interpreting and engaging with 

contemporary crisis. Drawing primarily on Henri Lefebvre’s Éléments de Rythmanalyse 

(Lefebvre, 1992, 2019), while acknowledging earlier contributions to the concept, we 

examine how rhythms can structure the relationships between individuals, society, and 

nature. Our central objective is to enabling rhythmanalysis, environmental education, and 

adult education, proposing that their articulation may offer a critical lens for 

understanding the arrhythmic conditions of late modernity and for rethinking educational 

practices in times of catastrophe. 

The article is organized into four main sections. The first section, Situating 

rhythmanalysis, revisits the conceptual genealogy of rhythmanalysis, highlighting its 

philosophical development and its critical implications for understanding everyday life, 

power, and temporality. The second section, Between polyrhythmia and arrhythmia: A 

rhythmic reading of contemporary crisis in Brazil, applies this framework to analyse 

recent socio-environmental and educational crisis, emphasising the temporal asymmetries 

and structural inequalities that characterise them. The third section, Rhythm, space, and 

learning: Towards a dialogue between environmental education and adult education, 

explores convergences between these two fields, proposing rhythmanalysis as a 

mediating lens capable of illuminating their shared concerns with space-time, experience, 

and transformative praxis. The final section presents the conclusions, synthesising the 

central arguments and reaffirming the reflective character of this exercise. 

Rather than offering a closed theoretical model, this article proposes a conceptual 

exploration. By bringing rhythmanalysis into dialogue with environmental education and 

adult education, we aim to open a space for critical reflection on how educational 

processes may engage with the rhythms that sustain, destabilise, and potentially 

reorganise collective life in an era defined by socio-ecological upheaval. 

Situating rhythmanalysis  

Although the objectives of this text do not include an exhaustive analysis of the origins 

of rhythmanalysis, we consider it important to acknowledge the originality of the 

professor and philosopher Lúcio Alberto Pinheiro dos Santos (Braga, Portugal, 1889 - 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1950). The analysis of rhythms at the complex intersections 

between society and nature was central to his reflections. He introduced the concept of as 

a means of understanding how natural and social rhythms influence and interact with one 

another, thereby offering an analytical framework capable of illuminating the structure 

and dynamics of social life. 

Despite the pioneering nature of his proposal, little is known about the full scope of 

Pinheiro dos Santos’ thought, as only fragmentary records of his work remain. As Dias 
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(2018) observes, ‘In Brazil, in the late 1990s, motivated by the biographical and editorial 

incidents surrounding Lúcio Pinheiro, Jorge Jaime attributed to him the epithet of the 

“ghost Brazilian” philosopher’ (p. 42). Nevertheless, traces of his theory appear in La 

dialectique de la durée by Gaston Bachelard (2013/1950), who explicitly references the 

Portuguese thinker’s correspondence and reflections. Further efforts to recover and 

contextualise his intellectual production were undertaken by Pedro Baptista in O filósofo 

fantasma (2010) and Rodrigo Sobral Cunha in O Essencial sobre Ritmanálise (2010). 

These works seek to reconstruct the trajectory of a philosopher who reportedly arrived in 

Brazil in the late 1920s, fleeing the dictatorship that would persist in Portugal until 1974. 

While Pinheiro dos Santos introduced the concept, it was through Gaston Bachelard 

and, above all, Henri Lefebvre that rhythmanalysis gained broader philosophical and 

sociological resonance. Both thinkers recognise Pinheiro dos Santos as the originator of 

the term; however, their appropriations differ significantly. Bachelard engages rhythm 

primarily in relation to duration and the phenomenology of time, whereas Lefebvre 

develops rhythmanalysis as a socio-spatial method attentive to the organisation of 

everyday life. As Claire Revol (2021) notes, Lefebvre is concerned with ‘the arrangement 

of the rhythmic weave that separates and connects individuals within social times and 

spaces’ (p. 34). In this sense, rhythmanalysis becomes inseparable from Lefebvre’s 

broader project on everyday life, constituting what Revol (2019, 2021) describes as a 

continuation of his long-term reflection on lived temporality. 

For Lefebvre (1992, 2019), rhythmanalysis is not limited to identifying temporal 

patterns; it implies the possibility of intervening within the rhythmic fabric of everyday 

life. Because individuals are always already immersed in lived time and space, analysing 

rhythms opens the possibility of appropriating social times and spaces differently. 

Rhythmanalysis thus emerges not only as a descriptive lens, but as a critical and 

potentially transformative practice. 

This critical dimension becomes even more explicit when we consider rhythm as a 

technique of power. Roland Barthes (2002), in Comment vivre ensemble, revisits the 

ancient Greek understanding of rhythm and moves beyond its aesthetic meaning, framing 

it instead as a structuring principle of collective life. For Barthes (2002), power 

consolidates itself not only through visible coercion but through the disturbance and 

reorganisation of lived temporalities, a process he associates with dysrhythmia.  

Power operates by imposing external temporal patterns that disrupt embodied 

rhythms, generating forms of heterorhythmia in which individuals are compelled to adjust 

to institutional or societal tempos. The governance of time thus becomes a subtle yet 

pervasive mechanism of domination. 

In this sense, as Fadia Dakka (2024) argues, contemporary educational institutions 

exemplify how such imposed rhythms are internalised through regimes of acceleration, 

deadlines, and performance metrics, producing tensions between institutional 

temporalities and the lived, non-linear rhythms of learning. From this perspective, 

rhythmanalytical approaches reveal how these temporal impositions not only regulate 

practices but also shape subjectivities, while opening the possibility of resisting such 

dynamics through more flexible and relational forms of engagement. 

This insight resonates with Lefebvre’s (1992) analysis of programmed everyday life, 

in which social existence is increasingly organised according to the imperatives of 

commodification and bureaucratic rationality. Domination does not operate solely at the 

level of ideology; it materialises in daily routines, spatial arrangements, and temporal 

coordination. Over recent decades, transformations in production, marked by 

financialisation, globalisation, and flexible accumulation (Harvey, 1991), have intensified 

this process. Economic rhythms accelerate, space is compressed through global market 



[168]      da Costa Lopes et al.  

 

interconnections, and everyday life becomes subordinated to abstract financial logics, 

widening the gap between lived material realities and speculative forms of value. 

From a rhythmanalytical standpoint, contemporary societies can therefore be 

understood as structured by dominant temporalities that increasingly shape both social 

relations and ecological processes. Although society and the natural environment develop 

according to their own rhythms, these temporalities are progressively subordinated to a 

system of production that privileges exchange value over other forms of relation. 

Between polyrhythmia and arrhythmia: A rhythmic reading of 
contemporary crisis in Brazil  

What if, instead of deluding ourselves by dreaming of a regained harmony with nature, we 

were to investigate the rhythms of life in order to care for them and strengthen them through 

their own pulses and cadences? What if rhythm were fundamental to the way collective and 

individual life are organized and animated? What if the intensity of common life or of 

interindividual relations depended upon a rhythmic attunement […] (Revol, 2021, p. 37, 

our translation). 

By recognising that both human and non-human nature operate according to their own 

diverse rhythms and temporalities, we understand that the imposition of the accelerated 

rhythm of the capitalist system has generated a series of adverse consequences. These 

natural rhythms, which sustain the health and balance of human beings and the 

environment, have been systematically subordinated to the logic of efficiency and 

incessant production. In this sense, we consider the incorporation of rhythmanalysis as a 

relevant element for rethinking the relationship between society and nature. 

Rhythmanalysis would offer us pathways, perhaps incomplete, yet certainly open, to 

transfigure the present into presences - complex and coexisting. Through a sensitive 

apprehension, it would lead us to elaborate a critique of reification, undoing materiality in 

itself, as thing, as product, directed by the commodity as concrete abstraction, deepening 

the understanding of the complexity of space-time, which includes energy, woven by 

rhythms, polyrhythms, and arrhythmias (Martins & Moreaux, 2021, pp. 9-10, our 

translation). 

According to Lefebvre (2021), the coexistence of diverse rhythms composes what he calls 

polyrhythmia. Thus, living bodies present multiple associated rhythms which, when 

healthy, configure what the author calls eurhythmia. From this perspective, illness would 

be accompanied by a disturbance of rhythms, or arrhythmia. These processes of health 

and illness can be observed both in individuals and in society, as exemplified by Martins 

and Moreaux (2021) when they state: ‘The polyrhythmia that exists in our cities is 

frequently transformed into arrhythmia through various forms of control and the 

militarisation of urban spaces’ (p. 11, our translation). 

This dissonance between natural rhythms and the neoliberal capitalism rhythms, 

characterised by acceleration, productivity imperatives, flexibility, and the continuous 

optimisation of performance, results in diverse forms of illness. According to Safatle et 

al. (2021), in Neoliberalism as the Management of Psychic Suffering, we live in a context 

of excessive valorisation of merit aimed at extracting greater productivity from 

individuals. The authors affirm that neoliberalism creates new forms of suffering 

associated with contemporary mechanisms of control and power. Suffering and a series 

of disorders, such as depression and anxiety, result, in their view, from the constant effort 
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to adapt and perform within a social rhythm that often ignores people’s emotional and 

physical needs.  

These disturbances are not mere byproducts of work but symptoms of a deeper 

disconnection between individuals’ natural rhythms and the demands of capitalism 

(Safatle et al., 2021). Dakka and Wade (2023) extend this diagnosis to postgraduate 

education, describing it as embedded within a ‘sick society’ structured by acceleration, 

insecurity, and performance pressure. In this sense, graduate education does not merely 

reflect individual vulnerability but reproduces systemic arrhythmias characteristic of 

neoliberal modernity. 

Simultaneously, physical nature faces its own forms of illness. Environmental 

catastrophes, such as global warming, floods, pollution, and ecosystem degradation, are 

manifestations of the overload that the accelerated rhythm of production and consumption 

imposes upon the planet (da Silva Machado et al., 2024; da Costa Lopes & Pinheiro, 

2025).These events are not isolated accidents but symptoms of a systemic crisis that 

deregulates natural cycles and compromises the socio-environmental dimension of the 

planet (Carvalho & Ortega, 2024; Acselrad, 2021). Such deregulation is not only 

ecological; it is profoundly temporal. It reflects a broader transformation in the 

organisation and experience of time in late modernity, in which dominant rhythms of 

accumulation increasingly override the regenerative cycles upon which both ecosystems 

and human communities depend. 

Hartmut Rosa (2022), in Alienation and Acceleration: Toward a Critical Theory of 

Late-Modern Temporality, helps to clarify this temporal transformation by describing 

‘time compression’ and the ‘expansion of technology’ as central characteristics of a world 

governed by the imperative of growth and speed. Acceleration reshapes not only the 

dynamics of production but also the fabric of social relations and the lived experience of 

time and space. In this sense, ecological deregulation and social destabilisation can be 

understood as expressions of a broader condition of late modernity marked by systemic 

acceleration. 

The COVID-19 pandemic can be read as an intensification and revelation of this 

accelerated condition (Pinheiro & Pasquier, 2023). What initially appeared as a health 

crisis rapidly unfolded into a multidimensional disruption, exposing the interdependence 

of health, education, work, and the environment. Reports by the Economic Commission 

for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC, 2021) highlight the magnitude of this 

impact, while Acselrad (2021) argues that the health crisis emerged in a context already 

marked by the imminence of a financial crisis, precipitating the collapse of various 

economic activities. The pandemic did not interrupt an otherwise stable order; rather, it 

amplified contradictions inherent to processes of capitalist reproduction and crisis. 

Although the acute phase of the health emergency has passed, its socioeconomic and 

environmental repercussions continue to unfold unevenly. The pandemic exposed and 

intensified pre-existing inequalities, disproportionately affecting vulnerable groups and 

revealing how structural injustices amplify the impacts of global emergencies (da Costa 

Lopes et al., 2025). From a rhythmic perspective, what becomes visible is a striking 

temporal asymmetry: precarious conditions tend to be installed rapidly, while processes 

of repair and reconstruction unfold more slowly, unevenly, and often precariously. Crisis 

accelerates, recovery lags. This imbalance further entrenches patterns of inequality and 

instability. 

Recent data on Brazilian education illustrates this temporal asymmetry in concrete 

terms. Even several years after the acute phase of the pandemic, its effects remain deeply 

entrenched. A hundred of thousands of children and adolescents remain out of school, 

and literacy levels among eight-year-olds have not returned to pre-pandemic standards, 
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with rates of non-literacy doubling compared to the period before the health crisis 

(Dawidman, 2025). The pandemic did not create inequalities; it accelerated and exposed 

structural vulnerabilities, demonstrating how disruptions occur at a much faster pace than 

educational systems are able to repair them. 

A similar dynamic can be observed in the world of work. The precarisation of work 

in Brazil did not begin with the pandemic, but the health crisis significantly intensified 

pre-existing structural vulnerabilities. Even before 2020, more than 40% of the Brazilian 

working class was engaged in informal employment, a condition historically rooted in a 

peripheral and dependent insertion into global capitalism (Antunes, 2021; da Costa Lopes 

et al., 2025). With the collapse of economic activities and insufficient social protection, 

millions were pushed further into instability. The expansion of platform-based work often 

described as ‘uberisation’ deepened this process. 

 As Abílio (2017) and Abílio et al. (2021) argue, uberisation represents a new stage 

of work exploitation, marked by qualitative transformations in workers’ status, corporate 

organisation, and mechanisms of algorithmic control and expropriation. Rather than 

generating new opportunities, digital platforms have reorganised survival strategies under 

a neoliberal logic, transferring risks to workers while intensifying surveillance and 

performance demands. Here again, dominant economic rhythms accelerate extraction and 

competition, while the temporal conditions necessary for social reproduction and 

dignified life are progressively undermined. 

In this sense, Brazil, and more broadly the Global South, has functioned as laboratory 

for experimentation with new forms of algorithmic governance and the real subsumption 

of work to capital (Antunes, 2021). The pandemic made visible how technological 

acceleration, environmental degradation, and socio-economic inequality are structurally 

intertwined. The precarisation of work thus reflects not merely an economic adjustment, 

but a broader arrhythmic condition of contemporary capitalism, in which the rhythm of 

capital accumulation accelerates while the temporal conditions necessary for social 

reproduction and dignified life are progressively undermined. In doing so, it erodes rights 

internationally recognised as fundamental human rights, including the right to decent 

work, social protection, and an adequate standard of living, transforming guaranteed 

conditions of dignity into unstable and contingent possibilities (da Costa Lopes et al., 

2025). 

The extreme rainfall and flooding events that struck the state of Rio Grande do Sul 

in 2024 provide another emblematic illustration of these temporal asymmetries. Affecting 

nearly the entire territory, the disaster placed approximately 2.4 million people at risk and 

directly impacted more than 870,000, according to official estimates. Beyond material 

destruction and loss of life, the floods exposed both the environmental vulnerability of 

the region and the insufficiency of mitigation and adaptation policies (Fiocruz, 2026). 

Reports by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (Redesca, 2025) 

emphasised that historically marginalised communities, including Afro-descendant, 

Quilombola, and Indigenous populations, were disproportionately affected, revealing 

persistent patterns of environmental racism. As with the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

disaster was not socially neutral; it amplified pre-existing inequalities. 

From a rhythmic perspective, devastation unfolded with dramatic speed, 

overwhelming infrastructures and livelihoods within days, while the reconstruction of 

housing, income, public services, and territorial stability has advanced slowly and 

unevenly. As late as September 2025, nearly 20,000 individuals remained without 

permanent housing, displaced or dependent on temporary arrangements (Jornal Nacional, 

2025). The time required to destroy proved far shorter than the time necessary to restore 

dignified living conditions, a disparity that underscores how climatic events are 
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inseparable from political decisions, historical neglect, and uneven structures of 

protection. 

Taken together, the pandemic, work precarisation, and the floods in Rio Grande do Sul 

indicate that contemporary crisis are not isolated disruptions but expressions of a 

dominant temporal regime that privileges speed, extraction, and accumulation over care, 

regeneration, and social protection. These asymmetries reveal not only material 

vulnerabilities but also a crisis of collective orientation, a diminished capacity to perceive, 

interpret, and politically respond to the rhythms that sustain life. 

If crisis can be understood as rhythmic disturbances, the challenge extends beyond 

institutional reform or technical adaptation. It requires cultivating the ability to critically 

read and reorganise the temporalities that structure everyday existence. From this 

perspective, crisis do not merely interrupt established orders; they mobilise processes of 

disorganisation and reorganisation that participate in broader transformative, and 

potentially evolutionary, dynamics (Alhadeff-Jones, 2021). 

Every crisis leaves traces that appear both through the regressions and the advances that 

emerge from it.  In many regards, when we refer to  the  lessons learned  and  the 

transformations associated  with  the  experience  of  a  crisis,  we  are  referring  to  its  

most striking  effects,  what  emerges  from  it.  However, from an educational  perspective, 

the experience of a crisis cannot be reduced to the explicit marks it leaves. The outcome of 

a crisis depends indeed on all the activities deployed to contain, regulate, and transcend it, 

before, during and  after  the occurrence  of  a  specific  perturbation (Alhadeff-Jones, 2021, 

pp. 310-311). 

In this sense, education becomes central precisely at this juncture, not as a compensatory 

mechanism designed to repair what has been damaged, but as a space in which 

experiences of arrhythmia can be rendered intelligible, collectively interpreted, and 

possibly transformed.  

Rhythm, space, and learning: Towards a dialogue between 
environmental education and adult education  

If contemporary crisis can be interpreted as manifestations of systemic arrhythmias 

affecting both human and non-human life, the question that emerges is not only 

diagnostic, but pedagogical. How might education engage with these disturbances? How 

might it cultivate forms of rhythmic awareness capable of resisting acceleration and 

restoring conditions for eurhythmic coexistence? In this sense, environmental education 

and adult education do not appear as predefined solutions, but rather as fields in which 

the tension between polyrhythmia and arrhythmia becomes pedagogically perceptible and 

critically negotiable. 

In this sense, our aim is to explore potential points of convergence between 

environmental education and adult education (Alhadeff-Jones, 2019, 2021) by mobilising 

rhythmanalysis (Lefebvre, 1992, 2021) as a mediating framework to interpret this 

historical moment marked by the time of catastrophes (Stengers, 2015) and by the 

dynamics of acceleration and alienation that characterise late modernity (Rosa, 2022). 

Building on Dakka’s (2024) reflections, rhythmanalysis is understood not only as an 

analytical lens for diagnosing collisions between institutional, social, and ecological 

temporalities, but also as an ethico-pedagogical orientation capable of illuminating the 

tension between processes of domination and possibilities of spatio-temporal 

appropriation within educational contexts. This perspective further resonates with the 

notion of idiorrhythmic coexistence, emphasising the ethical imperative of fostering 
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educational environments that respect the plurality of human and more-than-human 

temporalities. In this sense, the historical emergence of environmental education can be 

interpreted as a pedagogical response to such socio-ecological and temporal tensions. 

According to Reigota (2004), environmental education emerged as a response to 

environmental problems caused by a predatory and unsustainable capitalist economic 

model. The starting point for this discussion occurred at the First United Nations 

Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972, which resulted in 

international agreements emphasising the importance of educating populations to address 

environmental challenges. From then on, environmental issues gained global relevance, 

with subsequent events, such as the conferences of Belgrade (1975), Tbilisi (1977), 

Moscow (1987), Rio (1992), and Rio+10 (2002), in Johannesburg, promoting public 

policies for environmental education at the international level. 

Although environmental education emerged from ecological movements (Carvalho, 

2001), the concerns that propelled it were, in some cases, conservationist in character, 

often functioning as a ‘manual of etiquette’ (Leite Lopes, 2004), with proposals focused 

more on individual behaviour than on critiquing the capitalist system. The debate within 

environmental education deepened over the years and works by authors such as 

Layrargues (2012) and Carvalho (2014) were essential in expanding discussions in the 

field, demonstrating that environmental education is a field continuously shaped and 

reshaped by socio-environmental issues. 

This critical orientation is reflected in the Graduate Program in environmental 

education in which our research is situated. Structured around complementary research 

lines addressing foundational, pedagogical, and non-formal dimensions of environmental 

education, the Program approaches education as a lifelong, socially embedded, and 

territorially situated process. Rather than restricting its scope to formal schooling, it 

attends to cultural dynamics, work relations, professional practices, intergenerational 

knowledge, and the political conjunctures shaping socio-environmental realities. Within 

this framework, nature and society are not conceived as separate domains, but as 

relationally constituted through everyday practices, conflicts, and rhythms. 

One illustrative example of the type of research developed within the Program is the 

master’s research conducted by one of the authors of this article (da Costa Lopes, 2017), 

which examined the potential socio-environmental impacts of the installation of a large-

scale mining project in the coastal municipality of São José do Norte, located in the 

extreme south of Brazil. Historically marked by small-scale agriculture and artisanal 

fishing, the territory is structured around seasonal cycles, tidal rhythms, and 

intergenerational forms of knowledge intimately connected to land and water. The study 

analysed how the proposed mining enterprise threatened not only local ecosystems, but 

also the temporal organisation of everyday life, work practices, and community relations.  

By engaging with residents’ narratives and territorial dynamics, the research 

problematised hegemonic notions of ‘development’ and ‘progress’, often translated 

through neoliberal promises of economic growth and modernisation. Rather than 

accepting these categories as neutral or universal, the investigation highlighted the 

plurality of ways of inhabiting the world, emphasising how different modes of life 

embody distinct rhythms, values, and conceptions of well-being that cannot be reduced 

to extractivist logics (da Costa Lopes, 2017). 

This research dialogue can be further illuminated through Michel Alhadeff-Jones’ 

(2019, 2021) reflections on space and time in adult education. For Alhadeff-Jones (2019), 

adult learning does not occur in abstract or neutral environments; it is always situated 

within specific temporal and spatial configurations that shape experience, power 

relations, and possibilities for action. The case of São José do Norte makes this 
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particularly visible. The proposed mining project was not simply an economic 

intervention in space, but a reconfiguration of temporalities: it introduced the accelerated, 

extractivist time of global capital into a territory historically organised around seasonal 

cycles, artisanal work, and intergenerational knowledge sharing. 

From an adult education perspective, such conflicts can reveal how learning emerges 

in moments of territorial tension, when communities are compelled to interpret, negotiate, 

and sometimes resist imposed rhythms (Alhadeff-Jones, 2021). In this sense, adult 

education becomes a space for critically reading socio-spatial transformations (Alhadeff-

Jones, 2019), questioning hegemonic narratives of development, and fostering collective 

reflection on how different temporalities coexist, collide, or are hierarchised. The dispute 

over territory is therefore also a dispute over time, over which rhythms will organise life, 

work, and the future. 

By examining the potential impacts of mining in São José do Norte, the study 

implicitly considered space as a social product structured through interrelated material, 

symbolic, and experiential dimensions. It analysed the built and ecological environment 

upon which everyday activities depended; it examined the discursive representations of 

‘development’ mobilised by corporate and governmental actors; and it attended to the 

lived meanings attached to territory by local communities, including feelings of 

belonging, security, and continuity. In this sense, the research approached the territory 

through the interplay of the perceived (perçu), the conceived (conçu), and the lived 

(vécu), even without mobilising these categories explicitly (Lefebvre, 1991; Alhadeff-

Jones, 2019). 

 What was at stake was not only land use, but the reconfiguration of socio-spatial 

relations and the temporal organisation of everyday life, elements that, retrospectively, 

can be read as deeply connected to a rhythmic understanding of space-time. From this 

perspective, the conflict observed in São José do Norte can be interpreted as a rhythmic 

collision between the accelerated temporalities of extractivist capitalism and the 

polyrhythmic organisation of local socio-ecological life, illustrating what Dakka (2024) 

describes as the temporal-diagnostic and ethico-pedagogical affordances of 

rhythmanalysis. 

Thus, rhythmanalysis (Lefebvre, 1992, 2019) can emerge as a transdisciplinary 

concept for the foundations of environmental education.  By attending to the multiple 

rhythms that shape both human and non-human life, it offers a lens through which the 

temporal and spatial dimensions of socio-environmental realities can be critically 

apprehended. Rather than viewing education as merely a tool for transmitting knowledge 

or promoting behavioural change, rhythmanalysis enables us to perceive the subtle 

interplay between polyrhythms and arrhythmias that structure everyday life, work, and 

ecological processes. 

 In this sense, environmental education is not simply about addressing environmental 

problems in isolation; it becomes a field capable of fostering sensitivity to the 

temporalities and interdependencies that constitute ecosystems and communities. By 

integrating rhythmanalysis into its conceptual foundation, environmental education can 

cultivate forms of awareness and pedagogical practice attuned to the dynamics of 

acceleration, alienation, and crisis, opening possibilities for more balanced, eurhythmic 

coexistence. At this point, the convergence between environmental education and adult 

education cannot be reduced to shared themes or overlapping concerns. It is grounded in 

a common epistemological sensitivity to situated experience, to learning processes 

embedded in socially produced space-time configurations, and to the ways in which 

subjects collectively make sense of socio-ecological transformations. In this sense, 

rhythmanalysis does not operate as a unifying theory, but as a relational lens through 
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which both fields can critically engage with the temporal conditions that shape 

contemporary life, learning, and coexistence. 

Conclusion s 

Throughout this article, we have sought to articulate rhythmanalysis, environmental 

education, and adult education as complementary lenses for interpreting the socio-

environmental crisis that characterise our historical moment. By revisiting the conceptual 

genealogy of rhythmanalysis and situating it within contemporary debates on 

acceleration, precarisation, and climate catastrophe, we argued that crisis can be 

understood not merely as isolated events, but as manifestations of systemic arrhythmias 

affecting both human and non-human life. 

The Brazilian context examined in this study, marked by the intensification of work 

precarisation, the long-term educational impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the 

devastating floods in Rio Grande do Sul, illustrates how temporal asymmetries structure 

contemporary inequalities. The rhythm of destruction is rapid, while the rhythms of 

repair, reconstruction, and social protection unfold slowly and unevenly. Such disparities 

reveal that environmental degradation, economic exploitation, and social vulnerability are 

not separate phenomena, but intertwined expressions of a broader arrhythmic condition.  

The dialogue established between environmental education and adult education 

suggests that both fields are particularly well positioned to engage with these rhythmic 

disturbances. Environmental education contributes a critical examination of socio-

ecological entanglements, exposing how extractivist and productivist logics destabilise 

the conditions of life. Adult education, in turn, foregrounds the situated, experiential, and 

political dimensions of learning, emphasising how adults interpret, negotiate, and 

sometimes resist imposed temporalities. When brought into conversation through the lens 

of rhythmanalysis, these fields converge in recognising education as a process embedded 

in space-time, inseparable from territorial conflicts, work dynamics, and ecological 

transformations. 

The exercise undertaken here remains fundamentally reflective. It does not claim to 

provide a closed theoretical system or a definitive pedagogical model. Rather, it seeks to 

bring closer rhythmanalysis, environmental education, and adult education as mutually 

illuminating perspectives capable of deepening our understanding of the temporal 

structures that shape contemporary crises. By doing so, we hope to open a conceptual 

space in which education can be reimagined as a practice of rhythmic awareness, one that 

cultivates the capacity to perceive arrhythmias, to value polyrhythmic coexistence, and to 

experiment with more just and sustainable configurations of collective life.  
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Abstract  

This article is based on doctoral research conducted in the fields of environmental adult 

education and environmental geography as part of a participatory approach in the 

context of a territorial ‘sustainable development’ project. The framework elements of the 

qualitative case study in question situate the article and its proposed insights in the 

dialogical dynamics of the environmental way of knowing studied from an institutional 

discourse analysis perspective. A transcoding of statements occurs, which affects the 

participatory dynamics and engagement of the inhabitants-actors. The challenge of 

considering environmental temporalities highlights the formative temporalities relating 

to the environment and the emergence of an alternative agenda centred on the commons. 

Suggestions related to environmental adult education are made to establish a reference 

framework for the environmental transition currently underway. 
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Introduction  

This article draws on the doctoral research recently conducted in France and Canada on 

environmental adult education (EAE) and environmental geography. The research 

addressed the issue of environmental transition, in line with the recommendations of the 

1992 Rio Conference. This conference generated the Action 21 programme, which 

encouraged the implementation of local Agenda 21 (LA21) projects as territorial projects 

designed to develop plans to operationalise the sustainable development framework at the 

level of the territories. Participatory approaches allow knowledge to be gathered. They 

also promote a formative dynamic, providing an opportunity to study the construction and 
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circulation of knowledge around socioecological issues. In alignment with certain 

territorial actors from municipalities in the central Pyrenees, my research aimed to study 

the dialogics of environmental knowledge1 as well as the role and consideration of 

environmental temporalities2, including formative temporalities relating to the 

environment (Lafitte, 2019), during the implementation of participatory and territorial 

approaches such as LA21. The LA21 of the studied municipality occurred in the second 

half of the 2000s. The data from the other participatory approaches studied, 

intermunicipal and beyond, as well as the data relating to personal housing projects date 

from the second decade of the 2000s (2010-2017); some of the data could not be included. 

Specifically, the aim of the research was to gain a better understanding of the feedback 

loops with the agency of the inhabitants-actors concerned, which are considered 

foundational conditions for the emergence of citizen expertise. Métailié and Bertrand 

(2006) consider that the concept of sustainable development is the first expression of the 

environmental concern that has gripped society and an attempt to enshrine short-term 

socioeconomic and political thinking in the long term. Ost (2001) agrees with these 

authors and believes that sustainable development projects are as much a symptom of a 

‘social time crisis’ as they are a response by societies. This imperative of the project is 

part of a broader relationship with time, which is a fundamental dimension of the 

environmental crisis defined as a dissonance between social temporalities and those of 

the biophysical environment, which can transform the system of actors involved. 

Therefore, we can grasp the complexity of the educational challenge represented by 

the object of an onto-socioecological transition. This transition lies at the crossroads of 

fundamental questions and contradictions, at the roots of being and its relationships with 

the world and ecosystems filled with objects of hybrid substances that combine culture 

and nature, the social and the biophysical, but that are always political. In all its diversity, 

the socioecological transition is political given the urgent need to change course. Adults, 

and not the children of future generations, are primarily responsible for making decisions 

and acting today, amid complexity and uncertainty, not without paradoxes but 

consciously and democratically. Although EAE has been addressing this issue for several 

decades (Clover, 1997; Hill & Clover, 2003; Lafitte, 2015), the difficulty of 

understanding the adult audience in all its diversity and social and occupational roles, the 

prevalence of transmissive approaches that value passive social learning, and the lack of 

visibility and recognition of the legitimacy of this emerging field considerably limit the 

formative effects of such a field of practical knowledge (Galbraith & Sisco, 1992; Wals, 

2007). 

The first section of this work presents the research framework and is intended to 

support insights into transition projects. The second section details some of the insights 

derived from the research conducted from the perspective of the dialogical dynamics of 

environmental knowledge. The findings shed light on how transitional projects related to 

environmental issues are implemented in living territories. The third section considers 

temporalities, including the formative temporalities related to the socioecological issues 

involved. It highlights the scope reflective of such formative dynamics, particularly with 

regard to the critical and political dimensions of EAE. 

Research -framing elements  

The following topics are based on qualitative research conducted during the 2010s. 
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Research context  

This article is based on a doctoral thesis defended at the end of 2019 in Montreal, Quebec. 

This research was conducted as part of a joint supervision programme, benefiting from a 

dual foundation in different academic cultures: environmental geography at the Geode-

CNRS laboratory at the University of Toulouse 2 in France and the Centre for Research 

in Education and Formation on the Environment and Eco-citizenship at the University of 

Quebec in Montreal (UQAM) in Canada. 

A participatory request was developed among the researcher, his project and 

stakeholders from the municipality concerned. The request centred on the participatory 

dynamic; its political, democratic and social underpinnings; and the terms of the 

production and exchange of knowledge relating to the environment within the framework 

of sustainable development, as embodied by the Local Agenda 21 (LA21). The fieldwork 

was carried out in the central Pyrenees, in a rural area that was grappling with the 

geographical dynamics characteristic of territorial restructuring. One of these dynamics 

refers to the territorial reforms that have accumulated in recent decades. 

The research explored the dialogic nature of environmental knowledge within a 

territory in the central Pyrenees and considered environmental temporalities as well as 

systemic and retroactive relationships with the power to act. The inhabitants of these 

territories are increasingly called upon to participate in environmental issues (Barbier & 

Larrue, 2011; Blatrix, 2012; Blondiaux & Sintomer, 2002). On these occasions, various 

types of knowledge are shared in a dialogue among diverse participants. We considered 

these participants according to an ideal-typical research distribution: first, actors from a 

community of inhabitants and, second, experts from professional and academic circles 

mobilised for the LA21 project. The research sought to describe and better understand the 

process of constructing, mobilising and cross-fertilising environmental knowledge within 

a dialogical dynamic. It also sought to identify the issues that underpin the relationship 

between knowledge and power. Central to such issues, environmental temporalities play 

a decisive role that is worth considering, in terms of both the habitability of living 

territories grappling with environmental change and the development and consideration 

of citizen expertise. 

Methodology  

The main research design was a nested case study. Several territories at different scales 

were involved. However, constraints, linked unexpectedly in particular to the wave of 

territorial reforms that happened during the research period, forced us to refocus on a 

typical case study (Yin, 2009) in terms of what the participants expressed about territorial 

dialogue or, more specifically, our study of the dialogics of environmental knowledge. 

To meet the objectives of this research, we first analysed a variety of documents: the 

LA21 process log, the deliverables resulting from the implementation of LA21 by the 

consortium of consulting firms commissioned by the municipality, and a corpus of 

approximately fifty newspaper articles from the regional press. We also conducted 

interviews: eight with inhabitants involved to varying degrees in the LA21 initiative and 

nine interviews with key informants who were regular participants in the LA21 initiative 

and its implementation. In addition, we made a number of ethnographic observations. 

These observations took place on market days and gave rise to a number of occasional 

and informal interviews (16 observations spread over 3 years). Accompanied by 

occasional informal interviews, these ethnographic observations allowed us to overcome 

a significant limitation in data collection, namely, the inability to attend in person the 
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participatory sessions that took place six years prior to this research. From this 

perspective, the participatory sessions observed for the other cases in the intermunicipal 

area (with 14 interviews) initially planned as part of the nested case study fed into the 

dialogical analysis, providing a basis for comparison. This analysis of genuine dialogues 

after the LA21 project took place in circumstances raising territorial and environmental 

issues similar to those of the LA21 and its resulting methodology. 

The data analysis strategies combined a discourse analysis, particularly institutional 

discourse following documentary research (institutional and press documents), and shed 

light on the language games occurring among statements produced by the participants 

(interviews and direct observations, particularly of participatory dynamics). A thematic 

analysis and conceptual categories made it possible to categorise the way in which the 

environment is understood to be at stake. Notably, the thematic analysis focused on 

categories related to temporalities, particularly socioecological, including participatory 

and formative (for example, the timing of the LA21 process in institutional terms, its use 

in accelerating or slowing processes outside the participatory framework, and pre- and 

postprocess phases in relation to the deployment of learning experiences). Ethnographic 

observations also drew on a photographic approach inspired by methodological practices 

in geography (Michelin et al., 2005), which focused on the relationship that inhabitants-

actors have with socioecological realities, considered through the mediation of the 

spatiality of living in relation to environmental knowledge. The inhabitants-actors 

promoted an analysis of life plans for inhabiting the relevant mountain environments on 

the basis of categories and approaches in life stories drawn from the literature on adult 

education in relation to the life stages (Houde, 1999). This part of the research, which 

focuses on life plans and dwelling, is not included in this article. 

Key insights for established transitional projects  

This section discusses the main insights provided by the research conducted from the 

perspective of the dialogical dynamics of environmental knowledge and what such 

dialogics say about how institutionalised transitional projects relating to environmental 

issues unfold in life territories. 

Participation and the 'dialogue' of knowledges types subject to 
epistemological power  

LA21 aims to raise public awareness and provide training, share data and information, 

and establish a dialogue with inhabitants on land use diversification, intending to improve 

the quality of life and enhance local ecosystem-related resources (Thuillier et al., 2002). 

However, such an approach is challenging because of the time needed to persuade, 

raise awareness, train, engage and consult to ensure the sustainability of the approach. 

Nevertheless, with respect to involving local inhabitants in an environmental transition 

project, the ‘participatory imperative’ seemingly requires that priority be given to the 

constraints or timeframes involved in the emergence and development of citizens’ and 

inhabitants’ knowledge, which is experiential and rooted in the local context. However, 

this process depends on a democratic dialogue aimed at objectivity, a deliberative process 

that requires time. Notably, at the territorial level in France, there is a disconnect between 

the figure of the citizen - which is experienced more at the national level, particularly 

through the dynamics of elections - and the figure of the inhabitant, which remains 

confined to the local level (Neveu, 2011). This geographical disconnect and political 
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confinement are not without consequences for the relationship to environmental 

knowledge, which is consubstantially political. In the field, the implementation of the 

participatory approach is delegated to a consortium of consulting firms that apply a 

proven participatory methodology. This methodology is structured around two 

participatory forums (introductory and concluding) and five participatory workshops 

(three workshops designed to produce a ‘shared diagnosis’ and two ‘strategic’ workshops 

with a more communicational focus). The three ‘shared diagnosis’ workshops produced 

242 statements using the canonical SWOT method (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, 

and threats). We retained 100 statements identified as socioecological. This corpus 

illustrates the equivocal, even abstruse, nature of the sustainable development reference 

framework, which attempts to reconcile opposites. 

It is not possible here to report on all the results, but in general, the knowledge 

developed within the framework of the LA21 participatory approach remains highly 

framed, as do the participatory temporalities. Both are subject to composite, agenda-

driven and heteronomous timeframes as forms of prospective timeframes (Boutinet, 

2004), i.e., related to the implementation of the so-called ‘sustainable development’ 

territorial project. However, both attempt to synchronise the political temporalities at 

stake (the municipal team's term(s) of office, participatory moments relating to political 

opportunities, and the mobilisation of inhabitants). This ‘found time’ (temps trouvé) 

around the right problem spaces illustrates the territorial adjustment that is taking place 

in an attempt to synchronise territorial actors around the production and circulation of 

knowledge in the service of a transition subject to the reference framework of sustainable 

development (Robic & Mathieu, 2001; Thuillier et al., 2002). 

The UN Action 21 programme, designed to guide Local Agenda 21 initiatives, 

suggest that local authorities establish a dialogue with inhabitants, local organisations and 

private companies. The aim is to seek consultation and consensus to: 

 
enable local authorities to learn (s’instruire) through contact with the stakeholders and with 

local civic, community, commercial, and industrial associations and to obtain the 

information necessary for the development of the most appropriate strategies. As a result 

of the consensus-building process, households would become more conscious (conscients) 

of issues related to sustainable development. (UNCED, 1992, Chapter 28)  

 

This quote expresses the need for local authorities to establish a dialogue with inhabitants. 

From the perspective of an institutional discourse analysis, this excerpt reflects the 

ambiguity surrounding the purpose and nature of consultation. As Krieg-Planque (2012) 

notes, the vagueness or ambiguity that obscures the meaning is the aim of most 

institutional texts resulting from international agreements and other declarations. This 

vagueness does not reflect a problem with the statements but serves as a resource in terms 

of the scope of their interpretations. In this excerpt, the purpose of the dialogue is to obtain 

information for decision-makers and their strategies (learn [s’instruire] through contact 

with stakeholders), but in return, households become aware of sustainable development. 

The use of the verb learn (s’instruire) is paradoxical (direct and pronominal form in 

French). Its illocutionary value (the value of the statement insofar as it suggests 

interaction) is ambiguous and equivocal because of the interplay between two 

contradictory grammatical concessives from the perspective of ‘pedagogical 

intentionality’: learning (s’instruire) (as decision-makers) by teaching (en instruisant) 

(inhabitants about sustainable development). The verb suggests an ability to reconcile a 

diversity of recipient perspectives by speaking in veiled terms. According to Callon's 

typology (1998)3, such a text is structured imaginatively as a cross between an 

instructional model, which retains control and mastery of the message for its own benefit, 
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and a public debate model, which recognises the incompleteness of expertise and science 

as well as local knowledge; the latter remains doubly subject, epistemologically on the 

one hand, and, on the other hand, framed strictly by the design of the ‘territorial dialogue’. 

In it, we find epistemological power, defined by Foucault (2001) as ‘the power to extract 

knowledge from individuals and to extract knowledge about these individuals who are 

subject to scrutiny and already controlled by these different powers’ (p. 1487). 

At the outset of the process, the model of the coproduction of knowledge focused on 

dialogue emerges. A discussant seeks to produce knowledge on the basis of local 

knowledge, with relative confidence in competing perspectives. Unfortunately, a dialogic 

gradient (Lafitte, 2019, p. 220) known as the guided interview (l’entretien dirigé) 

dominates the exchanges, similar to the environmental knowing4 of authority known as 

‘pedagogical’ with strong academic roots. This process results in passive social learning 

(Glasser, 2007). Nevertheless, the resident participants remain impressed by the 

effectiveness of the methodology, despite the constraints imposed by the timeframe. 

The LA21 project is part of a restrictive agenda, mobilising educational and 

formative interventions according to different strategies of passivity (information, 

communication, awareness-raising, facilitation, visits, and meetings), often closely 

linked, for promotional purposes, to the reference framework of sustainable development. 

Notably, during the LA21 project, school children had to work on the framework 

reference to and ideology of sustainable development implemented through education for 

sustainable development. 

From the perspective of discourse analysis tools, communicability5 - understood as 

the development of a common, truly coconstructed meaning (model of knowledge 

coproduction) - is supplanted by communicativeness intended to ‘spread the word’ (faire 

savoir) about the virtues of the municipal project, which sets out the framework for 

sustainable development. In other words, the regional-level communication strategy of 

the first elected representative is based on the narrative of territorial action, in line with 

the ‘gesture’ of sustainable development, from a geopolitical perspective. 

Some inhabitants-actors involved in the participatory process denounced this 

communicative aim. The ‘deliberative imperative’ was perceived as falling within the 

scope of communicativeness subject to the paradigm of transmissive education, based on 

the knowledge deficit model, which has been widely questioned by the now longstanding 

work of Freire (1974) and, more recently, by Clover (2003). Some results of territorial 

actions, such as lighting heritage buildings with LED lamps, are denounced as being 

reduced to ‘cosmetic’ initiatives: 

 
That is it, Agenda 21, you end up putting up streetlights when you should be taking them 

down! When we realised that communication was the priority, we gave up. It is just 

greenwashing. So when we realise that this greenwashing logic is coming to our 

municipality, we are already so busy with other things! (Vb. Dan) (Lafitte, 2019, p. 725) 

 

This succinct statement reflects the disappointment felt by some regarding the investment 

in the LA21 initiative. Here, in terms of knowledge, the environmental label dominates 

in the service of a narrative of territorial action that showcases the municipality through 

its heritage developments (Lafitte, 2021). This cosmetic visibility presents a certain 

symbolic-normative contradiction between developmentalist and resource-based 

thinking, on the one hand, and socioecological imperatives, on the other hand. 

Indeed, one of the findings of this research and another study focused on 

environmental education and public policy (Lafitte & Sauvé, 2024) attests to the use of 

the ‘sustainable development’ framework as a discursive formation. Through a rich 

intertextuality that unfolds across different spatial scales, this formation establishes a 
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theoretical network that opens up a field of strategic possibilities. Classically, these 

essentially governmental and economistic possibilities carry a communicational 

discourse promoting, in particular, the development policy of the first elected official. 

Towards a transcoding of socioecological statements into governmental 
knowledge  

Although some of the knowledge verbalised by the inhabitants has fed into the LA21, it 

underwent a process of transcoding (transcodage) (Lascoumes, 1994), whereby the 

inhabitants’ statements were smoothed over and then reformulated as governmental 

knowledge according to a governmental rationality associated with a technoscientific 

rationality that determines truth according to a binary falsification regime (true/false): for 

example, an inventory of existing resources, various management plans, and statistical 

data. The intersection of these two rationalities ensures the legitimisation of knowledge. 

This approach focuses on the objectivity of so-called ‘facts’, dismissing the ‘subjective 

perceptions’ of the inhabitants expressed during participatory workshops as unreliable 

knowledge, at best auxiliary to technoscientific knowledge. Transcoding illustrates the 

instructional model and the public debat model that favour passive learning, despite the 

stated desire to legitimise experiential and lay knowledge, which is ultimately subject to 

scientific and technical ‘labelling’. In particular, the statements are rationalised and 

objective because of the ‘necessary’ reduction of statements for the purposes of territorial 

communication, which, through framing and formatting, reformulates statements to 

correspond to the hegemonic representations of the referential framework of sustainable 

development, which remains dominated largely by technoscientific knowledge. 

In accordance with the work of Lascoumes (1994), transcoding is conceived in 

relation to the legal formulation of public policies, which are based on social concerns 

and various social interests and are transposed into decisions or public action programmes 

and instruments designed to operationalise them (energy balance of municipal buildings, 

local renewable energy plan, sanitation plan, etc.). Such transposition also serves 

evaluation purposes; i.e., it promotes the development of judgements, diagnoses, and 

value comparisons. 

However, this transcoding has a derealising effect on the experience of the 

inhabitants-actors, who feel dispossessed of their knowledge and intentions, reduced to 

slogans or technocratic schemes whose meaning and objectifying horizon we understand, 

but which speak of a reductive technoscientific and bureaucratic world, projecting 

representations of space conceived (espace conçu) by expertise that no longer belongs to 

the inhabitants-actors, who have lived, experienced space of representations around 

which the inhabitants-actors know how to exchange and do things together, to borrow 

Lefebvre’s (1974) spatial dialectic. 

Of course, most citizens are not fooled by such a system and express this 

epistemological power at work: 

 
[...] and the lady who did her study with her PowerPoint presentation explains your life to 

you for two hours, ultimately beating around the bush, and by the end, you cannot take it 

anymore. That phase was truly unproductive and demotivating [...]. On the other hand, in 

my involvement with communities, if I have to do it, I will do it with a lot of hindsight. I 

will immediately be in an almost accounting-like analysis [...] (Vb.Da). (Lafitte, 2019, p. 

734) 

Given the institution involved, the aim was to extract knowledge rather than individuals' 

time per se; these citizens were aware of the strategy and the time-consuming process at 

work, particularly the associated pedagogical action, as this extract clearly shows. It 
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reveals a frustration and loss of motivation that translates into mistrust, expressed through 

an ‘accounting’ temporality of the civic work to come. 

However, some of the inhabitants considered that the writing of the project 

represented progress, a result, a memory: ‘At least it is good that it has been set in stone. 

These are not just empty words. It was written down. So it served as a ‘roadmap’ (Vb. 

Sa)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 654). A divide emerged around these temporalities, which some 

experienced as alienating; schizo-chronic, understood as a divide ‘due to excessive’ 

temporal pressure (Pineau, 2000); or a divisive temporality, in the sense that it divides the 

subject internally, which is where neoliberal governmentality manifests itself. For 

example, the inhabitants-actors participated in the LA21 initiative hoping for a 

participatory dialogue that would yield tangible socioecological outcomes, whilst 

acknowledging that they expected to be disappointed, a situation illustrated by 

participatory temporalities, or anticipating a whole range of relationships with nature 

expressed in a positive and forwards-looking way (winter walks in the forest), (not) 

experienced under the influence of socioeconomic time pressures. This cleavage adds to 

the demarcation between ‘lay’ and ‘scientific’ knowledge, illustrating the mechanisms of 

disciplining knowledge and individuals at work. In our case, these divisions characterise 

the ordering of territorial and environmental discourse and, ultimately, the understanding 

of the world by inhabitants whose knowledge remains subject to the reproduction of 

modernist divisions (inhabitant/citizen, nature/culture, elected/nonelected, 

development/environment). By reducing the plurality of possible options outside the 

established frame of reference derived from the inherited concept of sustainable 

development, for some inhabitants, this work amounts to an impoverishment of the world. 

The reference framework for transition is consistent with this approach, given the 

flexibility of its meanings and its technical roots in transition studies, as well as its 

historical and referential connection as a ‘transition to sustainable development’ 

(Brundtland & CMED, 1987). The reference framework for transition seems destined to 

reproduce certain models of knowledge, ranging from the instructional model (modèle de 

l’instruction publique), based on the deficit model, to the public debate model, in the best 

case scenario, to mobilise the knowledge of the concerned inhabitants and citizens in the 

service of technoscientific epistemological power. However, through ‘transition 

initiatives’, the environmental transition experienced movements of knowledge 

production and circulation that were less constrained by framed and framing 

temporalities. Furthermore, these transition initiatives, some examples of which will be 

discussed in the following section, outline a dialogical dynamic of environmental 

knowledge that considers the formative temporalities of interreflection, according to 

Honoré’s (1977) work on adult education6. The participants discussed shared experiences 

with strong territorial roots and mobilised other frames of reference that were distant from 

established frameworks (for example, social ecology, political ecology, and degrowth). 

These initiatives are closer to the model of knowledge coproduction. 

The challenge of considering temporalities  

Given the socioeconomic dynamics we face, environmental issues must consider 

environmental temporalities. Such issues require, at the very least, a rapid environmental 

transition, which means prioritising educational timelines, especially by the adults 

responsible for these issues. 
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The challenge of temporalities during the dialogue on environmental 
knowledge  

Two significant events took place as part of the LA21’s territorial and participatory 

project. These events lie at the fruitful intersection of temporalities and formation and 

attest to a certain kaïric (de)synchronisation in the service of producing alternative 

circulating knowledge. Indeed, although chronos refers to the idea of continuity within a 

linear and objectified temporality, measurable according to rational thought, kairos 

references the ability to seize the right opportunity, the critical and significant moment in 

lived experience and action; it is the moment or sequence of moments that establishes 

meaning. We believe these moments are of interest in relation to questions concerning 

the implementation of transitional socioecological projects. 

The first moment occurred at the end of the first participatory workshop, which was 

part of the ‘shared diagnosis’ sequence producing statements for the LA21 project. The 

‘citizen working group’ (GTAL) participating in the process delegated to the consortium 

of consulting firms was composed of approximately twenty people, with a balance 

between men and women aged 25 to 65, including two municipal elected officials as well 

as people representing the socioeconomic and associative fabric of the municipal 

territory. 

We draw on our analytical framework, which notably incorporates discourse analysis 

and the work inspired by the philosopher of language Jacques (1985, 1987), to 

characterise the first participatory workshop as a monodialogic dynamic, marked by a low 

dialogical gradient characterised by the modality of the presentation (l’exposé) (Lafitte, 

2019). Participatory temporality was curtailed by a predominantly monological discursive 

temporality, as evidenced by the report of the second participatory workshop: ‘the 

working group did not express its views on these subjects, which are therefore addressed 

in this workshop (LA21-c.r.GTAL2)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 463). In the instituted agenda-

driven temporality, the time allocated for the first workshop was insufficient for 

interreflection, which would have led to persuasive shared statements. Following this 

setback in the literal sense of the term (against the significant temporality), GTAL 

members met in the evening, outside the framed and framing time for the participatory 

process, between the two participatory workshops of the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. 

At the end of an evening meeting, the inhabitants-actors finalised the statements 

initially planned for the first workshop on the theme of ‘Patrimonies’. Table 1 summarises 

and categorises the criteria of the analytical strategy implemented by the consortium of 

consulting firms (weaknesses/opportunities) to organise the socioecological statements 

that emerged from the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. This agenda was compiled after the event 

by the researcher. It highlights the citizen expertise that expresses an alternative agenda 

centred on the idea of the commons. 

 

Table 1: An alternative agenda focused on the idea of the commons (author’s own table) 

  

SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL STATEMENTS FOR THE THEME OF HERITAGE 

Weaknesses 

-  Little organic farming 

-  Lack of private forest management 

-  No scientific monitoring of the forest (fauna and flora) 

- Clumsy and uncoordinated reintroduction of a predator (bear)  
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Opportunities 

- Development of organic farming 

- Raising awareness among private forest owners about working collectively (en 

commun) 

- Forming an association of forest owners  

- Sale of property by the Domaines  

- Pooling technical resources (en commun) to combat agricultural decline 

- Improving wildlife management and implementing technical measures to maintain 

the area (hedges, ferns) 

 

The statements produced during this interim period are the result of participation outside 

of the established public arena, from which we can draw several conclusions: 

 

a) These statements, which are mainly socioecological in nature, refocus the very 

broad theme of ‘patrimonies’ on environmental issues that target challenges and 

solutions that, for the most part, are specific to this territory. These results 

demonstrate the value of the participants’ shared experience, which is gained 

from their daily lives in their local area. This shared experience is significant in 

terms of use value and even the concrete work undertaken, which is made 

meaningful by the intelligibility of the relationship with the world that these 

situated practices allow, bringing words and actions closer together. This result 

attests to the relevance of the use of their environmental knowledge, which in 

this research is developed in a fully dialogical manner, as it incorporates a 

formative phase of interreflection. This formative interim period encourages the 

expression of citizen expertise related to the use of the living environment. 

b) The educational dynamic of socioecological ‘awareness-raising’ targets concrete 

actions, reflecting the willingness of the workshop inhabitants to share and 

deepen their socioecological knowledge, particularly procedural (how to do it) 

and conditional (under what conditions and in what circumstances). The 

formative approach is intended to be rooted in the socioecological and contextual 

realities of the inhabitants’ living environment. 

c) These statements benefited from the interreflexivity of the inhabitants involved 

in the participatory workshops. They not only suggest original and locally 

relevant solutions but also give pride of place to knowledge-sharing procedures 

(lack of scientific monitoring of the forest), raising awareness among private 

forest owners about working collaboratively (en commun). They contain critical 

reflections (clumsy reintroduction of bears without deliberation or the lack of 

private forest management) and practices that are highly significant at the local 

level (pooling of technical resources and knowledge on the socioecological areas 

concerned or the grouping of forest owners into associations). 

 

However, statements focused deliberately on the idea of working collaboratively (en 

commun), whether in terms of environmental management or raising awareness among 

forest owners, were recoded by the consortium of consulting firms into vague, even 

abstruse statements, for example, in the second part of the following statement: ‘wildlife 

management and awareness-raising among users of the area’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 464). In 

the statement ‘raising awareness among private forest owners about working 

collaboratively (en commun)’ (Lafitte, 2019, p. 464), the section on working 

collaboratively (en commun), which described the nature of awareness-raising, was 
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omitted. However, the issue of land abandonment (enfrichement) remains a major 

environmental challenge in these areas but is rarely perceived by nonlocals. Combating 

such abandonment guarantees access to and development of mountainous and forested 

areas, raising several issues related to their inhabits. Environmental issues need to be 

considered and ‘experienced’ locally through territorial roots. Doing so contributes to the 

establishment of a radical imaginary around significant practices held in common of a 

socioecological nature that are empirically valid. Significance opens onto the act of 

signifying (signum fieri), understood by the philosopher of language, Jacques (1987), as 

using a sign or a sequence of signs to refer to a meaning about a world to be expressed. 

That which is significant produces intelligibility, illuminates something in the world 

(heuristics of meaning). Significant practices, a concept inspired by, for example, the 

work of sociologist Freitag (2011), carry within them ‘objectification relationships’ with 

a view to using a given object in a way that society has practised historically and 

socioculturally. In this respect, significant practices support a world to be expressed. 

However, they challenge ways of living and existing that are dominated by individualistic 

temporalities and governed by the idea of private property that regulates the current 

democratic experience. The spatiality of rural dwellings is often centred on privately 

owned homes, which both shape and are shaped by the rhythms of daily life. This property 

right lies at the heart of democratic rights, although it has questions and challenges. When 

a private home is used for agricultural activities, and all the more so in the context of 

neopeasant farming, the relationship with property can take on a more collective 

dimension. 

We mention a second significant event that occurred during the LA21 participatory 

process and echoes the first event mentioned above. It took place after the first strategic 

workshop7, following the dissatisfaction of certain members with the approach, namely, 

its instrumental dimension for the purposes of communication in the service of the 

ideological project of sustainable development. The inhabitants-actors remained 

frustrated by the effects of the process on the real consideration of ecological concerns. 

Therefore, some inhabitants proposed to the first elected representative and, more 

broadly, to the municipal council, meeting outside the participatory timeframe of LA21 

and a process of citizen empowerment. We refer to other articles that have detailed the 

event and its interpretation (Lafitte, 2021, 2023). In particular, this proposal involves 

establishing a citizens’ association to monitor the actual implementation of the project. 

However, it failed for reasons related to the complex monitoring and the necessary 

institutional support, the timing of the various actors and the difficult convergence of 

interests, as well as because of the logic of real or overinterpreted instrumentalisation. 

Ultimately, these two events bear witness to wholly political kairos moments. They 

are part of a participatory and discursive temporality that is both framed and framing, 

following a chronology established by agenda-driven temporalities. The political 

dimension is revealed by the emergence of a setback: the temporal frustration of the first 

workshop concerning its instrumental modalities and the delay in the agenda-driven 

temporality with respect to the output expected at the end of the process. 

The inhabitants-actors were able to seize or provoke a formative opportunity to create 

meaning from their interexperience, expressing a ‘power-to-be’ and a ‘need-to-form’ – in 

this case, a collective of inhabitant-citizens – according to the work of Honoré. The 

inhabitants-actors were able to turn this setback into a liberating ‘meantime’, allowing for 

the autonomous production of true socioecological knowledge. The interlocutive context 

of the utterance (what is said about) surrounding the production of fully socioecological 

statements (what the participants allow themselves to say) with a view to transition attests 

to a way of environmental knowing known as the community project, according to the 
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typology of Sauvé and Garnier (2000). However, in the French context, it seems 

appropriate to translate this effort as a ‘territorial project’ (Lafitte, 2021). 

Some formative temporal perspectives in environmental adult education 
(EAE)  

The participatory approach of the LA21 project was marked by timeframes set by and 

framed within the reference framework of sustainable development and functioning as a 

discursive formation. The rules governing discourse give rise to a frame of reference, 

which, according to Foucault, work to ‘frame’ the statements that arise through acts of 

enunciation subject to a certain theoretical network that opens up a field of strategic 

possibilities. However, this discursive formation of sustainable development triggers a 

veritable chronosophy, which Pomian defines as a questioning turned towards the future, 

a way of thinking about time that ‘claims to lead to lead to answers that allow us to 

represent it truthfully, if not in minute detail, then at least in broad terms’ (Pomian, 1990, 

p. V). In this context, the aim was to continue the development process, tempered by a 

few marginal environmental concerns. However, communicative temporalities that 

display a rapport with pedagogical (rapport au savoir pédagogiste) knowledge backed by 

a so-called environmental label representation that does not fool the inhabitants-actors 

have their limits. Here, one of the avenues for EAE could be a critical analysis, form a 

communication perspective, of this mobilisation of the environment as a type of branding 

(Lafitte, 2021). Of course, such a critical perspective can also serve a positive, pro-

environmental approach. Indeed, too often, EAE falls back on simple everyday gestures 

with little critical transformative scope. 

To overcome the limitations of communication based on framed and framing times 

serving dynamics, top-down educational efforts and backed by an authoritative way of 

knowing, known as pedagogism, the inhabitants-actors have given themselves 

empowering training periods, with a dual formative structure: On the one hand, these 

periods act as condition for the production of fully assumed knowledge requiring 

formative temporalities that allow the chrono-formative cycle to be completed, from the 

temporalities of reaction to those of interlocutory interreflection. This formative situation 

influenced the intended effects of meaning radically and served as a formative temporality 

that could be ruined by excessive slowness or haste. On the other hand, through feedback, 

these formative times become the object of an instituting and no less formative praxis, 

which radically questioned the established temporality of the LA21 project and the 

communicational instrumentalisation of the participatory approach. 

In this respect, according to the critical thinker Castoriadis (1990), society, as 

something that is always already instituted (in this research, the participatory workshops 

of the territorial project LA21), is self-created and capable of self-alteration (here, the 

‘alternative’ proposals of the inhabitants-actors), a work of the radical institutionalising 

imagination (the call for an ecological transition by the commons) that ‘must become’ 

(fait être) an instituted society and a social imaginary each time it is particularised (in this 

case, the territorial project within a participatory LA21 approach). In this context, the use 

and experience of the duration granted to formative reflection as well as the dialogical 

and collaborative processes are prerequisites for the production of democratic 

socioecological statements focused on the commons. These formative temporalities 

related to environmental issues, which are territorially anchored but universal in terms of 

the socioecological problems they raise, are part of a formative individual and collective 

deliberation: a paideia (Castoriadis, 1990). The paideia is defined as ‘the (always social) 

formation of individuals who have internalised both the necessity of the law and the 
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possibility of questioning it, interrogation, reflexivity and the capacity for deliberation, 

freedom and responsibility’ (Castoriadis, 1990, p. 171). 

Indeed, the formative dynamics mentioned above, which crystallised around the 

alternative LA21 and its socioecological statements, can be interpreted as an educational 

endeavour, a praxis that includes socioecological formative times. This socioecological 

praxis is oriented towards the public sphere in the sense of elevating the individual and 

their interests towards a common mindset, a transformative vision of the territory based 

on building a political community around the desire to question the structural 

contradictions of the current development trajectory, which is eminently problematic, and 

its necessary onto-socioecological redirection. 

According to Reed et al. (2010), social learning occurs when three conditions are 

met:  

 
(1) demonstrate that a change has occurred in the understanding of the individuals involved, 

(2) demonstrate that this change goes beyond the individual and occurs within larger social 

units or communities of practice, and (3) occur through interactions and social processes 

between actors within a social network. (Reed et al., 2010, p. 1) 

 

All three conditions have been met. However, with respect to socioecological learning, 

the question of effectiveness in real and territorial manifestations is crucial. The 

effectiveness of such learning is real, and although LA21 has played a role, it remains 

difficult to characterise. The socioecological impact remains uncertain, particularly in 

terms of time. 

Nevertheless, paideia at work reveals the tensions that citizens experience when they 

construct the political problem discussed here under constraints. In France, the knowledge 

of citizens and that of inhabitants is disconnected, and the legitimacy of such knowledge 

is formed in different ways. At the local level, legitimacy is derived from the inhabitants, 

but the instituted project exists within a national framework, a political level that tends to 

deny the local and civic expertise of inhabitants. Truncated deliberation challenges 

institutionally established technical solutions derived from inherited thinking, based on 

techno-rational or logical-formal knowledge. Such solutions dominate the alternative 

agenda and its knowledge based on socioecological normativity. They impose themselves 

through a transcoding based on the reference framework of sustainable development, 

supported by genres ranging from the institutional (specifically, elected representatives 

and officials municipal) to that influenced by actors deploying their neoliberal practices 

(the consortium of consulting firms applying the reference framework of sustainable 

development via a neomanagerial methodology, a ‘governance’ discourse, and 

stakeholder theory, which define the institutional mode). In this respect, the observed 

transcoding and formative limits express the dominant mode of the reproduction of social 

relations and regulation of practices whose developmentalist normativity and resource 

bases are radically questioned here. This research questions the significance of the 

statements technically produced, which contain no guarantee that actions will result. 

Issues relating to the formative temporalities of environmental questions now weigh on 

our consciences as supports for a discursive memory at the risk of being forgotten. 

Conclusion  

The article sheds light on some research findings related to a reference framework for 

environmental transition that existed but that had not yet been established: the term used 

was ‘transition to sustainable development’. Nevertheless, the findings shed light on the 
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challenges of socioecological transition projects, whether territorial projects or transition 

initiatives, at different scales. In addition to presenting the institutional transition 

initiative known as the LA21 territorial project and some characteristics of the dialogue 

of environmental knowledge in practice, the insights gained from the research focus on 

significant transitional practices, considering the challenges of training and 

environmental temporalities, including socioecological formative temporalities. 

Indeed, in the investigated context, the relationships among environmental 

temporalities and the aims of socioecological transformation and formativity seem to play 

a decisive role. Although the idea of transition, in all of its vagueness, implies change, 

the nature of this change remains at question if not undefinable. This research intends the 

change to be radical, calling into question the very roots of the regulatory mode of 

planning practices and the reproduction of social relations that relies on resource-based 

and sustainable development but that contains certain contradictions and tensions, which 

seem almost inevitable in a capitalist socioeconomic and politicocultural system that 

retains a neoliberal rationality that tends to colonise omnipresent public institutions. 

Such questions about the suggested shift in practices are generally a fruitful 

contribution to the local community and beyond, particularly through the aim of creating 

the commons. Institutional trade-offs and their often alienating temporalities constitute a 

challenge. Socioecological formative practices seem to be those that ultimately ensure 

that transitional goals are met sustainably. Adult education on environmental issues might 

shed some light on this subject, provided that it assumes its critical, democratic role and 

is used for the betterment of political expression, which is linked intrinsically to 

environmental issues. 

These elements from our research on the production and circulation of 

socioecological knowledge seem to be suitable guidelines for the current deployment of 

the reference framework for environmental transition: on the one hand, in view of the 

expected instrumental abuses that the transition inherits, and, on the other hand, within 

the limits revealed by this research, particularly in terms of the insufficient consideration 

given to environmental temporalities, including socioecological formative temporalities. 

Notes  

1  We consider the dialogical dynamics of environmental knowledge as a form knowing (rapport au 

savoir) that necessarily involves the intersectorality of knowledge (dialogue des savoirs) between 

scientific and practical sectors, the latter of which are a priori ‘nonscientific’. The concept 

corresponds to the evolution of a relationship articulating the relationship to oneself (reflective 

internal dialogue), the relationship to others (dialogical relationship) and a relationship to the world 

(relationship of significance), implying a ‘world to be told’. 
2  Understood as experience, the action of duration in and through human and nonhuman actors within 

societies and biophysical realities (experiences and action of duration, intrinsic to biophysical 

realities) and for humans only, until proven otherwise, and the concerns and ways of living involving 

the construction of time, intended to create an understanding of the evolving relationships between 

ecosystems, societies and individuals (Lafitte, 2019). 
3  This typology outlines three models of knowledge construction and exchange: the instructional 

model (le modèle de l’instruction publique), the public debate model and the knowledge 

coproduction model. The typology falls within the theoretical framework of ‘technical’ and 

procedural democracy, which is part of the sociology of translation (Akrich et al., 2013). Each model 

combines in a specific way the nature of the knowledge developed, its complementarities, the terms 

of cooperation between specialists and lay people, and the conditions for the effectiveness and 

legitimacy of the decisions taken (Lafitte, 2019, Appendix A). 
4  The subject is a way of knowing that shapes our relationship with the world, with ourselves and with 

others. It is a creative process of knowledge driven by a search for meaning in relation to values, 

involving an individual (or a group) and the processes or products of knowledge. For the purposes 
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of our research, we identified four (4) types of way of knowing: dialogical, authoritarian, existential 

and formative, and practical through inhabiting (Lafitte, 2019, p. 248). 
5  ‘Communicativeness’ refers to the passive sense of communication, with the idea of communicating 

something to someone, as opposed to ‘communicability’, which refers to a condition of possibility 

for interaction and understanding of meaning, that is, communicating with someone, beyond the 

simple transmission of information from one organism to another and without prejudging the 

message produced. 
6  Honoré (1977) proposes four formative temporalities in his theory: reactive, reflexive, reflective, 

and interreflective. Formativity is the human faculty of formation that emphasises the temporal, 

critical and existential purpose of the act of formation. 
7  Two strategic participatory workshops followed the three workshops of the ‘shared diagnosis’ phase. 

The ‘strategic phase’ defined the challenges and strategic priorities of the Agenda 21 territorial 

project. 
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Authors/year/country Sample/age Target Methodology Results Conclusions 

Villar, F., & 

Celdrán, M. (2014) 

Spain 

4559 

participants. 

More women 

than men, exact 

number not 

specified. 

60-74 years old. 

To examine reasons and barriers for 

the participation of older Spanish 

adults in non-degree educational 

programmes. 

Quantitative, 

EADA survey 

analysis 

Expressive motivations, such as personal interest, fun 

and socialisation, were the most common (76.1%). 

Practical instrumental motivations, mentioned by 

61.9% of participants. Work-related instrumental 

motivations were more frequent among people who 

were still working (20.6%). The most common 

barriers to participation were internal, such as age or 

health restrictions. 

The work proposes a greater emphasis on 

the practical applicability of what is 

taught. Internal barriers are key factors 

limiting participation. Education policies 

need to consider these factors to promote 

participation in non-formal educational 

activities. 

Villar, F., Pinazo, 

S., Triadó, C., 

Cldrán, M., & Solé, 

C. (2010) 

Spain 

321 participants. 

58.6% female 

55-86 years old. 

To explore why older adults enrol in 

university programs (UPOP) and the 

benefits they perceive, as well as to 

compare how student profiles, 

motivations, and perceived benefits 

differ between two distinct models 

of university programs for older 

adults in Spain. 

Quantitative, 

cross-

sectional, and 

comparative. 

Older adults participated in university programs 

mainly for cognitive and expressive reasons, valuing 

psychological and social benefits like personal 

satisfaction, joy, and friendships. Motivations were 

similar across program models, though student 

profiles differed by age, gender, and weekly hours. 

Lower education predicted higher motivation, while 

older age and more program hours predicted greater 

perceived benefits. 

Older adults join university programs 

mainly for intrinsic reasons, gaining 

psychological and social benefits. 

Program type has little effect, while those 

with lower education are the most 

motivated and benefit most. 

Xiong, J., & Zuo, 

M. (2019) 

China 

89 participants. 

71.9% female 

60 years and 

older. 

To identify and classify older adults’ 

learning motivations in MOOCs and 

to examine how these motivations 

differ by age group (‘younger-old’ 

vs. ‘older-old’) and gender. 

Mixed 

methods 

Six main motivations were identified among older 

adults in MOOCs: problem-solving (most popular), 

knowledge acquisition, cognitive improvement, 

enjoyment, helping others, and social interaction. 

Younger-old adults (60–74) were more motivated by 

problem-solving, while older-old adults (75+) 

prioritized knowledge acquisition. Men were more 

motivated by knowledge acquisition and social 

interaction, whereas women were more motivated by 

enjoyment. 

Older adults’ motivations in MOOCs are 

diverse and age- and gender-dependent, 

with cognitive improvement as a 

distinctive factor. Younger-old adults 

focus on practical problems, while older-

old adults learn for pleasure, highlighting 

the need for tailored course design. 
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Abstract  

For over two decades, quality has been a central and widely debated issue in lifelong 

learning. Drawing on a comparative study grounded in qualitative, reconstructive social 

research, this article examines organizational problems implementing quality 

development within adult education organisations. The analysis reveals two core 

problems: first, the organization’s own infrastructure can become an obstacle; second, 

quality development itself may generate new difficulties rather than solely resolving 

existing ones. The article reconstructs how adult education organizations navigate these 

problems in practice. By highlighting the interplay between quality initiatives and 

organizational structures, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of the 

complexities inherent in implementing quality development. 

 

Keywords : qualitative research, grounded theory, expert interviews, quality 

development, organisational problems   

 

 

Introduction  

This paper1 examines core organisational problems in implementing quality development 

within adult education organisations in Germany from the perspective of practitioners. 

The focus lies on organisational features and processes that, in everyday practice, prove 

‘tricky’ or fail to ‛run smoothly’ in the context of quality work and that, from a scientific 

standpoint, fall short of organisational expectations and appear open to modification. 

Since the 1990s, quality has been a major concern in German adult education (e.g., 

Gnahs, 1999; Klieme & Tippelt, 2008) and has also gained prominence in international 

debates (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2019). Beyond adult education, 



[326]      Kilinc  

however, quality has become a key issue across all sectors of lifelong learning – from 

early childhood and school education to social work and higher education (e.g., Betz et 

al., 2025; Gogolin & Lenzen, 2014; Helmke et al., 2000; Kilinc, 2025; Klieme & Tippelt, 

2008). This applies not only to the scientific discourse, educational policy, and research 

but also to pedagogical practice. For instance, a comparative study on professional groups 

and organisations in education identified quality – along with consulting, education, 

resource-related complaints, and cooperation – as one of five concepts relevant across all 

educational organisations (Nittel & Tippelt, 2019). However, individual educational 

sectors are scarcely aware of this commonality: they continue to pursue field-specific 

quality debates without reference to corresponding discussions in other sectors (e.g., Esch 

et al., 2006; Gnahs & Quilling, 2019; Sekretariat der Kultusministerkonferenz, 2016). 

Accordingly, research must address not only the educational system as a whole but also 

its subfields in order to determine the specific significance of quality in each context. 

This article focuses on two aspects of quality development in adult education: the 

experiences of those implementing quality development and the organisational problems 

encountered. The rationale for this approach stems from the researcher’s professional 

background in coordinating organisational and quality development processes within a 

pedagogical organisation, where quality work proved to be far from ‘smooth’. Reports 

from other practitioners suggest that this a not an isolated case but a widespread issue in 

educational organisations (e.g., Feldmann, 2006). Thus, practical experience provided the 

initial impetus for the study, which also addresses a gap in research, as organisational 

problems in quality development practice have received little scholarly attention to date 

(e.g., Altrichter, 2000 or Merchel, 2013). 

This lack of attention does not imply that quality as a category, or related procedures 

such as quality assurance, development, and management, have gone unchallenged. On 

the contrary, they have been met with scepticism in scientific and policy debates. Early 

discussions in adult education, for example, questioned whether a concept rooted in 

industry and the economy could be applied meaningfully to education. Resistance was 

also based on the argument that responsibility for quality cannot rest with organisations 

alone, since learners – as co-producers – shape teaching and learning processes as well 

(Aust & Schmidt-Hertha, 2012; Töpper, 2012). Other argued that quality management 

was merely a new tool for public cost-cutting (e.g., Aust & Schmidt-Hertha, 2012; further 

examples for a critical reflexion on quality development, see e.g., Käpplinger, 2017 or 

Käpplinger et al., 2018).  

Furthermore, the focus of this article is on the quality development process itself and 

the lived experience of practitioners. The guiding assumption is that measurable effects 

and consequences of quality development cannot be adequately understood without 

reconstructing this insight (Andersson & Muhrman, 2024). Therefore, this article 

positions itself within a balanced discourse on quality in adult education, encompassing 

both studies on the effectiveness of quality development (e.g., Hartz, 2011; Käpplinger, 

2017) and research that seeks to illuminate its processes (e.g., Koscheck & Reuter, 2020; 

Reuter et al., 2020; Käpplinger, 2025).2 

Research context: Quality discussion in adult education in Germany  

Any attempt to reconstruct the discourse on quality in adult education should begin with 

the considerations summarized by Meisel: ‘The discourse on quality assurance, quality 

management, and quality development has been conducted at different levels, taken up 

from different perspectives, and consequently accentuated differently in terms of content’ 

(Meisel, 2008, p. 109-110, translation by author). 
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In the 1970s, the discussion was largely shaped by input-oriented approaches. In this 

view, the identification and evaluation of quality were primarily linked to infrastructural 

conditions, rendering the definition of quality criteria a central prerequisite for quality 

development (Balli et al., 2002; Weiß, 2006). A prominent manifestation of this 

orientation was the enactment of the Law for the Protection of Participants in Distance 

Learning (Gesetz zum Schutz der Teilnehmer am Fernunterricht) in 1977, which obliged 

providers of e-learning courses and distance learning to demonstrate compliance with 

legally defined quality standards (Stiftung Warentest, 2008). 

Other authors, however, interpret this legal regulation and related initiatives as 

evidence that the early quality discourse was not confined to infrastructural aspects, but 

rather centred on the pedagogical relationship between instructors and learners. Within 

this interpretative horizon, quality development appears closely intertwined with 

professionalization (e.g., Gnahs, 1999; Schmidt-Hertha, 2025). As Meisel notes, ‘Efforts 

to improve the quality of adult education’ were ‘not always associated with the concept 

of quality. Rather, quality-related efforts were linked to efforts toward 

professionalization’ (2008, p. 110, translation by author). Against this backdrop, the 

subsequent assessment by Balli, Krekel, and Sauter appears consistent: from the 1980s 

onwards, the discourse increasingly shifted to outcome-oriented perspectives, with 

greater emphasis on exam results and the implementation of degree-oriented measures as 

indicators of high quality (Balli et al., 2002; Weiß, 2006). 

In 2002, a report by the German Federal Court of Audit (Bundesrechnungshof) – an 

independent supreme federal authority responsible for auditing the federal government’s 

budgetary and economic management in terms of compliance and efficiency – identified 

significant inefficiencies within the Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für 

Arbeit). As a consequence, the allocation of public funds to adult education became 

contingent upon the external certification of both providers and programs (Gnahs, 2005). 

To operationalize this requirement, the Recognition and Admission Ordinance on Adult 

Education (Anerkennungs- und Zulassungsverordnung Weiterbildung, AZWV) was 

enacted in 2004 (Hartz, 2011; Töpper, 2012) and later replaced in 2012 by the 

Accreditation and Admission Ordinance on Employment Promotion (Akkreditierungs- 

und Zulassungsverordnung Arbeitsförderung, AZAV). Since then, providers offering 

programs subsidized by the Federal Employment Agency (e.g., training vouchers) have 

been required to obtain AZAV accreditation at both the organizational and programmatic 

levels. Importantly, while the AZAV stipulates ‘requirements for QMS (quality 

management systems), it does not prescribe a specific model and thus cannot itself be 

regarded as a QMS, despite occasional misconceptions in practice’ (Ambos et al., 2018, 

p. 11, translation by author). 

This distinction has gained increasing relevance in recent debates, as adult education 

today operates within a landscape characterized by a multiplicity of QMS, each with 

distinct emphases, operational logics, and epistemological underpinnings (e.g., Hartz & 

Aust, 2024). Consequently, ‘transparency is not in sight’ (Stiftung Warentest, 2008, 

translation by author). While some models – such as EFQM3 and the ISO model4 – 

originate in the economic sector and emphasize efficiency and standardization, others 

have been specifically developed by providers and professional associations for the field 

of adult education. A prominent example of the latter is the Learner-Oriented Quality 

Certification in Adult Education and Training (Lernerorientierte Qualitätstestierung in 

der Aus-, Fort- und Weiterbildung, LQW) (Zech & Dehn, 2021). 

In light of these developments, the discourse no longer revolves around whether 

quality development should be pursued in adult education, but rather how it should be 

conceived and implemented. Current practices confirm this shift: the wb-monitor study 
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of 2017 found that 80% of adult education organisations employ a QMS, with 8% even 

maintaining dual or multiple certifications (Ambos et al., 2018). 

Definition of key concepts  

In the context of this article, two categories are of central relevance: quality and 

organisational problems. The discussion begins with the concept of quality. Within the 

scholarly discourse, a considerable plurality of definitions can be identified, which 

underlines the necessity of systematic categorisation (Nittel & Kilinc, 2020). A frequently 

cited typology in this regard was proposed by Lee Harvey and Diana Green (1993), who 

distinguish five principal understandings of quality: (a) exceptional, (b) perfection or 

consistency, (c) fitness for purpose, (d) value for money, and (e) transformation. 

The present article draws upon the lexical definition of quality, according to which 

the term refers to the composition or constitution of an entity (Pfeifer, 1986/2021). This 

understanding can be traced back to Aristotle, who conceptualised quality as composition 

and included it among the ten categories through which being can be described (Aristotle, 

2006). From this lexical perspective, quality does not denote the value of something 

(Zech, 2015). In both everyday language and academic debate, however, the term is 

frequently employed in a normative sense: references to quality often imply not merely 

descriptive attributes but an attribution of positive value, that is, an implicit judgment of 

‘goodness’ (Egetenmeyer & Käpplinger, 2011; Zech, 2015). 

Quality is not static; rather it is subject to change. Such modification is quality 

development. Importantly, quality development does not necessarily imply improvement, 

since evaluative judgments are always contingent upon context and perspective. Within 

processes of quality development, individual features of an organisation are newly 

introduced or modified. These changes can always be objectively identified and, in many 

cases, measured, although they are not invariably labelled as quality development (Spahn 

et al., 2019). In the pedagogical domain quality development primarily concerns the 

infrastructure of educational services, while it does not directly affect individual or 

collective casework. It is therefore necessary to distinguish quality development from 

professionalization, which refers to the process of competence- and knowledge-based 

qualification of individuals (Nittel & Seltrecht, 2008). 

In contrast, quality management, as employed in this article, denotes all procedures 

that continuously and systematically establish, assess and influence quality. Crucially, 

quality management necessarily entails an element of external evaluation, specifically in 

the form of organisational certification. Unlike quality development, quality management 

is used across organisations; rather, it presupposes external scrutiny, as purely self-

evaluation cannot be considered quality management. In practice, quality management is 

typically operationalised through the implementation of quality management systems 

(QMS). 

Turning to the second central concept, organisational problems, it is important to 

note that their definition remains an almost unaddressed gap within social sciences. 

Therefore, the study’s foundation was the concept of problem. Etymologically, the term 

problema entered the German language in the sixteenth century via Latin (problēma) and 

Greek (próblēma), where it denoted an ‘obstacle, difficulty, posed (scientific) task, or 

presented question’ (Pfeifer, 1986/2021, p. 1045). In lexical terms, a problem thus refers 

to a ‘difficult-to-answer question, [a] challenging, yet unresolved task, issue, or difficulty’ 

(p. 1045). 

The present article adopts Karl Raimund Popper’s definition of a problem. 

According to Popper (1994/1996), problems are understood as disappointments of 
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expectations. This definition underscores the significance not only of successful problem-

solving but also of failed attempts, as failures may generate new expectations. In contrast 

to a widespread tendency in the social sciences to focus primarily on problem-solution, 

Popper’s approach highlights the epistemic value of failure within the problem-solving 

process. Furthermore, his definition emphasises that expectations are always situated: 

their validity is contingent upon social, temporal, and spatial contexts, which are therefore 

crucial for identifying and addressing problems. 

Popper’s definition is broad and not pre-structured into dimensions or subcategories. 

This openness was essential for the empirical analysis, since it was the objective of the 

original study to identify organisational problems inductively from the data – and, in 

accordance with the principles of Grounded Theory, to avoid imposing an external 

analytical grid. It allowed the empirical material to guide the identification and 

differentiation of organisational problems, whereas more pre-grained differentiated 

conceptualisations, such as Schreyögg’s notion of generic problems (Schreyögg & 

Geiger, 2024), would have risked pre-structuring the data and constraining the emergence 

of categories. Popper’s concept, therefore, provided the foundation for the identification 

and description of organisational problems. 

Method 

Regarding the methodological design of the original study – and thus also of this article 

– it is important to note that organisational problems were not the starting point of the 

expert interviews (Meuser & Nagel, 1991) with organisational managers. Instead, the 

focus was placed on quality development within the organisations. First, organisational 

problems arising in the implementation of quality development could only be 

meaningfully explored if the organisation-specific ways of dealing with quality were 

captured as a contextual background. Second, directly asking about organisational 

problems would likely have prompted informants to frame a wide range of issues under 

the umbrella of quality, including aspects that may, from a scientific perspective, rather 

belong to other domains such as staff professionalisation or organisational development. 

Similarly, issues not perceived as problems by the organisations themselves would have 

been difficult to identify. 

For these reasons, the interviews began with open questions about the organisation’s 

quality development (e.g., ‘What can you tell me about the quality of your organisation?’, 

‘How do you plan quality development?’, ‘Why did you choose to work on quality?’). 

They then moved to a broader discussion about quality (e.g., ‘What do you know about 

quality development in other educational fields?’, ‘How do you see the future?’) and to 

problems raised by the interviewees themselves (e.g., ‘You mentioned difficulties during 

the certification process. Can you give me an example?’, ‘You said it can be difficult to 

involve everyone in this process. Could you elaborate?’). Towards the end, problems 

were addressed in a more in general way (e.g., ‘What would you do differently if you 

could start over?’). 

For the data analysis, the original study drew on Fritz Schütze’s (1977/1978, 1983) 

sociolinguistic method). Two key cases were selected for each educational segment. One 

case was subjected to a detailed analysis. This began with an examination of the interview 

situation, including the circumstances before and after the interview. The interview was 

then segmented and structurally described through paraphrasing, reconstruction of 

communication patterns, analysis of formal features (e.g., pauses, word choices, 

metaphors) and reflection on research-guiding questions (e.g., ‘What functions do 

organisational problems in quality development/management have?’). The structural 
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description was followed by an analytical condensation focusing on questions such as: 

‘What are the key characteristics of the organisation, and its quality 

development/management?’ or ‘How do the experts define organisational problems?’ 

The second key case of each educational field was analysed in a more condensed 

way: instead of producing a full written formal text analysis and structural description, 

findings were documented in memos using codes. For the present article, the collected 

data, observations, and results were re-analysed. Whereas the original study covered three 

educational fields (kindergartens, primary schools, and adult education organisations), 

the focus here is narrowed to adult education in order to allow for a more in-depth 

examination of this specific field and to identify the organisational problems that 

particularly characterize it. 

Findings  

In the context of adult education organisations, the implementation of quality 

development entails two core organisational problems. First, the organisation’s own 

infrastructure – its quality – may itself constitute problems. Second, quality development 

may not only function as a procedure for resolving organisational problems; rather, it may 

also generate problems. 

Quality as an organisational problem: The mismatch of expected an d 
required  resources  

Quality development is never without prerequisites. Organisations must mobilize social, 

temporal, and material resources in order to create and change quality. This finding, 

which recurs through the data, may appear self-evident but is crucial for the pedagogical 

practitioners and is consistently emphasized: quality development demands substantial 

resources and represents ‘additional work’. Its benefits do not emerge automatically but 

must be actively generated. This may also explain why two experts, when asked why one 

might opt out of quality development, independently and almost reflexively responded: 

‘It saves a lot of work’. This remark indirectly highlights the extent of the resource 

demands imposed by quality development – it requires time, personnel, and consequently 

financial means to maintain and improve quality effectively. 

In this sense, the quality of adult education organisations – understood as their 

infrastructure – can, following Popper’s problem definition, be an organisational problem 

as a mismatch arises between the resources an organisation expects to be sufficient, and 

the actual resources required for quality development. In this context it should be 

considered that external procedures such as QMS inevitably generate temporal pressure. 

For instance, reports must be submitted by fixed deadlines, and evaluations are scheduled 

at predetermined intervals. Such externally imposed timeframes can, on the one hand, 

serve as a productive structuring device for organisations: 

 
Back then, we decided to acquire this LQW certificate, and I found it is a pretty interesting 

process because the structure for quality development is predefined, and it also made it 

easier for me to legitimize this ongoing process to the staff, so to speak. [...] without it, as 

a manager, you have to keep putting it on the agenda.5 

 

On the other hand, these externally defined structures can become an organisational 

problem as they restrict scope for autonomous decision-making which may conflict with 

the expectation of organisational independence. 
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The following transcript demonstrates that the presented organisational problem – the 

mismatch between expected and required resources – also depends on the outcomes 

associated with quality development: 

 
In [quality] practice, everything always takes time. So, you’re always running the rat race 

and there’s this subjective feeling in internal communication that it actually slows 

everything down at first. So, when there are lot of seminars that need to be conducted, the 

quality measures have to be fit in somehow and again questionnaires and communication 

[...] Of course, if you zoom out, you will quickly notice that, in the long run, these measures 

actually save a lot of time because you improve and optimize processes. Long-term this 

also helps to prevent dissatisfaction within the team and with customers, and in the long-

term, it’s always a good investment. Nevertheless, at certain moments, so to speak, it feels 

like a burden, like additional work that is perhaps not so urgent right now. 

 

This organisational leader illustrates that quality development requires considerable time 

resources (‘everything always takes time’). For instance, it involves collecting feedback 

on events (‘questionnaires’) and organising ‘internal communication’. In the short term, 

this entails a substantial investment of time, which may create an organisational problem 

if fewer resources are preferred and therefore were expected. At the same time, the leader 

explains why quality development is nevertheless pursued: although it demands more 

time than expected, it ultimately generates positive outcomes for the organisation that 

justify this additional effort. Thus, organisations may accept unmet expectations – and 

the associated problems – when these are linked to benefits in other domains. For this 

leader, quality development results in long-term improvements that positively affect both 

staff and learners (referred to here as ‘customers’). He is therefore convinced that, while 

quality development requires more time resources than expected, it ultimately enables 

beneficial changes that outweigh the problem. 

This example also highlights an important dynamic within adult education 

organisations: problems are sometimes identified and explicitly labelled as such, yet they 

remain unaddressed: organisational expectations may be disappointed without prompting 

any change. The reason for this can vary: an organisation may either be unwilling or 

unable to engage with the problem. In the case presented here, the organisation 

deliberately chooses not to deal with the problem because leaving it unresolved is 

perceived as more advantageous than addressing it. By refraining from tackling the 

problem, the organisation prioritizes its expectation of achieving valued positive 

outcomes over its expectation of limiting the time resources devoted to quality 

development. Consequently, the results of quality development are given precedence over 

the elimination of the organisational problem. 

One of the key findings of this article, therefore, is that the organisation’s quality 

itself can become an organisational problem, since quality development requires the 

allocation and sustained provision of resources, but the organisation may expect fewer 

resources to be adequate or necessary. As staffing and the availability of temporal, 

material, and spatial resources ultimately translate into financial considerations, QMS 

often intensify this problem, as they can be associated with considerable costs. For 

instance, the initial certification or recertification for LQW amounts to €5,450 for non-

profit organisations with up to five employees and up to €10,700 for organisations with 

over 200 employees (con!flex Qualitätstestierung, 2026). Within the lifelong learning 

system, this issue is particularly relevant for adult education, as most of these 

organisations are not publicly funded but operate in the free market. 

How do the organisations address the problem that, within quality development, a 

mismatch arises between expected and required resources? In general, two strategies can 
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be observed: organisations either adjust their expectations or modify their quality 

development to align with their expectations. In practice this plays out in different ways. 

Since the implementation of a QMS is relatively costly and bound to a fixed timeframe 

compared to other forms of quality work, some organisations decide against adopting a 

QMS altogether. One expert, for instance, reported that they had initially planned to 

introduce a QMS and pursue certification. However, the provider, together with its 

affiliated associations, ultimately abandoned this idea due to the high level of resources 

required: ‘We actually attempted to introduce quality management and even considered 

certification a few years ago. However, the provider and its affiliated associations rather 

quickly stepped back from this plan, simply because of the effort required’. In other cases, 

organisations may use the structure of a QMS or selectively implement certain elements 

of it without committing to the costly certification process. Some organisations address 

the presented organisational problem by separating the formal documentation of practices 

from their actual implementation. In doing so, they record and present compliance with 

formal requirements, thereby signalling adherence to external expectations, while 

everyday practices often diverge substantially. As one interviewee noted: 

 
Just think about it – even in our organisation, how many rules we have written down 

somewhere in our rulebook. Go ask someone about a specific rule – right? What really 

matters is what we practice every day, what we know, and what we pass on. 

 

Another manager observed:  

 
Well, there are many aspects where we feel that LQW has, in part, turned into a highly 

bureaucratic behemoth, which has considerable potential to be annoying, because then 

people end up sitting there, saying: ‘This feels like homework’ – writing something down, 

you know? And it doesn’t make sense. 

 

Such strategies allow organizations to reconcile the tension between external expectations 

and limited resources by maintaining the appearance of compliance on paper, while 

allocating far fewer resources in practice. 

Other organisations address the organisational problem discussed here by ensuring 

that quality-related tasks are not carried out by the entire institution but are instead 

delegated to specific individuals, such as members of management, quality consultants, 

or groups that either volunteer for this responsibility or are formally appointed by the 

organisation. As will be shown later, this approach can give rise to further organisational 

problems, such as the insufficient involvement of teaching staff. Nevertheless, it appears 

to offer a short-term solution to the initial problem, as the overall resource demand is 

reduced and thereby brought into alignment with organisational expectations. 

Quality development as an organisational problem: The failed 
expectation of problem -solving  

Quality development does not necessarily lead to finding and addressing organisational 

problems. On the contrary, it often generates problems for the organisation – for instance, 

when complaints serve primarily as acts of denunciation or when quality development 

takes the form of a predominantly administrative exercise that scarcely permeates the 

whole organisation. In such cases, an organisational problem arises precisely because the 

expectation that quality development should contribute to problem-solving and 

organisational growth remains unfulfilled. The following example from general adult 
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education illustrates how the evaluation of events, as a common instrument of quality 

development, can itself create such an organisational problem: 

 
You have a yoga class with ten students. This course has taken place for eight years. Let’s 

say that. It’s not at all uncommon that the same group of participants and the same instructor 

have been together for eight years, that’s sixteen semesters [...]. And now, at the end of 

each of these sixteen semesters, they give an evaluation form to learners [...]. And by the 

second time at the latest, they say: ‘This is all nonsense! [...] We already […] filled it out 

last time. What’s the point of this? We like it here, right? Everything’s fine anyway’.  

 

This transcript excerpt illustrates how the organisation’s feedback culture – requiring 

learners to provide feedback at the end of every course – has itself become a problem: 

since many learners attend the same course repeatedly, they are reluctant to complete the 

questionnaire, and thus, the organisation’s expectation of consistent participation is not 

met. In response, the organisation’s meta-level quality development (the quality 

development of quality development) has led to a modification of this practice: feedback 

is now collected only for new courses or newly appointed educators. This example shows 

once again that either organisational expectations must be adapted, or existing quality 

practices must be revised in order to address an organisational problem. In this case, the 

expectation that all participants must complete evaluations was replaced by the 

expectation that ongoing courses need not systematically collect feedback. 

Another organisational problem may arise when quality development is ascribed a 

kind of omnipresence or even omnipotence. Some practitioners operate under the 

assumption that all organisational aspects and processes can be defined, controlled, and 

improved through quality development – essentially presuming the possibility of a 

‘complete picture’: 

 
Job descriptions have the advantage of providing individuals with a sense of security and 

presenting the illusion to the organisation that they have a complete picture. Which is 

always an illusion, right? Because there are thousands of tasks that simply can’t be included. 

Job descriptions can sometimes lead to people insisting on the boundaries of their 

responsibilities. We actually experienced this, foolishly enough, the first time we 

implemented LQW. Of course, there were requirement profiles and job descriptions. Then 

one of them stands here and says: ‘The printer cartridge? Replacing it isn’t in my 

description.’ And another says: ‘Not in mine either.’ Well, bad for the printer cartridge, I’d 

say, right? 

 

This excerpt underscores that problems in quality development often arise when 

organisational expectations about its scope and limitations are not clearly communicated. 

Quality development should be thoroughly planned, carefully implemented, evaluated, 

and precisely documented. Equally essential, however, is establishing clarity within the 

organisation about what quality development entails and what it can realistically achieve 

– what can be expected. To this end, it is necessary to distinguish it from other processes 

– such as organisational development – and to specify, for instance, which aspects pertain 

to professionalism and individual professionalization of educators and thus fall within 

their own sphere of responsibility. 

Furthermore, quality development can itself become an organisational problem when 

it is driven primarily by the administration or management, with limited involvement of 

educators or other members of the organisation. While this may serve as a strategy to 

balance the gap between available and required resources, it may conflict with the 

organisational expectation that meaningful development requires the active participation 

of a broad range of stakeholders. The following example illustrates such a tension: despite 
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the stated expectation of engaging the entire organisation, only a small group of members 

is actually involved in quality development. 

 
What impacts the management and other members is really just LQW. [...] Um, [the quality 

seal from] Hamburg Association for Continuing Education (Weiterbildung Hamburg) 

doesn’t interest anyone. I go there as a member, and when they come, they visit me [...] and 

we sit here together a few hours, and then that’s it. Nobody [...] is involved. And our quality 

consultant basically handles AZAV alone as well. So, we don’t need the entire organisation 

for that. 

 

The expert in this excerpt stresses that individuals outside of management are only 

involved in activities related to LQW: while he himself manages the quality seal from 

Hamburg Association for Continuing Education, the organisation’s quality consultant is 

responsible for AZAV certification. From his perspective, this division results from a lack 

of interest of staff and from the limited relevance of their involvement. However, this 

justification appears unconvincing, as the expert (like many other interviewees) 

repeatedly emphasizes, both explicitly and implicitly, that effective quality development 

requires the active engagement of the entire organisation: ‘Because all research from 

organisational science shows that if you just write things down in quality manuals or 

regulation manuals, you can forget about it unless it’s lived and passed on by competent 

and active people in the organisation.’ 

By contrast, the following expert points out that limited staff participation in quality 

practices can be a deliberate strategy to protect employees from being overburdened: 

 
And then I thought (laughing until *), with a […] nice glass of wine, I can also* describe 

under Controlling why this was a success, and my colleagues don’t even (laughing until *) 

need to know about it. They would just lose it anyway, right?* 

 

The organisation’s manager points to an excessive bureaucratization of the QMS in use, 

from which she appears to want to shield her staff by taking on the requirements herself. 

The problem with this approach is, however, that the staff does not actively decide to 

withdraw from participation; rather, the leadership makes this decision on their behalf. 

Consequently, the teaching staff in this organisation is, to some extent, deprived of 

opportunities to influence. This raises the question of whether the leadership’s true 

intention is indeed to protect employees from being overburdened and to ensure efficient 

use of their time, or whether the actual motive may be to restrict their input. 

Conclusion  

Empirical research on organisational problems in implementing quality development 

within adult education organisations remains underrepresented. While other pedagogical 

fields have at least marginally addressed conflicts or certain incompatibilities inherent in 

quality practice (e.g., Altrichter, 2000 or Merchel, 2013), such discourse is virtually 

absent in the German context of adult education, despite its substantial practical 

significance and the explicit acknowledgment of quality-related tensions in international 

scholarly debates and empirical investigations (e.g., Mufic & Fejes, 2020; Mufic, 2022). 

This article has therefore focused on the topic, drawing on the experiences of the 

personnel involved. The findings presented not only demonstrate the relevance of such 

research but also illustrate how practice itself responds to emerging problems, thereby 

offering guidance for other organisations. Consequently, it appears promising for quality 

research to further pursue this issue. In particular, future studies could investigate 
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organisational problem-solving in greater depth through case study approaches or by 

systematically capturing the perspectives of staff members. 

Against this background, it is relevant to reflect on the extent to which the presented 

findings are generalizable. The original study revealed that early childhood organisations 

and primary schools face similar organisational problems in quality development as adult 

education institutions. In other words, regarding organisational problems in quality 

development, a kindergarten and an adult education organisation may be more similar 

than two primary schools are to one another. This indicates that the specific educational 

services offered, the legal frameworks under which organisations operate, or even the age 

of learners are less decisive. More significant are the organisational infrastructure – the 

quality of each organisation. This factor largely determines which organisational 

problems may or may not emerge in the context of quality development. This aspect is 

particularly relevant given the high diversity of adult education in Germany (for instance, 

due to legal regulations often applying only to specific areas; Nuissl, 2008; Witt, n.d.), 

which may characterise adult education across many European countries (e.g., UNESCO 

Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2019, 2022). Therefore, in other countries, organisational 

problems in adult education quality development also likely depend primarily on the 

characteristics, current state, and developmental goals of individual organisations.  

What further conclusions can be drawn? This article aims to demonstrate that 

research on quality requires the integration of multiple approaches: evaluation research 

and analysis of the corresponding processes and the perspectives of those involved. 

Without this, understanding may remain limited to identifying which models and 

procedures yield which outcomes, providing little insight into the structuring and 

dynamics of the underlying processes. 

The research approach presented here can also mitigate the frequently criticized lack 

of transparency regarding quality in adult education organisations – a concern repeatedly 

raised in quality discourse – and may thus more effectively address one of the 

foundational motives behind QMS: consumer protection (Klusemann et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, it provides deeper insights into the often ambivalent engagement with 

quality in adult education. Although most organisations now implement quality 

development, ongoing critique and critical reflection (e.g., Käpplinger, 2017) persist, 

largely because quality improvements remain entangled with organisational problems. 

The presented research can enlighten these issues in developing quality. 

Additionally, in the context of organisational problems, it became evident that 

practice not only substantiates the connection between problems and quality but also 

reveals potential strategies for addressing them. Quality development in adult education 

organizations is inherently resource-intensive, involving substantial demands on time, 

personnel, and material resources. Organizations respond to mismatches between 

expected and actual resource needs through adjusting expectations or quality practice 

(including a variety of strategies such as selectively implementing elements of a QMS, 

separating the formal documentation of practices from their actual implementation, or 

delegating responsibility to designated individuals). While these approaches can reduce 

immediate resource pressures and align practice with organizational expectations, they 

may also generate new organisational problems, such as insufficient staff involvement. 

Furthermore, the analysis of the presented cases demonstrates that quality 

development in adult education organisations is characterised by ambivalence. While it 

is often introduced with the expectation of supporting problem-solving, organisational 

learning, and overall development, in practice it frequently generates new problems. 

Interestingly, when quality development itself becomes an organisational problem, the 

quality development of quality development frequently emerges as the most viable 
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Abstract  

In municipal adult education (MAE), adults are offered a second chance to complete 

secondary or upper secondary studies. This article examines how special educational 

support was organised within MAE in a Swedish municipality, focusing on students’ 

needs, the learning environment, and the resources available to teachers. It highlights 

the diverse needs of adult learners and how the physical learning environment interacts 

with teachers’ interpretations of those needs. Actor-network theory (ANT) serves as the 

theoretical framework, with the concept of translation guiding the analysis. Semi-

structured group interviews with teachers and special educational needs teachers were 

conducted repeatedly during the first year of a three-year project on special needs 

education. The findings identify three translations of support: pedagogic group-oriented 

collegial learning, special educational individual-oriented support, and health promotion 

in a student health team. The article discusses dilemmas related to who receives support, 

who provides it, and where it can occur.  

 

Keywords : special education, adult education, actor-network theory, immigrants 

 

 

Intro duction  

Adult education can be the key to securing employment and gaining social belonging in 

Sweden (Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019). In municipal adult education (MAE) (komvux), adults 

are given a second chance to complement their secondary or upper secondary studies. The 

need for various types of support within MAE in Sweden is recognised, as these students 

often have a history of school failure or other difficulties. The educational path also 
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includes courses for adults who want to change professions, and education in Swedish for 

immigrants (svenska för invandrare, SFI).  

In adult education, the physical learning environment interacts with teachers’ 

interpretations of students’ needs. This could influence how education is organised in 

regular classrooms or in smaller settings. However, if students are struggling, in Sweden 

there is no government policy that guarantees student support in MAE (SFS 2010:800).  

Swedish research about adult education shows that privatisation and significant 

variations in implementation have been identified as areas of risk, keeping students from 

achieving their goals. Policy concepts such as quality, individualisation, and flexibility 

are presented as solutions to heterogeneous student composition (Andersson & Muhrman, 

2024; Holmqvist, 2022; Mufic & Fejes, 2020). Increased government requirements for 

self-provision place demands not only on individuals but also on adult education to meet 

the needs of those furthest from the labour market and with the greatest needs.  

The aim of the article is to explore how special education support was organised at 

a specific MAE in a municipality in Sweden, considering students’ needs, as well as the 

learning environment and the resources available to teachers. The MAE had experienced 

an increased workload, with more students who required extra support. The MAE enacted 

an educational initiative in collaboration with the Swedish National Agency for Special 

Needs Education and Schools (Specialpedagogiska skolmyndigheten, SPSM), meant to 

increase the number of students that completed their education. A student health project 

was designed to develop special educational measures meet these challenges and increase 

the number of students who pass requirements and qualify for the next level of schooling. 

A research project was launched to follow the student health project and to monitor the 

progress of building support for adult learners. The improvements were expected to take 

place within the existing physical learning environments, with the addition of one special 

education needs teacher and a half-time extension of the counselling service. No other 

extra resources were assigned the project. 

We are interested in how adult education is organised in light of the various needs of 

students in adult education. Accordingly, we focus on how the learning environment 

interacts with teachers’ interpretations of students’ needs. In interviews with teachers and 

special educational needs teachers (SEN teachers), we explored learning environments’ 

impact on the organised support and teachers’ reasoning regarding what types of support 

students need. To explore the interaction between the learning environment and the 

teachers’ interpretations of students’ needs, we adopted actor-network theory (ANT) 

(Callon, 1986; Latour, 2005). ANT analyses focus on processes in interactions between 

material and human actors, emphasising a general symmetry between them. Physical 

learning environments are material actors, which are considered equally as important as 

human actors. Students’ needs are also considered as an actor, including aspects of their 

health in taking part in and influence the interaction. The following research questions 

were utilised:  

 

1. How were the problems and students’ needs formulated in the network of actors?  

2. What solutions appeared possible in relation to students’ needs and resources, 

such as teachers, special educational needs teachers, and the physical learning 

environment?  

3. What support was produced and influenced by the interaction between material 

and human actors? 
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Municipal adult education  in Sweden  

Adult education can be organised at several levels. For example, adult education can be 

organised by municipalities (MAE) (Holmqvist, 2022). MAE are often designed for basic 

education or Swedish for immigrants (SFI). This study focuses on MAE, including SFI, 

in a municipality located in a small municipality (25,000 residents).  

It is possible to obtain various degrees, from secondary school to upper secondary 

school degrees, at a MAE. In SFI, immigrant students are sorted into three different study 

paths, 1-3, and four different courses, A-D (National Agency for Education, 2022), 

depending on prior knowledge and the rate at which the teaching can be carried out. This 

means that those who have had previous education and those who are expected to learn a 

new language quickly go into one group. Those with a very limited educational 

background or who are illiterate go into another group.  

Special education support in adult education  

Previous international studies have paid some attention to special education as part of 

adult education. This section focuses on studies that intersect these two areas. The studies 

described below focus on special and adult education. They describe: 

 

(1) compensatory measures, 

(2) the specific needs of adult learners, such as those with learning disabilities, and 

(3) the democratic necessity of schooling 

 

It is common to view special education as a compensatory measure. Adult education can 

be described as part of an emancipatory, transformative process (Hyland-Russell & 

Syrnyk, 2015; Kump & Krašovec, 2007). This includes arguing for adult education to be 

organised in a way that could provide disadvantaged groups with an opportunity to 

improve their situation and access education. This line of argument is common in Sweden 

(Holmqvist, 2022). In that type of argumentation, adult education in and of itself serves 

as a compensatory measure for previous school failures, lack of schooling (Gerber, 2012; 

Hyland-Russell & Syrnyk, 2015), or structural inequalities (Holmqvist, 2022).  

Groups with specific challenges are commonly addressed as the people benefitting 

from the organisation of adult education, with their needs in focus (Díez-Palomar et al., 

2021) – for example, people with reading difficulties (Gerber, 2012; Greenberg & Perin, 

2023; Mellard & Becker Patterson, 2008). In addition, having access to schooling was 

described in a Spanish study as a prerequisite for being able to engage in a democratic 

society (Díez-Palomar et al., 2021). When considering the nature of special education in 

adult education, Price and Shaw (2000) ask ‘why are we still viewing them as children?’ 

(p. 187) in relation to American adult students with learning disabilities. They argue that 

adults and children with special educational needs (SEN) have a similar need for variation 

and individualised support, but also argue that the specific situations of adult SEN 

students must be considered. Adult learners have other engagements to consider, make 

choices as adults, and might have personal and family issues that take up attention in the 

present. In a Swedish context, in some cases, adult learners must also attend school to 

have access to social services, which increases the demands placed on the quality of 

education. Here, Fejes and Dahlstedt (2023) highlight the importance of the quality of 

adult education. In their study, students were highly motivated, engaged in their 

education, and had teachers eager to support them, despite many structural problems.  
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Papadopoulos (2023) authored a literature review with the aim of identifying 

individualising processes in adult education in Sweden. The review problematised 

individualisation, due to the tensions that were created between liberation and 

responsibility. Papadopoulous (2023) demonstrated that the process of individualisation 

could mitigate the risk of exclusion and address student diversity in order to solve 

problems identified in adult education. To amend this, Båtevik (2019) concludes that all 

adult education should be engaged in measures to have students complete formal 

qualifications through a flexible education system. In special education, a flexible system 

could mean having a SEN teacher and a teacher cooperating in the classroom, utilising 

their professional competencies directly related to teaching through flexible teaching 

(Sundqvist et al., 2014). 

In conclusion, all adult education could be seen as special education if it is 

understood as compensating for people’s differences, and as engaging in emancipatory 

ideals and a needs-based form of equity (Belzer & Ross Gordon, 2011), instead of as one-

size-fits-all education. 

Theoretical framework  

Actor-network theory (ANT) was adopted as the overarching theoretical framework, due 

to the focus on what can be produced in a network through interactions between actors 

(Fenwick & Edwards, 2010; Latour, 2005). Both humans and material (the environment) 

are useful in studying how special education needs influence interaction and produce 

support in adult education. In ANT, support is understood as being produced in networks 

in which materiality is equally as important as humans. ANT has increasingly become a 

popular theory in the field of educational science. Fenwick et al. (2011), who advocated 

for the use of ANT in the discipline of education, explain this trend by suggesting that 

ANT offers a useful conceptual framework that captures the ambivalent and often 

contradictory elements inherent in the various ways education is organised. The need for 

adaptability and new avenues for action is highlighted as reasons for the growing interest 

in ANT. ANT allows, for example, the examination of education as different networks 

that draw attention to ‘the multiple overlapping worlds that may be lashed together as 

temporary stabilizations in the process’ (Fenwick et al., 2011, p. 95). 

The analysis is guided by the concept of translation (Callon, 1986). Interaction 

occurs in four moments to create an actor-network, and these moments collectively form 

what he calls a ‘translation’. In this article, the concept of translation refers to network 

processes in which different forms of support emerge in teacher- and SEN teacher 

interviews. The four moments in a translation are called problematisation, interessement, 

enrolment, and mobilisation. The first moment (1), problematisation, involves actors 

beginning to find a common reason for coming together in a network. The second moment 

in a translation (2), interessement, refers to the process through which collective interest 

in the interaction is made relevant for all actors so the interaction can continue. 

Interessement is crucial for creating stability in the network, allowing it to gather and hold 

together. Enrolment (3) is the third moment in a translation, and is about how different 

actors are assigned and offered various roles, which can be accepted, modified, or 

rejected. The actors begin to act according to the roles that become possible within the 

network. The fourth moment (4), is called mobilisation and involves stabilising the 

network so that it becomes sufficiently enduring and lasts long enough for the interaction 

to spread.  

In a translation process, the question of materiality influences all four moments 

(Callon 1986). These four moments serve as important analytical tools for understanding 
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what is collectively produced in constant state of change. In an analysis, the moments can 

help us see what happens in a network; what makes it hold together or start to dissolve? 

The learning environment’s connections to other actors are crucial for highlighting the 

problems, interessements, roles, and for determining the direction in which the network 

is heading. 

Method 

A qualitative design was adopted, including semi-structured group interviews with 

teachers and SEN teachers at the beginning and the end of a year of fieldwork at an MAE 

including SFI.  

Data collection and participants  

The MAE had approximately 900 students, with about 300 students studying to obtain 

new qualifications, and 600 students in the different study paths of SFI. In SFI, every fifth 

week, new immigrant students joined the ongoing groups, meeting others who were 

already active. Students at SFI can also take part in activities in a workplace for half of 

the day and study for the other half of the day. The MAE also had a student health team. 

A student health team is an interprofessional team, and at this MAE, the team is comprised 

of counsellors, SEN teachers, and school leaders. This organising is mandated in 

compulsory school and secondary education, but not in adult education and MAE (SFS 

2010:800). At this MAE, they had a special unit called ‘the Attic’ where students received 

individual help from a SEN teacher.  

The first author carried out the fieldwork and conducted the interviews. In total, 13 

group interviews –  3-4 teachers each – were conducted with 27 teachers at the beginning 

and 23 teachers at the end of the field study. Every teacher that wanted to participate was 

included, and teachers of Swedish as a second language and subject teachers in math, 

Swedish, English, and civics participated. In addition, SEN teachers were interviewed. 

Similarities in subject matter governed the composition of groups. Participants were 

chosen to be interviewed because of their interactions with the students, their familiarity 

with the needs they frequently witnessed, and how these experiences influenced how they 

described the support that could be produced in this material setting. The group interviews 

took place in classrooms and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The fact that group 

interviews were chosen meant that opinions could be discussed and probed using follow-

up questions. Although group interviews might have enabled participants to continue their 

discussion, there was also a risk that contrasting ideas would be avoided. The teachers 

had worked together for a long time and seemed able to speak their minds freely. The 

interview guide focused on how teachers worked to ensure that as many learners as 

possible reached their goals, what they were already doing, and what they thought needed 

to be developed. Other areas that were highlighted included collaboration with the student 

health team, what places and competencies should be used or employed in teaching, 

including classrooms or in specialised units. It also included what learning material could 

be used, and focused on the role of the SEN teacher in adult education. 

Data analyses  

In the analyses, we used four analytical questions corresponding to the four moments of 

translation to identify different kinds of efforts taking place in the MAE to improve 
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student achievement. These guiding questions were: (1) how are the problems formulated, 

(2) why is this important, (3) how are actors invited and involved, and (4) what kind of 

support is produced? To explore the formulated problems, we set out to discuss the 

interviews and elaborate upon the analyses, gathering excerpts to depict how the 

participants described different problems, and the solution associated with each problem. 

After this, we gathered these in problem-solution clusters, and the analyses continued. 

From the clusters, we explored different problematisations, interessements, enrolments, 

and mobilisations (i.e., translations), understood as different special education support. 

Each problem-solution cluster describes the human and material actors and how they are 

connected, what problem the actors are trying to address, what their priorities are, where 

the support takes place, rooms, and materials. Finally, we focused on what kind of support 

was formulated (see Table 1). Together, the result depicts different special education 

support networks and how adult education works to help push students through the 

system. 

 

Table 1. Analytical steps of the study (authors’ own table) 

 
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 

Questions explored in the 

material: 1) how are the 

problems formulated, (2) why 

is this important, (3) how are 

actors invited and involved, 

and (4) what kind of support 

is produced? 

Gathering problem-solution 

clusters. 

Formulating three 

translations of support. 

Coding material and 

gathering excerpts. 

Connecting clusters to 

interessements, enrolments, 

and mobilisations, and to 

human and material actors. 

Describing and writing up the 

results.  

 

Ethical considerations  

We have followed the guidelines for good research practice as stipulated by the Swedish 

Research Council (2024). Consent was obtained from participants during the interview 

sessions, and they were informed that participation was voluntary. The results are 

presented in a way that cannot be traced back to the individual, but some information will 

inevitably be known at the group level. This was clarified before the interviews. 

Information was provided continuously about the right to decline participation. 

Findings: three translations of support in adult education  

Each section of the presentation on different types of support includes the four moments 

of translation previously described. The findings show three translations of support in 

adult education in relation to the interaction between human and material actors. These 

are: 1) pedagogic group-oriented collegial learning, 2) special educational individual-

oriented support, and 3) health promotion in a student health team. 
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Pedagogic group -oriented collegial learning  

The first translation formulated was pedagogic group-oriented collegial learning. This 

translation was mainly about teachers who taught in the physical space of mainstream 

classrooms for the whole group, where some students had special education needs. The 

problematisation of this translation was formulated as teaching large groups of students, 

some of whom have individual difficulties such as trauma or ADHD, which challenged 

teachers’ competence. Since the student population was diverse, teachers needed to 

develop their skills to meet the challenges that come with teaching students in the 

mainstream classroom, which is a material actor. However, it was a bit unclear as to what 

types of skills were required. There was also some uncertainty in the teachers’ answers 

about which students to prioritise, which was especially evident when it was linked to 

requirements to increase the school’s achievement level in terms of students finishing 

their studies. A teacher in SFI recounted: 

 
What is difficult is knowing which students I should prioritise? What students should I give 

extra help, and whom should I prioritise? Those who are close, close, close to the course 

targets and almost there. Or those who are far from reaching the requirements, they need 

more help and have poorer language? Maybe I’m making the wrong prioritisation, but I 

must make room for others. We also have a queue. I need room for others. (SFI teacher 1) 

 

The teacher found it difficult to know who to prioritise for support and addressed the issue 

of not having enough material resources to help all SFI students progress in their studies. 

The SEN teacher in SFI often prioritised those closest to the goals. SFI saw an increase 

in the number of SEN teachers, with one more employee joining the team. In the second 

interview, where both SEN teachers and regular teachers participated, this reinforcement 

was taken up and the discussion about both working methods and prioritising students 

continued: 

 
I have not experienced that anything happened when I sent students to XX (name of SEN 

teacher). Does it help to send someone once a week with our adult students? In Swedish 

school policy, you must invest in the poorest learners, and that was part of SPSM education 

[an education from the National Agency for Special Education, authors’ note], and we have 

learned about different diagnoses, but this is true for very few. Why not engage with the 

vast majority of student without diagnoses? Learning a new language is difficult. Engage 

with that instead of the worst cases. (SFI Teacher 2) 

 

This quote reflects an important discussion about whether the ‘worst cases’ fall under the 

responsibility of the subject teacher, and what has the greatest impact on most students. 

Here, Swedish tradition of special education offering support to the students furthest away 

from the requirements, mainly outside the mainstream classroom (Hjörne, 2018), 

counteracts the strong connections and cooperation between the SFI teacher and the SEN 

teacher. These different views on who to prioritise weakened the network. In the quote, 

the preference was to orient into general interventions for the whole group and support 

those closest to achieving their educational goals and becoming employable, not giving 

direct support to only a few students who were experiencing severe difficulties engaging 

in the teaching. The material actor of resources and regular classrooms enabled this 

translation. 

Within study path three, the fast study path in SFI, the teachers had managed to 

organise the work so that two teachers worked together in the classroom. None of them 

were SEN teachers. Working methods had been developed where collegial learning was 
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aimed at creating a common value base without involving SEN teachers. A teacher in SFI 

explained how to create a common foundation to stand on through collegial learning: 

 
Our concept is peer tutoring [between teachers, authors’ note]. There are always two of us 

in each group and we have organised the schedule, so we have planning times and such. 

Our team only has 15 teaching hours. We have scheduled planning hours approved by the 

principal. We do everything together and develop together and try to think more 

individually [about students, authors’ note]. (SFI Teacher 3) 

 

Peer tutoring between subject teachers as a form of collegial learning was something that 

mattered to teachers in managing the whole student group in the classroom. A teacher 

offered an illustration: 

 
We try our way. There are different solutions; this week I’ve worked with a morning group, 

then I’ve taken them up front, so they’ve had to practice a little more individually. A little 

reading comprehension and a little writing, and it’s a better opportunity to talk when there 

aren’t as many. (subject teacher 1) 

 

In this way of organising support, the role of SEN teachers was rather invisible, and 

instead, the subject teachers assisted each other. This teaching advice was intended to be 

implemented in the classroom. The subject teachers were not used to being instructed by 

the SEN teacher. A SEN teacher said:  

 
They [the teachers, authors note] must have the tools. I can think of some teachers who 

come up and talk and then try something new in their classrooms. I have time when I’m not 

teaching [individuals, authors’ note], but then I’m supposed to conduct investigations, 

attend meetings, provide guidance. 

Interviewer: Don’t you think you could provide group guidance sessions, like ‘Thursdays 

at 3pm, can you come?’ 

SEN teacher: We haven’t done that. (SEN teacher 1) 

 

In some respects, the action that was initially mobilised in the project was two subject 

teachers helping each other, instead of cooperation between a SEN teacher and a subject 

teacher. In this translation of preferred special education support, the group-oriented 

efforts in the ordinary classroom were directed towards mainstream teaching supported 

by collegial learning between subject teachers. What emerged as a problem in this 

translation is the number of students, demands to push as many students as possible 

through the system, and whom to prioritise. The efforts were not initially aimed at 

improving collaboration between subject teachers and SEN teachers to increase subject 

teachers’ knowledge about students with ADHD, autism, or PTSD to better understand 

individual students’ needs. The subject teachers instead helped each other, as they had no 

other place to be than in the classroom. 

Special educational individual -oriented support  

The second translation of support we explored – special educational individual-oriented 

support – was mainly about how best to meet students’ individual needs in special units; 

a material actor. There was a total of three SEN teachers at the MAE, working with several 

hundred students. They believed group-oriented work described in the previous section 

was important, but they also argued that some students needed a more individual-oriented 

approach in smaller rooms. The problem was students’ learning difficulties. This included 
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interventions by one of the SEN teachers that were held in a quieter place than the 

mainstream classroom.  

 
To a certain extent, group-oriented efforts [towards teachers, authors’ note] work, but 

sometimes the work must be directed at the individual. We meet so many special people, 

you can’t escape the need to have special skills and of meeting the individual’s needs. (SEN 

teacher 2) 

 

The process in this network was about translating the need to work with a SEN teacher in 

a special unit, which also served as a material actor. This way of supporting students was 

a traditional individual-oriented translation well-known in the discipline of special 

education. The methods focused on investigating students’ individual needs and 

compensating for their difficulties through individual efforts. The problem was 

formulated around the complexity of students and the great need for teaching expertise 

compared to available resources. This was thought to be best organised outside the 

mainstream classroom. A problematisation emerged regarding fears of an increasing 

number of students with special needs asking for individual special education in a smaller, 

quieter room. One of the SEN teachers who worked in the special teaching group called 

‘the Attic’ said: 

 
We have too many people who want to come. We used to inform [people about the Attic], 

but now we are terrified of doing so. There is almost a need for the whole of MAE to 

become like the Attic. (SEN teacher 1) 

 

The secluded environment in the Attic included strong connections between SEN teachers 

and students in need of individual support, reinforced by the fact that they also had their 

own place and materials. This strong network resulted in many students wanting to be 

taught at the Attic. The problem in this translation was that the SEN teachers were too 

few, the Attic was not big enough, and SFI did not have this special unit at all. 

A similar setting was planned for implementation at SFI, using the Attic as a material 

model. It was called ‘the Studio’ and was intended to be available for more student-

directed activity. This could involve students getting support in interpreting instructions, 

sometimes because of their lack of proficiency in Swedish. The students who came to the 

Studio did not necessarily have any identified learning difficulties besides the need to 

proficiently master the Swedish language. The Studio attempt was not working 

successfully, according to some teachers: 

 
A subject teacher is needed (in the Studio) to help with the core subjects. Then we would 

reach several students who do not have difficulties, but think it is difficult to study at home. 

The Studio holds 20 people, but it is not used. There are different uses of the Studio at 

different times. A couple of times a week there are math and English students, but there are 

no teachers. If I had my wish, it would be staffed all day and twice a week in the evenings 

and have a career adviser – always someone there. Easily accessible, structured, organised, 

subject-oriented, and someone to talk to when the going gets tough. They may not have 

difficulties suitable for the Attic, but they need to be in school. (subject teacher 2) 

 

In the quote above, it appears that subject teachers were missing at the Studio. Despite 

the lack of subject teachers, the interviewed teacher still thought it was a good idea to 

have such a material actor at the school. Despite good intentions, the Studio did not 

include subject teachers’ voluntary engagement at that location. Subject teachers 

remained in their classrooms, taking responsibility for mainstream education. The strong 

connection found in enrolments between SEN teachers and the students taught in the Attic 
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was not present between subject teachers and students in relation to the Studio. The Studio 

network was not thriving because subject teachers found it meaningless to go there. 

SEN teachers from the Attic did not work in the Studio either. The interviews 

expressed a division into different roles linked to different places. Because of the 

increasing number of students in need of special support, previous roles become 

unsustainable. New alternatives were being explored. A newly recruited SEN teacher at 

SFI said: 

 
But if there is a person full-time who is always there [in the Studio, authors’ note], and then 

subject teachers come and complement with their expertise, it would be even better, so to 

speak. (SEN teacher 3) 

 

A need to create opportunities and places for interactions between students and subject 

teachers outside the classroom emerged. It became particularly apparent for students who, 

in the eyes of SEN teachers, did not quite fit into their view of students with special 

educational needs. Subject teachers, teachers in SFI, and SEN teachers, all had specific 

tasks in specific locations with different learning materials, and the differences in the 

teachers’ assignments appeared significant in the interviews. In the translation of special 

needs support as individual-oriented, the problem was not a lack of competence among 

the SEN teachers. Instead, the problem was not having places available for meeting with 

all the individuals outside of the classrooms. Even if there was such a place ready, the 

connections between the actors and the new site, the Studio, were not strong enough to 

hold the network together. The Attic was already full, but the Studio was empty. 

Health promotion in a student health team  

A third kind of support, health promotion in a student health team, emerged in the 

analysis, focusing on students’ learning problems resulting from health problems. In this 

network, the student health team (social counsellor, academic advisers, SEN teachers, and 

the principal all meeting in a conference room) included important actors. Subject 

teachers could make a referral to the student health team. During the project, this network 

was strengthened with a SEN teacher working in SFI, and a social counsellor was 

upgraded from part-time to full-time. The role of the social counsellor had so far been to 

inform and guide students regarding visits to, for example, healthcare centres, the 

employment agency, or the social insurance office. 

The referral system was a material actor where subject teachers could bring up 

various students that concerned the SEN teacher. Due to the scarcity of SEN teachers and 

the aforementioned lack of space, there was concern among the team about how the 

expectations of subject teachers were met. 

 
Yes, then I can imagine collaborating with a social counsellor, but we also need SEN 

teachers, especially in SFI. I think like this, okay, now maybe we’ll get a lot of cases 

[referred] to the student health team, and it turns out they have special needs, and what do 

we do then? (SEN teacher 3) 

 

Initially, it was decided that the referral would be written up on a certain form and that 

the subject teacher did not need to attend the student health team meeting. To facilitate 

the referral, subject teachers were later asked to attend the meeting and verbally report 

about the student at the meeting, changing the actor related to the meeting. The referral 

process shifted during the field study from initially being student-focused to becoming 
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advisory. Subject teachers also demonstrated scepticism about what would be realistic 

due to the lack of resources. 

 
If you go out and say, ‘Hello everyone’ and then there’s a queue because there’s not enough 

space and resources to handle it properly. When we [‘we as society’, authors´ note] talk 

about diagnoses, we can give a diagnosis but what good does it do if we don’t have 

resources? Because resources are limited here. (subject teacher 3) 

 

The problems were formulated in the interviews as being about lacking the resources 

needed to meet all students’ individual problems. The problems were not formulated as 

teaching problems or as classroom interaction problems. After the teachers’ education 

about autism, ADHD, and trauma, it is logical that there was an anticipation of the 

benefits of focusing on these issues.  

 
I find such conversations a bit difficult if, for example, I suspect that a student needs an 

assessment where I suspect Asperger’s [high-functioning autism, authors’ note]. Then the 

student can talk to the social counsellor, and she can, for example, contact health services 

[outside adult education, authors´ note]. I don’t have access to anything like that. Difficult 

cases that we can’t handle in class and can’t take a comprehensive approach to may be 

referred to other forms of assistance. (subject teacher 4) 

 

The teacher felt relieved to know that the student can be referred to other expert 

authorities, but the referral actor did not solve these learning problems in the mainstream 

classroom. The student health team, whose referral procedures were being developed with 

an emphasis on increased collaboration between teachers and SEN teachers, was battling 

against the expertise of the network’s translation of medicalising the problems.  

The previous collaboration with SEN teachers in the MAE had been able to offer 

flexibility and quicker facilitation when working outside the team. Within the more 

formalised student health team, the material actor consisted of more rigid paperwork 

processes with meetings every fortnight and submission of written student cases well in 

advance. One SEN teacher was asked about the changes. 

 
Interviewer: How do you deal with this change now? Do you tell the teachers to go to the 

student health team? 

SEN teacher: No, we don’t. There has been no change since the student health team started. 

The Attic decides who comes to the Attic. (SEN teacher 1) 

 

The SEN teachers had been able to respond quickly, and, when necessary, provide advice, 

but this had also meant that consultation with the student health team was left out. They 

had been able to decide which students they should focus on, and which students were 

admitted to the Attic. The SEN teachers also saw their main task as teaching students with 

special needs rather than mentoring their fellow teachers. 

When students are defined as having problems in need of social support from a social 

counsellor or medical professional, or other interventions from external actors, the 

problematisation strays far from teaching and support for subject teachers in the 

classroom. There is also no ‘matching’ professional role for teachers to take on within 

this problematisation. Based on how the problems are formulated, the solution is not 

always directed towards classroom teaching; instead, student health becomes the route to 

external actors, such as primary care or health services. Some teachers had significant 

doubts about the usefulness of the student health team concerning mainstream classroom 

teaching: 
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Student health work is only partially linked to higher goal achievement. Research on which 

surveys were conducted with teachers shows that it is impossible to achieve better results 

if teachers do not have time to plan and follow up on lessons, and that time is unavailable. 

(SFI Teacher 4) 

 

The teacher pointed out the uncertainty over whether interventions truly help students 

achieve their learning goals in adult education. The teacher suggested that what would 

improve results was if there was more time available for lesson planning and evaluative 

reflections. Consequently, the translation of special support organised as a student health 

team can help students, but does not change classroom teaching. 

Discussion  

The findings could be described as priority dilemmas in organising support, where 

different needs and aspects stand in opposition to each other (Guvå & Hylander, 2012). 

For example, the teachers and SEN teachers’ reasoning about possible priorities 

addressed whether the support focus on: 1) individual teaching in special units or 

mainstream classroom teaching; 2) health promotion or educational goals; or 3) the 

students close to reaching their educational goals or the students furthest from those 

goals? 

What types of students, in what place, supported by whom?  

In the first part of the findings section, we presented a translation of support, whereby 

students were enrolled as if they were experiencing general educational difficulties and 

could be addressed as a group in the classroom (a material actor), despite the fact that 

MAE is often described as having a heterogeneous student body (Holmqvist, 2022). The 

setting of the flexible material actor of the Studio allowing students to choose by 

themselves whether they needed help, was not a success. Neither students, subject 

teachers, nor SEN teachers engaged in the Studio.  

The second translation was more successful, where students were enrolled because 

they needed individualised special educational, which can be recognised from other 

research on how problems are addressed in adult education (Papadopoulos, 2023). 

Support here is individualised mainly through the use of special teaching units as a 

material actor. In presented adult education research, concepts such as individualisation 

and flexibility have been emphasised (Andersson & Muhrman, 2024; Holmqvist, 2022; 

Mufic & Fejes, 2020), rather than special educational categorisations such as learning or 

reading difficulties (Greenberg & Perin, 2023; Mellard & Becker Patterson, 2008). 

Concepts such as ‘individualisation and flexibility’ do not point out specific problems 

and therefore we connect them to pedagogic group-oriented collegial learning. Instead, 

the beneficiaries of special education are commonly depicted as categorising and 

identifying students in need of support (Nilholm, 2021), as shown in the results of special 

educational individual-oriented support.  

The third translation highlighted the students’ health problems as a material actor, 

making the student health team and a referral system important in helping individual 

students outside school, but left the subject teachers absent more resources. The student 

health team focuses on meeting diverse needs in all classrooms, and the educational 

efforts towards teachers therefore focus on learning difficulties because of 

neuropsychiatric problems or trauma to better understand the needs of the students. These 

results align with other research that focuses on special education and adult education 
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(Gerber, 2012; Greenberg & Perin, 2023; Mellard & Becker Patterson, 2008). On the 

other hand, this does not accommodate the need for differentiated instruction in smaller 

settings that the teachers acknowledge as important in special educational individual-

oriented support. Instead, health promotion from the student health team focuses on the 

knowledge level of the group of teachers. The special education expertise that focuses on 

a specific type of student with neuropsychiatric problems or trauma emerges as either 

insufficient or as missing the target for the large number of students. When dealing with 

several hundred students and only two or three SEN teachers, collaboration around 

individual students in material settings of special teaching units does not seem to be a 

viable option. On the other hand, subject teachers may always experience a lack of 

competence, given all the possible issues that could influence adult learners. Subject 

teachers and SFI teachers therefore always seem to need increased instructional 

knowledge from the SEN teachers about differentiated teaching due to students’ different 

needs. SEN teachers did not see their main task as providing support to subject teachers, 

but as providing support directly to the students outside the classroom.  

Special education develops its own pigeon-holing strategy (Skrtic, 1991) when it 

comes to trying to engage in an organising that develops rationales as to who should be 

the target of education. However, the problematisation of choosing who most benefits 

from the teachers’ efforts mobilises different kinds of support, intertwined with available 

human and material actors and resources, regardless of whether the ‘solutions’ are 

discussed as special education. It could be asked, what if all education in adult education 

instead focused on adapted speed and generally smaller groups? The material actors of 

the empty Studio and crowded Attic influenced possible actions, with the special 

educational facility in the Attic being highlighted as the real helper. As there is not enough 

space for everyone there, students are referred to the Studio for more flexible support, but 

this is rejected by teachers and students. 

Who decides where and what?  

Power is also produced in a translation, and decision-making power varies in different 

settings. In the organising of in the pedagogic group-oriented collegial learning, it was 

the groups of subject teachers who planned how to meet the students’ needs in the 

ordinary classroom, and they had regular student reviews where no SEN teacher 

participated. The SEN teachers did not feel capable of organising collegial tutoring with 

the teachers, and therefore it was the subject teachers themselves who become responsible 

for collegial learning as an actor and as a means of pushing as many students as possible 

through the system.  

In that sense, the SEN teachers were not partners in developing the teaching together 

with the subject teacher who Sundqvist et al. (2014) describes. Instead, they were 

designated to the students in need of special support and the special teaching units. The 

SEN teachers decided whom they let into the Attic and influenced which students could 

use the material actor. Nevertheless, the subject teachers initiated the idea about students 

being in need of support, and as such held a gatekeeper role regarding this strand of 

special education. Here, pigeon-holing – that is, finding someone to fit the criteria (Skrtic, 

1991) – might be a consequence and a new actor set into motion.  

The student health team was a newly established actor at this MAE and mirroring 

compulsory school. The organising approach, as outlined in special educational 

individual-oriented support involves mobilising efforts to help those with the most 

pronounced problems (Nilholm, 2021). With the current focus on health promotion and 

SEN teachers in specialised groups, there is a constant shift in responsibility for the 
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students. If organising is primarily a health issue, the student health team should be 

responsible, while a student could be considered someone else’s responsibility in several 

other situations. Here, the subject teachers focused on the students closest to achieving 

the goal, and thus to being employable, rather than focusing on the students with the 

greatest needs.  

Educational or health -related issues?  

A student health team has a dual mission, addressing both educational and health issues. 

When there is a struggle for resources, these different needs are sometimes set against 

each other. The introduction of a student health team, modelled on compulsory school, 

could be somewhat problematic. Compulsory schools do have a compensatory role for 

parents that is not reflected in the legislation for MAE. In addition, it seems impossible 

to address these issues on an individual level with the available resources. The findings 

in the translation of support as health promotion in a student health team shows that the 

team wanted subject teachers to better understand student health difficulties, and helped 

illustrate why some student behaviours might occur in the classroom setting. Even if 

subject teachers were educated in diagnoses such as ADHD, autism, or trauma, the 

teachers described a lack of resources and places to deal with the issues related to these 

individual differences. They only have their classroom and possibly the corridor to use 

when adapting teaching more individually. When it comes to educational needs and health 

problems, teachers described focusing on referring students to special units or to other 

professionals inside or outside of the student health team. This became visible in the 

translation of pedagogic group-oriented collegial learning.  

The design of special educational support within adult education remains to be 

considered. This study shows that expanding student health teams creates both risks and 

opportunities. There is a risk that group-oriented pedagogical initiatives will be 

subordinated to investments in special educational needs units. Solutions that offer greater 

flexibility and individualisation within the classroom might be worthwhile to investigate, 

instead of creating a separate special education path in smaller groups. The idea of adult 

education as emancipatory (Hyland-Russell & Syrnyk, 2015) is based on the notion that 

adult education provides a second chance because of students’ previous school failures 

(Gerber, 2012). However, if individualisation means categorising students as being in 

poor health, it could jeopardise the emancipatory role, as Papaduopolos (2023) describes, 

especially if there are insufficient resources to meet identified needs.  
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Abstract   

Teachers from Municipality Adult Education (MAE) have identified a need for hands-on 

teaching models supporting students in organising their studies, strengthening their self-

regulation, and determining whether they are on track with the mathematical content 

taught. In this action research project, a team of researchers and experienced teachers 

in MAE explore a teaching model called mini-quiz. The model contains weekly 

automatically corrected digital multiple-choice quizzes with immediate feedback. 

Through semi-structured interviews with 30 students, mini-quiz was evaluated by 

examining students’ views on its use. The analysis, following thematic analysis, identified 

three main themes: Support for monitoring and evaluation, Support for planning, and 

Support for responsive teaching. The findings suggest that mini-quizzes increase 

students’ self-efficacy, help them confirm their understanding and plan their studies. 

Mini-quizzes also provide teachers with valuable insights to adapt their teaching at 
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individual and group levels early, a factor important in complex educational settings like 

MAE. 

 

Keywords : adult education, mathematics, action research, retrieval practise, self-

efficacy 

 

 

Introduction  

Many adults in Sweden, as well as in other countries, need to study mathematics at the 

upper-secondary level to meet formal requirements for higher education (Ashcraft & 

Krause, 2007; Dahlberg, 2021). However, the dropout and failure rates are high. In 2024, 

30 % of the 26,000 adult students in Sweden who took the mathematics courses required 

for formal admission to, for example, nursing and teacher education, achieved a passing 

grade (Swedish National Agency for Education [SNAE], 2025a). This indicates a need 

for refining or developing new teaching models (Pettersson & Liljekvist, 2023).  

The study is situated in mathematics courses at Municipality Adult Education (MAE) 

in Sweden and is conducted by a research team of researchers and experienced teachers 

in MAE. In line with Ruthven and Goodchild (2015), the overarching goal is to use proven 

experience and scholarly knowledge to systematically improve teaching to help students 

succeed in their mathematics studies. Research related to practice in adult mathematics 

education is scarce. In a comprehensive review of over 2,300 publications, Gal (2024) 

identified only 39 empirical studies, of which merely seven were directly connected to 

educational practice.  

The teachers in the research team have identified a need for teaching models to help 

students recognise the pace they need to keep, as well as whether they are ‘on track’ in 

relation to the mathematical content taught; that is,  to identify students’  progress, provide 

formative assessment, and keep track of whether the students are actively studying (i.e., 

according to ‘the three-week rule’; no activity in three weeks discharges a student from 

the course (SFS 2011:1108, 7 Chapter 1 §)). In the Swedish steering documents, it is 

stipulated that the education must be flexible regarding, for instance, pace, on-site, online 

or hybrid mode, and when students may start the course (SFS 2011:1108). Hence, 

teaching models must also have the potential to reach beyond an educational setting where 

teachers and students meet in a classroom at the same place and time, engaging in the 

same thing. Further, many adult students bring negative experiences from their previous 

mathematics studies (Reilly et al., 2025), and they often lack good study habits and need 

support in structuring their studies (Andersson et al., 2023). Therefore, the development 

of teaching models that also support students’ study techniques and help them improve 

their learning strategies is important. 

An intrinsic goal of learning mathematics is to solve mathematical problems. To 

achieve this, students need to develop several competencies, including reasoning and 

communicating in, with, and about mathematics (Niss & Højgaard, 2019). This includes 

developing some basic mathematical skills. At the upper secondary level, this can involve 

simplifying expressions and solving quadratic equations. According to our experience, 

building such knowledge is an important step in the learning processes of MAE students 

and supports their self-confidence in mathematics. Mastering basic facts and skills frees 

up working memory for more complex tasks (Sweller, 2011). 

It is well known from cognitive science that testing (compared with for example, 

rereading or concept mapping) advances the students’ possibilities to retrieve information 
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from their memory (Perry et al., 2021; Roediger & Karpicke, 2006). Supporting study 

habits incorporating ‘the act of accessing information from memory’ (Roediger & Abel, 

2022, p. 1) is suggested as a productive component in teaching. In diverse study groups, 

such as those in MAE, some students may possess scattered prior knowledge and lack 

effective study habits. Regular quizzes with immediate feedback have shown positive 

effects at college level when classes contain students with different levels of prior 

knowledge (Pennebaker et al., 2013) and testing students frequently may boost 

achievement independent of educational level (Roediger & Abel, 2022). In summary, 

there are promising results from cognitive science regarding connections between 

teaching and learning. However, there is a need to investigate further how teaching 

models using retrieval practice-based learning can be utilised to improve practice in 

mathematics education in MAE. 

Taking an action research  approach  

Action research is useful when investigating and developing new teaching models based 

on teacher-defined problems (Mertler, 2024; Rönnerman, 2012). Findings from action 

research focus on developing everyday practice, acknowledging the importance of 

contexts for practice (Cohen et al., 2000), for instance, to enhance teaching and studying 

practices (Bergmark & Graeske, 2022; Pettersson & Liljekvist, 2023). Action research is 

cyclic in its nature, and contains processes of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting 

‘more carefully, more systematically and more rigorously than [the participant] usually 

does in everyday life’ (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992, p. 10), and can function as a strategy 

to develop teaching practices and enhance learning in a MAE context (Krogh, 2001; 

Ngwenya et al., 2021). 

Given the problem stated by the teachers in the research team and based on relevant 

findings from education research and cognitive science, we use action research to 

investigate how a specific action: a teaching model containing automatically corrected 

multiple-choice quizzes, providing learners with immediate feedback and teachers with 

overviews on individual and group level. We call the action mini-quiz. It is a short, weekly 

recurring intervention in the MAE students’ studying process that covers delimited 

mathematical content. The long-term objective is to advance teaching practice to better 

support students’ self-regulation and mathematical self-efficacy. 

Several studies have shown that collaboration and teamwork are important aspects 

of action research (Lambirth et al., 2019; Madsen et al., 2020). Our team has worked 

together throughout the study, formulating the problem, doing the action, analysing data, 

and writing this article. To guide our action research, we formulated the following 

research questions: 

 

• What aspects of studying mathematics do mini-quizzes support? Here we focus 

on the MAE students’ views on how the model may help them structure their 

studies, understand (and cope with) the study pace, and if, and how, the model 

helps them realise what subject matter they need to review.  

• Do mini-quizzes have the potential to support a more productive disposition 

toward mathematics and a higher perceived competence among MAE students? 

Here, we focus on the students’ views on whether, and how, the model has 

changed their views towards both themselves as mathematics learners and 

mathematics itself.  
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We limited our study by focusing on mathematical content relating to students’ basic 

skills after they have studied a specific topic. By testing a new teaching model and 

reflecting on its outcome, we seek to contribute to the scholarly knowledge from within 

MAE. Through semi-structured interviews, we evaluate mini-quiz by examining 

students’ views on using it. 

In order to apply action research methodology, we planned the action based on 

results from previous cycles (see Pettersson & Liljekvist, 2023) and studied relevant 

literature. We performed the action in five different educational settings. Cycles of 

observing-reflecting were conducted. During the action, we had recurring meetings to 

discuss how the action unfolded in practice, shared experiences, and adjusted quizzes. 

After the action, we conducted interviews with students, analysed, reflected upon the 

outcome, documented, and shared findings in this article. 

In the following, we first present relevant literature on which we have based the 

action. Thereafter, we describe the context of the study, the methods used, and the 

analysis procedure. Finally, we present and discuss our findings. 

Relevant literature and theoretical framing  

Self -regulated learning and self -efficacy from an adult learner 
perspective  

Adult students face different circumstances compared to younger learners. This primarily 

concerns the challenge of balancing external factors, such as finances and family 

responsibilities, with internal factors, such as motivation, to pursue further education and 

coping with the organisation of MAE itself (Assarsson & Zackrisson, 2005). There is 

often less teacher contact in MAE than in other schools, especially as many students study 

online (Fejes et al., 2020). Continuous intake, low attendance, and a strong, often 

instrumental focus on individual studies shape MAE as an educational setting with limited 

opportunities for collective learning (Fejes et al., 2018). This means that MAE students 

need to be more self-driven and audit their learning themselves. They must actively plan, 

monitor, and evaluate their learning to achieve the specific learning goals, and they need 

to be both proactive and reflective when working on educational tasks. This process is 

described by Zimmerman (2011) as self-regulated learning; that is, to be metacognitively, 

motivationally, and behaviourally active in one’s learning process.  

Research shows that it is fruitful to support self-regulated learning (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Safford-Ramus et al., 2016; Wiliam, 2015). For example, if a 

mathematics course contains teaching models that support proactive and reflective 

practices, Zimmerman et al. (2011) found that students more often develop a productive 

disposition, viewing test results not as an endpoint but as opportunities to learn more. In 

Bandura’s (1986) terms, it is a matter of activating cyclical processes of observing, 

judging, and reacting upon the possibilities given in the educational context, reaching for 

insights on what needs to be done. Student behaviour is context dependent and relies on 

reciprocal interactions, where learning is shaped through the dynamic interactions 

between personal factors (such as perceived self-efficacy), behaviour (such as 

engagement and planning), and the environment (such as feedback practices) (Bandura, 

1986; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020).  

A student’s level of self-efficacy, that is, her beliefs about what she can do when it 

comes to a class of tasks, affects the student’s degree of self-regulation (Schunk & 

DiBenedetto, 2020). Students form their beliefs as they consider the number and patterns 
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of success, task difficulty and what effort needed, and available support from peers and 

teachers. Self-efficacy is highly influenced by earlier experiences of ‘doing well’ and 

‘doing poorly’ in similar situations. Since many MAE students have negative experiences 

of mathematics (Safford-Ramus, 2016; Pettersson & Liljekvist, 2023), teaching needs to 

include activities that encourage self-observation, self-judgement, and self-reflection to 

change students’ beliefs of their ability, supporting experiences of ‘doing well’ (Safford-

Ramus et al., 2016; Zimmerman et al., 2011).  

Studying processes in which retrieval practice occurs enhances retention of the 

current learning object (Pennebaker et al., 2013; Perry et al., 2021; Roediger & Karpicke, 

2006). This is in the literature termed the testing effect; that is, information retrieved from 

memory leads to better outcomes on later tests (Roediger & Abel, 2022). Students taking 

quizzes receive tools to activate self-regulating processes, assessing what they know and 

what they need to work more on. Hence, students can nuance their experiences of ‘doing 

poorly’ and may look upon it as a learning opportunity where the environment (the quiz) 

supports a behaviour concentrating their study efforts on deficient knowledge with the 

potential to (re)build their self-efficacy.  

Responsive teaching and formative feedback from teachers’ 
perspective  

It is a reciprocal relationship between self-efficacy and academic performance (Talsma 

et al., 2018). When deciding which teaching method to use in a particular situation, 

teachers need to consider its effects both on students’ self-efficacy and learning. For 

adults, Talsma et al. (2018) found that self-efficacy and performance are linked in a way 

that makes it meaningful to target self-efficacy directly, while also providing 

opportunities to cope with ordinary educational tasks. However, it is not guaranteed that 

a method promotes both learning and self-efficacy; for example, helping students to 

extensively support learning may promote their learning in class, but not their ability to 

perform well on their own later on (Jonsson et al., 2014).  

When teachers’ reflections are grounded in their subject didactic2 knowledge and 

take their starting point in how students’ knowledge develops and recurrently pay 

attention to how exercises and activities in lessons contribute to learning, it is favourable 

for students' development of knowledge (Hirsh & Lindberg, 2015). This aligns with 

students’ perspective on high-quality MAE teaching (Andersson and Muhrman, 2024); It 

is a matter of handling both students’ need for flexibility in their day-to-day lives, having 

high levels of interaction and support, and providing different kinds of feedback.  

Teaching practices that focus on students’ learning and shaping their learning 

opportunities can be described as formative (Hirsh, 2017). Hattie and Timperley (2007) 

show that formative teaching is a strong explanatory factor for student achievement. 

However, there will not be such great effects if the formative elements in the teaching are 

not well adapted to the current situation (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hattie & Timperley, 

2007). The teaching needs to include relevant responsive strategies. Such strategies are 

driven by teachers’ reflection on the interaction between students and subject content, 

which Kansanen and Meri (1999) call the didactic relationship, to assess how well the 

teaching aligns with students’ learning processes. Reflecting on the didactic relationship 

provides a practice focusing on both what and how in teaching (Hudson, 2016). 
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The context of the study  

Overview of the Swedish  MAE context  

Municipal Adult Education (MAE) in Sweden1 enables adults to study at the compulsory 

and upper secondary levels, offering a wide range of general subjects as well as vocational 

courses. Education is free of charge and individually adapted. When teaching in MAE in 

Sweden, teachers meet students with different backgrounds (Andersson & Muhrman, 

2024). According to SNAE (2025b), 35% of the students study online, and many of them 

combine work and studies. There is also a demand for continuous enrolment with flexible 

start and varying course lengths. This means that in an MAE classroom, there may be a 

mix of students taking different courses with different lengths. Taken together, this means 

that groups may vary over time, which can make it hard to arrange groups studying the 

same course simultaneously (Fejes et al., 2018).  

Description of the mini-quizzes  

Mini-quizzes are used with on-site and online students. Teachers in the team use them 

differently in time and place, either immediately after a lesson (Miftari) or later online 

(Pettersson, Eliasson, Harsanyine, Lindqvist).   

Mini-quizzes are designed to test a specific mathematical topic that students have 

studied during a part of the course and are aligned with the intended learning goals. From 

the students’ perspective, the aim of the quizzes is to help them recognise the pace of the 

course and give an indication of whether they are on the right track in their learning 

trajectory. From the teachers’ perspective, the quizzes are a tool to supervise students’ 

activity (the ‘three-week rule’), and a tool for formative teaching, that is, for making 

decisions on what to do next; focus more on a specific content during a lesson; give 

individual feedback and so on. 

The quizzes are made in Google Forms with five questions and four alternative 

answers specifically chosen to reveal common misconceptions. The format follows so-

called hinge questions (Wiliam, 2015). Figure 1 shows an example of a question used by 

the teachers. Positive feedback for a correct answer is given as ‘well done’ or a similar 

encouraging remark, while feedback for an incorrect answer is provided in the form of a 

video or a written hint. From Google Forms, the teachers can generate an overview 

showing results at the student and group level. The focus of this study is on mini-quizzes 

as a teaching model; we have not analysed the content of specific quizzes. We all operated 

within the Google environment, so the quizzes were distributed to the students via Google 

Classroom. 

 

Figure 1. Example of a mini-quiz (Source: authors) 
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Educational settings for the students using mini-quizzes in the study  

Each Municipal school authority decides upon the organisational terms of MAE, so there 

is a wide diversity in when and how students meet mathematics in their courses. In our 

research team, some teach on-site, some online, and some teach on-site and online 

simultaneously in what we call hybrid learning (Table 1). We have chosen the word lesson 

for a session where the teacher and a group of students are simultaneously engaged in a 

specific course. Typical activities are lectures, group activities, and discussions. We also 

have Q&A sessions. This is an in-school activity, and the students participating in Q&As 

come from different courses. The students are working individually with their course 



[364]      Pettersson  et al. 

material, and the teacher answers questions raised by individual students. Outside these 

sessions, email correspondence and spontaneous meetings between teacher and student 

occur.  

 

Table 1. Overview of the diversity of educational settings in the study 

 

 On-site Online Hybrid 

 

Course 

length 

(weeks) 

Teacher-led sessions (weekly) 

Pettersson Day Yes Yes 20 2 x 80 min lessons and  

2 x 80 min Q&A sessions 

Eliasson Day/ 

Evening 

Yes No 10/20 8 h Q&A sessions 

Harsanyine Day Yes No 10*/20 2 x 90 min lessons and  

2 x 90 min Q&A sessions  

Lindkvist Day Yes No 10 8 h lessons 

5 h Q&A sessions 

Miftari Day/ 

Evening 

No Yes 20 3 x 2,5 h lessons (day)  

2 x 2,5 h lessons (evenings) 

(Students can follow both tracks if 

they want) 

 

* online courses 

 

Data generation  

Participants  

The study participants are 34 students who volunteered in response to a call directed at 

approximately 100 students enrolled in relevant courses. Students with passing grades, 

non-passing grades, different gender identities, native speakers, and non-native speakers, 

of various ages, and from all five schools participated. As this is an action research 

project, where the teachers are authors of this paper and the schools are easy to track, we 

will not describe the individual participants in further detail. In this study, the voices of 

the participants rather become a choir telling a story about using mini-quizzes in MAE 

mathematics courses. 

Interview guide  

In this study, we evaluated mini-quiz by examining students’ views on using it, and we 

used interviews as a method for data generation. The interview guide was semi-structured 

and included fixed questions and some follow-up questions. The items in the interview 

guide aimed to find out how the students experienced using mini-quiz, and if and how it 

helped them in their MAE studies. We also wanted to know whether they had noticed if 
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and how the teacher had used the quizzes. The main question was formulated as follows: 

‘Now that you have had the opportunity to use mini-quizzes as part of the teaching in the 

mathematics course. Can you tell us about your experience with this approach?’ 

Depending on the answer, we used follow-up questions like: ‘In what way did they [the 

mini-quizzes] help you? How did you use the provided feedback? Have you noticed that 

your teacher has seen your results?’ 

Transcription  

The interviews were held in Swedish and transcribed verbatim. The excerpts used in this 

article are translated into English by the authors in a way that students’ language 

difficulties or other kinds of differences, such as social markers, cannot be traced. 

To perform the transcription, audio files were sent to Amberscript, which uses 

artificial intelligence to transform audio into text. However, since automated transcription 

can sometimes be inaccurate, the text was reviewed and edited manually to correct errors 

and omissions. The procedure has been approved by Sunet (a Swedish university network 

for research and education). The data generated is not stored by Amberscript or any third 

party, only on the researchers’ storage to protect the confidentiality and privacy of study 

participants, and to comply with data protection regulations. 

Ethical considerations  

To conduct the study in accordance with ethical guidelines, considerations of doing 

research in one’s own practice, and using interviews with students as a method, were 

discussed within the research team and at seminars where the study design was 

scrutinised. Collected data from the students is used with informed consent. The 

interviews were conducted after the students had received their grades. The first eight 

interviews were conducted by Liljekvist, and the rest by Pettersson. Pettersson attended 

all interviews. The study’s design and how data is generated and managed have been 

reviewed according to the ethical guidelines at Karlstad University. 

Analysis procedure  

In the first step, the transcripts were read through by authors Pettersson and Liljekvist. 

All sequences concerning mini-quizzes were collected in an Excel file. The data set 

comprised 99 excerpts. 

All team members met in a physical two-day meeting and worked according to the 

first three of the six steps of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to uncover sub-

themes in the data.  

As a first step, each team member made a preliminary thematic coding of the dataset. 

We then continued to code the material in pairs, resulting in three different coding 

versions with different labels of the sub-themes. Pettersson and Liljekvist compiled the 

sub-themes and checked for consensus. As for 72% of the excerpts, the coding was equal 

or close to equal. For example, one student answered the question of how to use mini-

quiz: ‘It worked really well; it was really nice to have the mini-quizzes to see what I 

needed to practice more’. The pairs labelled the excerpt differently, pinpointing the same 

aspects: (1) Repetition, (2) awareness of the results and what to practice more, and (3) 

identifying my weaknesses. After a joint discussion, this became a preliminary main 
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theme, labelled: Student makes a reconciliation, linked to the subject matter in the course 

(Figure 2). 
 

Figure 1. Process from transcript to preliminary main theme (Source: authors) 

 

 
 

Finally, the team met in a digital meeting and worked through all 99 excerpts one more 

time. After this meeting, we agreed upon nine sub-themes, from which three main themes 

were derived (see Table 2). 
 

Table 2. Overview of sub-themes, main themes, and description 

 

Sub-theme Main themes Description 

Identifying my weaknesses  

Have I kept up?  

The student makes a reconciliation – 

linked to a supposed subject matter 

knowledge.  

The student explicitly relates mini-quizzes 

to their learning. To learn from their 

mistakes. 

Repetition. 

Support for:  

 

Monitoring and 

evaluation. 

 

How the quizzes served as checkpoints for 

students to assess their progress in keeping 

up with course content and learning goals. 

Students explicitly linked the mini-quizzes to 

their learning, using them to identify 

mistakes and determine areas requiring 

further practice. 

Inner and outer driving forces support 

planning, initiating, and completing.  

The structure (recurrent) and the format 

(of the mini-quiz) support the student 

(feedback) on their progress. 

Structure and content of the test 

environment. 

Support for:  

 

Planning.  

How the structure, format, and content of the 

quizzes supported inner and outer driving 

forces and supported students planning how 

the quizzes affected the students' studying 

technique. 

Results are used to follow up and adapt the 

teaching. 

Support for:  

 

Responsive 

teaching. 

Students’ views on how their teacher used the 

results from the quizzes in their teaching. 
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Finding s 

In the interviews, the students shared their views about how they perceived using mini-

quizzes. The first theme: Support for monitoring and evaluation, shows that the quizzes 

provided a checkpoint for students, whether they had kept up with the course content and 

pace in alignment with the intended learning goals. The students related the mini-quizzes 

to their learning (explicitly), both in terms of learning from one’s mistakes and identifying 

areas that need more practice. In the second theme: Support for planning, students’ views 

of how the design of the quizzes affected their choices in upcoming work, and how it 

influenced their study technique, are displayed. The students discuss the recurring nature 

and the importance of getting immediate feedback. Finally, in the third theme: Support 

for responsive teaching, we find the students’ reflections on how their teacher used mini-

quizzes as a tool for following up and adapting their teaching to the results of the mini-

quizzes. 

Support for monitoring and evaluation  

The mini-quizzes allowed students to confirm whether they had sufficient knowledge 

regarding specific mathematical content, actively monitor their learning progress, and 

identify areas requiring further attention. This approach was used either after studying a 

specific content, as demonstrated by Student 9: ‘Yeah, they were good to see so that I, 

yeah, if I [...] so that I understood something. I saw really clearly what I needed to study 

more’ (Student 9), or before studying, as shown by Student 15: 

Yeah, but if, let’s say, I haven’t done the calculations and just do the mini-quizzes, then I 

can see where, like, it’s exponents that I don’t know. Then I can go back and spend extra 

time on that, or I can see, oh, I’m really good at this statistics part, so I don’t need to focus 

on that as much. (Student 15) 

Students expressed that mini-quizzes helped them confirm their understanding, and they 

talked about how it helped them keep up with the pace in the course. Completing a quiz 

could also give a feeling of being finished with a certain assignment: 

Cause I’ve still tried to study only Monday to Friday, so I get the weekend to be with my 

family. I’ve sent in all the mini-quizzes on Friday evening. [...]. And that’s because I want 

a break [...]. But I’m gonna do five assignments next week, yeah, then I can take time off 

already on Wednesday, then I’m done. (Student 6) 

Moreover, immediate feedback is important as it provides students with information 

about their progress. As one student noted: 

I really like that you get immediate feedback. So, I think it has increased my confidence in 

mathematics. And with increased confidence, it’s also easier for me to find it more 

enjoyable. [...] It has also made me realise that these more complicated things, I do actually 

understand. (Student 19) 

The student compared the current course structure to previous experiences studying an 

earlier mathematics course, explaining: ‘In that course, we did not have frequent 

automatic feedback right after completing quizzes, so I felt like it was less structured. I 

didn’t have the same control over what I knew or didn’t know’ (Student 19). 

The fact that the quizzes offered an alternative way to engage with the subject 

affected how students evaluated their study strategies. They were triggered to think 
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differently when working with the quizzes. It also seemed that the format, compared with 

the textbook, encouraged deeper reflection on their answers: ‘When working with the 

quizzes, you are trying to calculate and understand simultaneously. If I had only been 

using the math book, I would have simply checked the answer key to see what it should 

be’ (Student 6). ‘If an answer is incorrect, it is sometimes possible to figure out the 

mistake, like a missed sign’ (Student 25). 

Overall, the structure of the quizzes seems to encourage students to engage with the 

mathematical content more thoughtfully and actively. The quizzes are low-stakes, aiming 

to provide a safe space for practice without the pressure of formal assessments. However, 

the quizzes seem to build up some pressure, as a poor result may negatively impact self-

efficacy. There is a sense of pressure to achieve a good result: 

Sometimes it happened that I got a lot of wrong answers because I had missed something. 

And then it was like, ‘Oh,’ and I felt a bit like: Damn, I don’t know anything. Sometimes I 

was a bit scared to do the mini-quizzes because there was a chapter, I found difficult, and I 

didn’t want to disappoint [the teacher]. (Student 20) 

Support for planning  

The students talk about how the mini-quizzes affect their planning of the course. The fact 

that mini-quizzes are scheduled and recurring supports students’ discipline, and the 

structure helps them organise their studying. They felt a need to complete the quizzes 

when they had an assignment to submit. Student 3 said, ‘It gave me discipline, when you 

have a submission, you just have to do it’, or as another student more bluntly put it: ‘Mini-

quizzes kick you in the butt to do the work. I find it frustrating to leave them undone. If 

you have a deadline, you must complete it’ (Student 15). 

The structure of the feedback seems to help students. They planned what to study 

based on incorrect answers on their quizzes and used both the immediate feedback and 

the attached written feedback. They returned to the textbook to look up similar tasks and 

explanations or watched the feedback video to learn more: ‘If you answer incorrectly, you 

see the correct answer. And then, you often have feedback on a video, which is also very 

helpful’ (Student 25). ‘If you don’t know something, you get, like, tips in the mini-quiz 

about what you should practice more or look up’ (Student 30). 

The accessibility of the feedback was important: ‘You could see on the mini-quiz 

that your answer was wrong, and you could see the correct answer. [The extra material] 

was easy to find; you just had to click, and the video feedback helped a lot’ (Student 25). 

However, not all students liked that some of the feedback pointed back to material 

already used and proposed new videos instead.  

We noticed that the immediacy of feedback is important. In one school, we tried 

some quizzes that did not provide immediate feedback because the teacher wanted to 

include open-ended questions that required manual grading and therefore delayed the 

feedback. One of the students specifically reflected on this, stating: ‘On three or four 

quizzes, I couldn’t see which ones were correct or incorrect. I was curious, was it right or 

wrong?’ (Student 23). 

The feedback was also helpful for students who could not attend the lessons. This student 

combined work and studies and could therefore not attend lessons that often: ‘It helped 

me a lot because I didn’t have that many lessons, so it was good that I got tips and help 

from [the feedback video]’ (Student 32). 

Overall, mini-quizzes seem to support students’ planning and study habits. However, 

there are still challenges to handle, as some students have stopped doing the quizzes 

regularly. We could detect two types of reasons for not doing the quizzes. First, we could 



Mini-quiz as a teaching model to support adult learners in their mathematics studies       [369] 

see students relate to a high workload: ‘I haven’t completed every single mini-quiz 

because I have two other courses at the same time. So, I just haven’t had the time to do 

absolutely everything’ (Student 18). 

Second, not all students were helped in the long run to structure their studying and 

change their study habits: 

I did them a lot in the beginning [when the teacher posted them]. But then I kind of fell off 

a bit when it came to doing the mini-quizzes. I don’t know why. There’s no reason for it; it 

just happened. I think I just forgot about them a little. (Student 13) 

Some students offered suggestions for improving the mini-quizzes and their usage. One 

student proposed allowing the tests to be reopened so they could be completed multiple 

times (Student 19). Other suggestions for improvement focused on individualising the 

quizzes to match each student’s skill level and specific content needs (Student 29) or 

adjusting submission timelines to help reduce stress (Student 26). 

Support for responsive teaching  

When the students reflected on how the mini-quizzes affected the teaching, they described 

how teachers used the results from mini-quizzes to check if students were keeping up 

with the course pace and to decide how to adjust their teaching, reshaping learning 

opportunities both on the individual and group level. 

Student 19 describes her experience of how the teacher used the quizzes: 

[The teacher] said from the start that since half the class was studying from home and half 

the class was attending in person, [the teacher] was very clear that [the teacher] uses those 

mini-quizzes to see if one is keeping up with the course or not. And if [the teacher] notices 

that someone is not keeping up, [the teacher] will call for a meeting and look at, like, how 

should we proceed? Does it still work for you to study from home, or do you need to come 

[to school] instead? And [the teacher] has followed up on that when we’ve met [the teacher] 

and said that it seems like it’s working well for you. So, it’s been a good kind of check-in 

thing, I think, both for myself, but I believe that [the teacher] has benefited greatly from it 

too. (Student 19) 

From a student’s perspective, the use of mini-quizzes seems to be an effective way for 

teachers to monitor each student’s engagement and progress. The teacher could open up 

a discussion about whether online learning works for individual students or if they would 

benefit more from being on-site. The quizzes become a practical tool in both assessing 

and adjusting learning formats, according to each student’s needs. 

The quizzes were not merely used in alignment with the ‘three-week rule’ but also 

helped when supporting students’ individual concerns with the mathematical content. For 

example, the results of some quizzes made a student use Q&A sessions to get support 

with the topics s/he found difficult: 

But the [mini-quizzes] I struggled with a bit more, [the teacher], offered some extra help 

and focused on exactly what I had more trouble with. That’s why I attended those two 

sessions, because I gathered everything I found difficult, and [the teacher] sat with me and 

helped me specifically with those parts. (Student 33) 

Students noticed that the results gave teachers information on whether a certain topic 

needed extra attention or not. If a quiz revealed that a group of students struggled with a 

certain mathematical content, the teacher revisited that topic in the upcoming lesson. 

When lessons were adapted based on the results of the quizzes, it was initiated either by 
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the teacher or by the students themselves: ‘If there were any tasks that most people had 

struggled with, we went through them [...] And then we took an extra look at them, and 

[the teacher] explained how to solve them’ (Student 27). ‘On some occasions, we asked 

[the teacher] about a question on the quiz, and we solved it together’ (Student 23). 

In summary, the students experienced how the teachers adapt the teaching when 

using mini-quizzes, and thus perform a more responsive teaching practice. 

Discussion  

Findings from action research focus on developing everyday practice, acknowledging the 

importance of contexts for practice (Cohen et al., 2000). In this action research study, we 

have explored how a teaching model based on retrieval practice, in the form of mini-

quizzes, may support adult learners in mathematics education within MAE. In this paper, 

we have presented the findings from the research phase in which we used the previously 

developed teaching model (mini-quiz) containing digital, automatically corrected 

multiple-choice quizzes with immediate feedback as an action in five different MAE 

settings. By examining students’ views on using mini-quiz, we can construct a deeper 

understanding of the teaching model and its relevance for mathematics teaching in MAE. 

The point of departure for this action research is that teaching models must work in 

relation to different aspects of teaching that are typical in MAE study groups and feasible 

for both teachers and students (cf. Bergmark & Graeske, 2022; Mertler, 2024). The 

purpose of taking an action research perspective is to advance the teaching practice, 

making use of craft knowledge and scholarly knowledge within the team. Ruthven and 

Goodchild (2015) advocate close cooperation between teachers and researchers to nurture 

their complementary knowledge domains. The teachers in the research team have 

pinpointed the need for teaching models supporting both students’ self-regulated learning 

(e.g., keeping the pace, knowing what to do, and monitoring one’s own learning) and their 

self-efficacy (e.g., nuance students’ experiences of ‘doing poorly’ and rather looking 

upon test situations as formative learning opportunities).  

The findings show that the model (mini-quiz) has the potential to help students 

structure their studies, understand (and cope with) the study pace, as well as help them 

realise what subject matter they need to review. When teaching practices support self-

regulated learning by encouraging students to be metacognitively, motivationally, and 

behaviourally active in their own learning, they are more likely to develop a productive 

disposition (Zimmerman, 2011; Zimmerman et al., 2011). In such educational contexts, 

students have the opportunity to develop productive beliefs about what one can do when 

it comes to a class of tasks, which improve their self-efficacy (Bandura, 1986). We believe 

that a strength of the model lies in its ability to illustrate the pace required and the 

knowledge needed when completing even a small portion of the course. Our findings 

indicate that the model is particularly relevant in an MAE context, where the demand for 

self-regulated learning is high (Assarsson & Zackrisson, 2005; Fejes et al., 2020; Safford-

Ramus et al., 2016). Since this is a situation not specific to the Swedish MAE (Gal, 2024; 

Ngwenya, 2021; Reilly et al., 2025), we believe the findings have explanatory power 

beyond the local context. However, there are still challenges to handle in relation to some 

of the students stopping doing the quizzes regularly. The findings suggest it either 

depends on a high workload overall, or that the model is not enough to change behaviour 

for some students. A working hypothesis for the coming action research cycles is to 

inquire if and how the stopped use of the quizzes is related to drop-out from courses. 

The model is grounded in retrieval practice-based learning, that is, based on the idea 

that retrieval practice in the form of testing is an efficient way of learning (cf. Roediger 
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& Abel, 2022). Mini-quizzes support students’ self-regulated learning by providing 

regular feedback; the model visualises and supports both students’ self-observation and 

self-judgement. The fact that the quizzes are low-stakes and divided into small, content-

specific sections, such as negative numbers or fractions, planned for a specific week, 

seems to make students less nervous about completing them and more likely to use them 

as a learning tool. Students also expressed that they experienced success, which, 

according to Talsma et al. (2018), can lead to behavioural change and increased self-

efficacy. This is especially important in MAE, where students often have varied prior 

knowledge and low confidence in mathematics (Reilly et al., 2025; Safford-Ramus et al., 

2016).  

The triadic reciprocal causation between the environment, personal factors, and 

behaviour for student learning is well described (Bandura, 1986; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 

2020). Since we base the model on retrieval practice-based learning (Roediger & 

Karpicke, 2006), it shapes both the teaching environment, the students’ behaviour 

towards relevant mathematical content, and promotes a more productive disposition 

regarding one’s own capacity.  Hence, we argue that the model has the potential to alter 

a student’s level of self-efficacy when it comes to a specific class of tasks, since we know 

from other studies (e.g., Talsma et al., 2018) that there is a reciprocal relationship between 

self-efficacy and academic performance. 

The teachers in the research team have used the model in their own educational 

setting. These settings show a wide diversity in when and how students meet mathematics 

(see Table 1). Hence, the students’ views on mini-quizzes originate from various study 

contexts. The design of the study indicates the model’s usefulness, as it seems to support 

self-regulated learning and self-efficacy among adult learners in MAE across different 

educational settings. In all settings, the model allowed students to track their progress, 

identify knowledge gaps, and plan their studies. Moreover, mini-quizzes enable 

responsive teaching. The choice to use hinge-questions (Wiliam, 2015), where the 

incorrect options reflect common misconceptions, provides insights into students’ 

thinking and supports lesson planning. Teachers receive information both at the 

individual level, identifying students who need support and at the group level, indicating 

how teaching may be adjusted. Such information is important for teachers, since teaching 

well adapted to the actual educational setting and responsive to students’ learning 

processes has a strong explanatory factor for student achievement (Black & Wiliam, 

1998; Hattie & Timperley, 2007).  In line with formative teaching principles (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Hirsh, 2017), the quiz results are not tied to grading but are used to 

support learning and teaching, aiming for a learning culture focused on progress rather 

than performance.  

Implications for MAE teaching  

Our study provides important insights about using mini-quizzes in MAE to support 

students’ self-regulation and self-efficacy, as well as provide responsive teaching. We 

want to highlight two aspects:  

 

• When using mini-quizzes, students can take a more active role and be more 

responsible for their studying, which is especially important for those with 

negative past experiences and high reliance on teacher guidance. 

• By gaining an early and clearer understanding of students’ progress, teachers can 

intervene timely at both the individual and group level, which is crucial in fast-
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paced adult education. This proactive approach provides support and strengthens 

the teacher-student relationship.  

Limitations and suggestions for further research  

The results show that the model (mini-quiz) may be a valuable tool for supporting self-

regulated learning and self-efficacy among adult learners in MAE, as well as a tool to 

enable teachers to adapt their teaching to the needs of the current student group. However, 

in this study, we have not measured the effect in terms of students' mathematical progress. 

Instead, we have let the voices of the students unfold the experiences using the model as 

a learning tool.  

We need further studies to uncover under what conditions it is most valuable to 

conduct mini-quizzes in order to help all students use them regularly in a productive way. 

In a complex educational setting like MAE, where students have diverse backgrounds and 

study under varying conditions, mini-quizzes can only form a part of a broader support 

structure. In this study, the model (mini-quiz) is created to enhance students’ basic 

mathematical skills, and not more complex competences such as problem solving or 

mathematical reasoning. To further improve MAE teaching and influence students’ views 

of mathematics, complementary models and continued development are needed. 

Notes  

1  For an extensive overview of MAE in Sweden, see Andersson and Muhrman (2024). 
2  In this article, we use the term didactic in the same way as in German, French, Spanish and 

Scandinavian languages, not the connotations attached to the term didactical in English. 
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Abstract  

How should Continuing Vocational Education and Training (CVET) serve society – as a 

tool for economic adaptation or as a site of transformative adult learning and democratic 

participation? This article critically examines CVET discourse across seven UNESCO 

International Conferences on Adult Education (CONFINTEA) (1949-2022). Based on 

critical analysis of seventeen key texts and informed by Freirean pedagogy, Lima and 

Guimarães’ policy framework, and Biesta’s critique of ‘learnification’, three patterns are 

identified. First, economic priorities consistently overshadow humanistic aims despite 

periodic rhetorical reaffirmations. Second, the shift from ‘adult education’ to ‘adult 

learning’ individualises responsibility, transferring costs from states and employers to 

learners while obscuring structural inequalities. Third, comprehensive policy 

frameworks coexist with implementation gaps, exposing CONFINTEA’s limited capacity 

to counter neoliberal restructuring. Governance has shifted from public responsibility 

(1949-1960) to normalised public-private partnerships (2022). Realising CVET’s 

transformative potential requires binding mechanisms, political-economic engagement, 

and democratic mobilisation beyond declaratory commitments.  
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Introduction  

Continuing Vocational Education and Training (CVET) represents a critical dimension 

of lifelong learning systems worldwide, enabling adults to acquire, update, and transform 

their vocational competencies throughout their working lives (European Commission et 

al., 2020; UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning [UIL], 2016). Unlike Initial VET 

(IVET), which prepares young people for first entry into the labour market, CVET 

addresses the ongoing learning needs of adults already engaged in or re-entering 

employment, encompassing retraining for career transitions, upskilling for technological 

adaptation, and broader personal and civic development integrated with vocational 

purposes (van Wieringen & Attwell, 1999). 

The governance of CVET has historically involved complex interactions among 

multiple stakeholders – states, employers, labour organisations, educational institutions, 

and international bodies – each bringing distinct interests, resources, and rationalities to 

vocational education policy (Lima & Guimarães, 2024). Understanding how these 

governance arrangements have evolved requires examining not only national policy 

developments but also international forums where normative frameworks are articulated 

and legitimated. The International Conferences on Adult Education (CONFINTEA), 

organised by United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) since 1949, represent one such critical forum where CVET has been 

conceptualised, debated, and positioned within broader adult education agendas.  

CVET as strategic instrument and site of  contestation  

In the post-World War II period, CVET emerged as a strategic instrument for national 

reconstruction, international diplomacy, and economic modernisation (UIL, 1949). The 

1951 Treaty establishing the European Coal and Steel Community explicitly recognised 

vocational retraining as essential to shared production and peacebuilding, thereby 

establishing direct linkages between CVET and geopolitical objectives (European Union, 

2024). Beyond these instrumental functions, CVET has been conceptualised – at least in 

normative discourse – as a vehicle for fostering democratic engagement, personal 

development, and active citizenship. By ‘normative discourse’, we refer to how CVET 

should ideally serve society according to educational philosophy and international policy 

frameworks, rather than how it operates in practice. This vision draws on Dewey’s (1916) 

emphasis on vocational education fostering civic intelligence and democratic 

participation, Freire’s (1970) call for developing critical consciousness, and Jarvis’ 

(2004) framing of vocational learning within lifelong education that integrates personal 

growth and social responsibility with occupational competence. 

However, the relationship between these humanistic aspirations and market-driven 

imperatives constitutes a fundamental tension pervading CVET policy development. As 

Ball (2012) and Olssen et al. (2004) demonstrate, neoliberal rationalities have 

systematically penetrated educational governance since the 1980s, repositioning 

education as primarily a private investment in individual human capital rather than a 

public good generating collective benefits. This transformation has profoundly shaped 

CVET, often narrowing its purposes to immediately marketable skills while 

marginalising broader developmental objectives (Field, 2000; Griffin, 1999a, 1999b). 
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Why CONFINTEA? Rationale for examining UNESCO’s adult education 
conferences : Positioning within existing CONFINTEA research  

Before outlining our rationale for focusing on CONFINTEA, we situate this study within 

existing scholarship on UNESCO’s adult education conferences. Milana (2012, 2016) 

demonstrates how CONFINTEA operates as a site of global adult education governance, 

shaped by power asymmetries among member states, international organisations, and 

civil society, and how its policy frameworks have increasingly aligned with broader 

development agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals. Ireland and Spezia 

(2014) provide a historical analysis of CONFINTEA as UNESCO’s key mechanism for 

establishing international adult education norms, while also highlighting persistent 

challenges in implementation. Elfert (2015, 2019) and Rubenson (2018) critically 

examine tensions between UNESCO’s humanistic educational vision and the growing 

dominance of instrumental lifelong learning and human capital approaches promoted by 

organisations such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD). 

Building on this body of scholarship, our study makes three distinctive contributions. 

First, while previous research addresses CONFINTEA’s general adult education 

frameworks, CVET as a specific policy domain has received limited systematic attention. 

We therefore offer a focused longitudinal analysis of how vocational dimensions of adult 

education have been constructed across seven decades. Second, we extend the temporal 

scope by including CONFINTEA VII (2022), enabling analysis of recent policy 

discourses on digitalisation, climate crisis, and post-pandemic transformations. Third, we 

employ a theoretical synthesis combining Freire’s critical pedagogy, Lima and 

Guimarães’ governance framework, and Biesta’s critique of learnification with 

Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis to examine continuities and shifts in CVET 

governance rationalities. While confirming earlier findings regarding CONFINTEA’s 

limited implementation capacity and vulnerability to instrumentalisation, our analysis 

reveals specific mechanisms through which humanistic principles are progressively 

subordinated to market imperatives and how discursive shifts from education to learning 

actively construct neoliberal governance arrangements. 

This study focuses specifically on CONFINTEA rather than other international VET 

policy forums (International Labour Organization – ILO – conventions, OECD skills 

frameworks, World Bank education sector strategies, or World Economic Forum – WEF 

– workforce initiatives) for five compelling, methodologically and theoretically grounded 

reasons: 

 

1. CONFINTEA’s distinctive holistic approach to CVET. Unlike the ILO’s sector-specific 

focus on technical training standards, workplace learning, and workers’ rights, or the 

OECD’s emphasis on economic competitiveness through skills measurement and 

benchmarking, or the WEF’s business-centred perspective on workforce flexibility and 

global talent, CONFINTEA has uniquely maintained a comprehensive vision explicitly 

situating CVET within broader adult education frameworks. CONFINTEA documents 

consistently address CVET in relation to democratic citizenship, social inclusion, cultural 

development, and personal fulfilment – not merely as human capital investment. This 

makes CONFINTEA the primary international forum where the full complexity of 

CVET’s multiple purposes can be examined rather than viewing it exclusively through 

economic or labour market lenses. For VET research concerned with understanding 

vocational education’s social impacts and governance, CONFINTEA provides richer 

discursive terrain than narrower policy platforms. 
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2. Unparalleled longitudinal scope. CONFINTEA provides unique historical data 

spanning 73 years (1949-2022) across seven conferences, enabling systematic analysis of 

how major global transformations – post-war reconstruction, decolonisation, Cold War 

ideological competition, neoliberal restructuring, digital revolution, financial crises, and 

climate emergency – have shaped international CVET discourse and governance. No 

other international VET policy forum offers comparable temporal depth for tracing the 

history of VET. While ILO conventions on vocational training date to 1939, their 

technical-legal focus limits discourse analysis. OECD’s VET work intensified primarily 

from the 1990s. CONFINTEA uniquely bridges immediate post-WWII period to 

contemporary challenges, capturing fundamental shifts in VET governance paradigms 

that shorter-term analyses miss. 

 

3. CONFINTEA as site of ideological contestation. While ILO represents primarily labour 

and social protection perspectives, OECD embodies market-oriented economic 

rationalities, and WEF reflects corporate interests, CONFINTEA brings together member 

states with vastly different political systems (socialist, social democratic, liberal, 

authoritarian), economic conditions (advanced industrial, emerging, least developed), and 

educational traditions. This heterogeneity makes CONFINTEA documents sites where 

competing VET governance rationalities – public versus private provision, rights-based 

versus market-driven approaches, humanistic versus instrumentalist purposes – are 

explicitly negotiated rather than assumed. For critical VET policy analysis examining 

power relations and governance contestation, CONFINTEA’s ideological diversity 

provides analytically richer material than more ideologically homogeneous forums. 

 

4. CONFINTEA’s normative influence despite limited enforcement capacity. As Ireland 

and Spezia (2014) document, CONFINTEA has served as UNESCO’s primary 

mechanism for establishing international adult education norms, influencing subsequent 

policy developments including the 1976 Recommendation on Adult Education 

Development, the 2015 Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education, and 

integration of adult education into Sustainable Development Goal 4. While CONFINTEA 

lacks binding authority – a limitation we explicitly address – its normative frameworks 

shape what becomes legitimate and thinkable in national VET policy discourse. 

Understanding these normative frameworks is essential for comprehending the ideational 

context within which more concrete policy mechanisms (ILO conventions, OECD 

recommendations, World Bank lending conditions) operate. CONFINTEA provides the 

broad normative architecture; other organisations provide implementation mechanisms. 

 

5. Methodological appropriateness for critical discourse analysis. CONFINTEA 

documents, as products of extensive international negotiation involving states, 

international organisations, and civil society, represent authoritative records of how 

CVET has been officially conceptualised at specific historical moments. Their status as 

negotiated compromises makes them ideal for critical policy analysis examining how 

language, framing, and discourse reflect and construct power relations (Fairclough, 

2013). More technical documents from ILO or OECD, while valuable for other research 

purposes, offer less rich terrain for examining fundamental contestations over VET’s 

purposes and governance. 

 

Importantly, we do not claim CONFINTEA has been the primary driver of CVET policy 

globally – that would be empirically unsupportable. National VET policies emerge from 
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complex interactions among domestic political forces, labour market conditions, 

educational traditions, and multiple international influences (ILO, OECD, World Bank, 

regional bodies, bilateral cooperation). CONFINTEA’s practical influence on 

implementation has been limited, as we critically analyse. Rather, CONFINTEA 

represents a critical normative space where competing visions of CVET – humanistic 

versus instrumentalist, rights-based versus market-driven, transformative versus adaptive 

– have been articulated, legitimated, and contested over seven decades. As Knoll (2007) 

observes, UNESCO conferences have continuously offered both utopian visions and 

practical guidance while adapting to changing times, making them uniquely valuable sites 

for understanding the politics of international VET governance and the history of how 

CVET has been conceptualised within broader adult education frameworks. 

This study’s contribution lies not in claiming CONFINTEA determines CVET policy 

outcomes, but in critically analysing how international normative discourse around CVET 

has evolved, what these reveals about changing VET governance rationalities, and how 

these normative frameworks both enable and constrain possibilities for more democratic, 

equitable, and transformative CVET systems. Before proceeding, we clarify key 

conceptual distinctions guiding our analysis. Humanistic versus instrumentalist 

orientations reflect different answers to the question of what CVET is for: humanistic 

approaches emphasise whole-person development, critical thinking, civic participation, 

and personal fulfilment, whereas instrumentalist approaches focus on labour market 

integration and economic productivity. Rights-based versus market-driven governance 

models differ in their understanding of educational entitlement, with rights-based 

frameworks framing quality CVET as a universal social right requiring public provision, 

and market-driven models treating CVET as an individual investment shaped by market 

mechanisms. Transformative versus adaptive pedagogies distinguish between CVET that 

develops capacities to critically examine and change social and economic structures and 

CVET that prepares individuals to adapt to existing arrangements. Throughout our 

analysis, we examine how CONFINTEA documents negotiate these tensions, often 

articulating humanistic, rights-based, and transformative principles while operating 

within contexts that privilege instrumentalist, market-driven, and adaptive logics.  

Research questions  

This study addresses three interrelated research questions: 

 

• RQ1: How has CVET been discursively constructed within CONFINTEA from 

1949 to 2022, and what do these constructions reveal about evolving VET 

governance rationalities? 

• RQ2: How have global political-economic developments been reflected in 

CONFINTEA’s treatment of CVET, and has CONFINTEA played a constitutive 

role in shaping international VET discourse or primarily responded to 

developments in other policy arenas? 

• RQ3: What visions for CVET’s future emerge from CONFINTEA VII (2022), 

particularly regarding sustainability transitions, digitalisation, and addressing 

fundamental tensions between economic imperatives and humanistic educational 

values? 
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Method 

Methodological approach  

This study employs critical document analysis to examine how CVET is constructed in 

CONFINTEA documents from 1949 to 2022. Rather than focusing solely on explicit 

policy content, critical approaches interrogate the ideological assumptions, governance 

rationalities, and power relations embedded in policy discourse (Fairclough, 2013). This 

approach reflects our assumption that VET policy must be understood within broader 

political-economic contexts and institutional arrangements.  

Theoretical and methodological framework  

Building on this critical orientation, we integrate critical policy theory and critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) to examine how CVET is discursively constructed and how 

these constructions reflect broader governance rationalities and political-economic 

dynamics. CDA provides analytical tools for tracing discursive strategies and shifts over 

time, while critical policy theory situates these discourses within changing governance 

regimes and political-economic transformations.  

Critical discourse analysis: Fairclough’s approach  

We draw on Fairclough’s (2013) three-dimensional framework, which conceptualises 

discourse as text, discursive practice, and social practice. This framework enables us to 

analyse not only what CONFINTEA documents say about CVET, but how particular 

discursive constructions naturalise specific governance arrangements and marginalise 

alternatives, and how discursive shifts (e.g., from ‘education’ to ‘learning’) reflect and 

reinforce broader political-economic transformations. 

CDA focuses on the dialectical relationship between language and society. In 

analysing CVET policy, we examine vocabulary choices (e.g., ‘training’, ‘learning’, 

‘education’), grammatical structures that shape agency and responsibility, framing 

devices and metaphors, and intertextual references situating documents within broader 

policy networks. Following Fairclough, we connect textual analysis to political-economic 

contexts, examining how discourse operates as an instrument of power within capitalist 

social formations.  

Theoretical lenses  

We integrate CDA with three theoretical perspectives enabling critical interpretation of 

CVET governance transformations:  

 

Freire’s critical pedagogy: Drawing on Freire (1970), we examine whether CVET is 

framed as banking education or problem-posing education. This distinction illuminates 

whether vocational education primarily promotes adaptation to existing labour market 

structures or fosters critical consciousness and transformative agency enabling workers 

to challenge power relations and oppressive conditions. 

 

Lima and Guimarães’ policy framework: Building on Lima and Guimarães (2024), we 

analyse tensions between technocratic state rationalities – emphasising centralised 
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control, standardisation, and instrumental economic alignment – and democratic 

rationalities prioritising participatory governance, flexible curricula, and CVET as a 

public good supporting social inclusion and personal development. This framework 

allows us to examine how these rationalities are negotiated and how their balance shifts 

over time. 

 

Biesta’s learnification critique: Following Biesta (2006, 2010), we trace discursive shifts 

from ‘education’ to ‘learning’ and their political implications, including the 

individualisation of responsibility and the obscuring of education’s normative purposes. 

We also use Biesta’s distinction between qualification, socialisation, and subjectification 

to analyse the multiple purposes attributed to CVET across CONFINTEA documents. 

Synergies between CDA and theoretical perspectives  

These theoretical lenses complement Fairclough’s CDA by providing educational theory 

for interpreting discursive patterns. While CDA offers methodological tools for 

systematic textual analysis, Freire, Lima and Guimarães, and Biesta provide conceptual 

resources for interpreting implications for educational purposes, governance, and social 

justice. Fairclough’s focus on how discourse naturalises power relations aligns with 

Freire’s concern with the reproduction or transformation of oppression; CDA’s attention 

to institutional contexts resonates with Lima and Guimarães’ analysis of competing state 

and democratic rationalities; and Fairclough’s examination of discursive shifts parallels 

Biesta’s critique of ‘learning’ discourse in neoliberal restructuring. 

We use these frameworks as sensitising concepts rather than rigid templates, 

examining how CVET is discursively constructed across CONFINTEA moments, which 

governance rationalities predominate, whether discourse positions CVET as reproductive 

or transformative, and how linguistic choices reflect and reinforce political-economic 

arrangements. 

Data sources  

CONFINTEA has convened seven times since 1949: Elsinore/Denmark (1949), 

Montreal/Canada (1960), Tokyo/Japan (1972), Paris/France (1985), Hamburg/Germany 

(1997), Belém/Brazil (2009), and Marrakech/Morocco (2022). These conferences 

represent UNESCO’s primary platform for international adult education policy dialogue, 

gathering member states, international organisations, and civil society representatives to 

examine policies, debate principles, and establish commitments (Ireland & Spezia, 2014). 

Primary data sources comprised seventeen documents accessed through UNESCO’s 

digital repositories (UIL, n.d.; UNESCO, n.d.): seven final reports, five declarations and 

frameworks for action, three follow-up reports, and two mid-term review reports. All 

documents represent officially adopted conference outputs, ensuring authenticity and 

authority. Secondary scholarly literature on VET history, critical education policy, and 

international educational governance provided contextual analysis and theoretical 

resources for interpretation. 

Analytical procedures  

Analysis followed five iterative phases integrating Fairclough’s (2013) CDA with 

theoretically informed thematic analysis. Both authors participated in all phases; the first 
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author conducted primary coding, with validation and interpretation developed through 

iterative discussion until consensus was reached. 

Phase 1 involved identifying and coding all sections explicitly addressing vocational 

education, technical training, work-related learning, skills development, or employment, 

plus broader themes relevant to CVET (education-economy relationships, public-private 

sector roles, individual-collective responsibility). Initial coding employed both deductive 

codes derived from theoretical framework (banking/problem-posing, 

technocratic/democratic, education/learning) and inductive codes emerging from 

documents themselves. 

Phase 2 analysed coded discourse in relation to major political-economic 

developments (post-war reconstruction, decolonisation, neoliberal restructuring, 

digitalisation, climate crisis) and shifts in educational policy paradigms (human capital 

theory, lifelong learning, competency-based education, and sustainable development), 

situating CONFINTEA discourse within broader historical contexts. 

Phase 3 applied our theoretical framework systematically to each conference, 

examining: 

 

• Through Freire’s lens: Does CVET discourse emphasise predetermined skill 

transmission for existing roles (banking) or critical consciousness and 

transformative agency (problem-posing)? What assumptions about learner 

agency, educational purposes, and social change are evident? 

• Through Lima and Guimarães’ lens: Does governance discourse reflect 

technocratic rationalities (centralised control, standardisation, economic 

instrumentalism) or democratic rationalities (participatory governance, diverse 

purposes, social inclusion)? How are tensions between these rationalities 

negotiated? 

• Through Biesta’s lens: Does discourse foreground ‘education’ (institutional 

provision, public responsibility, collective purposes) or ‘learning’ (individual 

responsibility, private investment, measurable outcomes)? How are qualification, 

socialisation, and subjectification purposes balanced? 

 

We applied all three lenses to each conference; however, our presentation emphasises 

whichever lens proved most analytically productive for illuminating specific 

developments at particular moments. For instance, CONFINTEA II’s integration agenda 

is most effectively analysed through Lima and Guimarães’ framework, while 

CONFINTEA V’s linguistic shifts are best captured through Biesta’s learnification 

critique. This reflects pragmatic analytical choices rather than inconsistent application – 

all frameworks informed interpretation throughout, but findings are presented through 

lenses offering greatest explanatory power for specific patterns. 

Phase 4 synthesised conference-specific analyses to identify longitudinal patterns of 

continuity and change, tracing how governance rationalities, educational purposes, and 

responsibility allocations evolved across 73 years. 

Phase 5 attended to absences and silences in CVET discourse, following feminist 

and postcolonial methodological insights that what is excluded reveals as much as what 

is included – asking what perspectives, stakeholders, or possibilities are systematically 

marginalised. 
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Methodological limitations  

We acknowledge important limitations. Document analysis accesses official negotiated 

positions rather than contested debates producing them, potentially understating 

disagreements and power struggles. Focusing exclusively on CONFINTEA risks 

overlooking other institutional actors (ILO, OECD, World Bank, regional bodies) 

exercising significant practical influence over CVET policy. Our analysis cannot 

determine CONFINTEA’s actual impact on national policies, only its role in shaping 

international normative discourse. Future research employing comparative case studies, 

ethnographic methods, and policy implementation analysis could complement this 

discourse-focused approach. 

As with all interpretive textual analyses, our readings of CONFINTEA documents 

reflect specific theoretical commitments and analytical perspectives, and alternative 

frameworks may yield different interpretations. We grounded our analysis in systematic 

textual evidence and transparent procedures but acknowledge that discourse analysis 

inevitably involves interpretive choices. This limitation highlights the value of scholarly 

dialogue and multiple analytical perspectives for understanding complex policy 

phenomena.  

Findings  

CONFINTEA I (1949): Establishing CVET as distinct yet connected to  
adult education  

CONFINTEA I convened amid post-war reconstruction when European recovery 

demanded both physical rebuilding and ideological reorientation toward democratic 

values. The 1951 ECSC Treaty’s explicit recognition of vocational retraining as essential 

to shared production and peace established direct linkages between CVET and 

geopolitical objectives (European Union, 2024). This period witnessed renewed interest 

in adult education as integral to fostering international understanding and democratic 

participation (Slowey, 2016).  

The conference’s most significant contribution was establishing conceptual 

frameworks for CVET’s relationship to broader adult education: 

 
It is important to distinguish adult education from professional training. The latter has 

certain technical aspects which concern specialists in apprenticeship to some trade or 

occupation. The professional training of adults, however, raises a number of problems 

directly connected with adult education... An adult education which aims at being 

functional has a part to play in solving these problems, especially since the desire for better 

qualifications and wider knowledge is perhaps the strongest motive leading adults to seek 

further education. (UIL, 1949, p. 12) 

 

This passage reveals several analytically significant features: acknowledging CVET’s 

technical specificity while insisting on connections to broader adult education; 

recognising multiple pathways into adult vocational learning (inadequate initial training, 

occupational mismatch, forced transitions); and positioning vocational motivation as 

legitimate educational aspiration deserving institutional support rather than narrow self-

interest. 

However, the conference failed to develop comprehensive CVET policy, reflecting 

structural constraints: participating countries exhibited vast differences in 
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industrialisation levels, economic priorities, and educational infrastructure. As Resnik 

(2006) demonstrates, international organisations prioritised economic development over 

other educational objectives in this period, concentrating efforts on reconstruction. What 

emerged was general normative framing emphasising both economic utility and personal 

development – accommodating diverse contexts but providing limited implementation 

guidance. 

 

Theoretical interpretation: From our analytical framework, CONFINTEA I reflects 

neither clearly technocratic nor democratic rationalities (Lima & Guimarães, 2024), 

instead revealing post-war uncertainty about governance models. The discourse aligns 

more closely with Freire’s (1970) problem-posing orientation by recognising vocational 

motivation as a legitimate educational aspiration requiring institutional support, rather 

than framing workers instrumentally as human capital. However, its limited engagement 

with structural inequalities in initial VET access indicates a constrained transformative 

vision, acknowledging problems without proposing mechanisms for fundamental change. 

CONFINTEA II (1960): Integration, human capital, and public 
responsibility  

By 1960, immediate post-war crisis had yielded to rapid industrialisation and 

technological change. The conference theme – Adult Education in a Changing World – 

signalled shifting focus from recovery to ongoing adaptation (UIL, 1960). This period 

witnessed human capital theory's emergence as dominant framework linking education to 

economic growth (Becker, 1964; Schultz, 1961), and UNESCO’s formal adoption of 

‘education for economic development’ orientation (Resnik, 2006). 

CONFINTEA II’s most significant innovation advocated integrating vocational and 

general education, challenging traditional institutional separation: 

 
Traditionally, the trend in many countries has been to separate vocational and general 

education, to entrust them to different institutions. The social disadvantages of this practice 

are becoming increasingly obvious... The experience of Sweden goes to show that 

vocational education should be related to actual situations, that programmes should be 

founded on ascertained needs, that these include the human and social aspects of industry... . 

(UIL, 1960, p. 14) 

 

This integration agenda reflected emerging recognition that rigid VET-general education 

separation reproduced class divisions, with vocational tracks disproportionately 

channelling working-class students away from academic opportunities (Bowles & Gintis, 

1976). The conference proposed that everywhere, all people and governments should 

regard adult education as a natural and necessary component of educational services (UIL, 

1960), representing normative claims for CVET as universal right and public 

responsibility. 

As developing countries expanded CVET during this period, they typically 

centralised provision under state control, imposed enterprise taxes for funding, 

implemented standardised curricula, and emphasised humanistic rhetoric about personal 

development alongside technical skills (Benavort, 1983; Bonoli & Gonon, 2023). While 

strengthening CVET as public good, this pattern simultaneously embedded vocational 

education within state economic planning and labour market management, reflecting 

technocratic rationality (Lima & Guimarães, 2024) rather than democratic governance 

prioritising learner agency. 
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Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA II strongly reflects technocratic state 

rationalities (Lima & Guimarães, 2024), emphasising centralised control, standardised 

curricula, and close alignment between CVET and national economic planning. Although 

its integration agenda and universal access commitments carry progressive potential, 

CVET is primarily positioned as an instrument of state economic management rather than 

democratic participation. The discourse remains within an ‘education’ framing (Biesta, 

2006), presenting CVET as a public responsibility – contrasting with later privatisation 

trends, yet grounded in top-down governance. Through Freire’s (1970) lens, this reveals 

an ambivalent orientation: references to personal development gesture toward problem-

posing education, but the embedding of CVET within labour market management largely 

indicates adaptive functions rather than transformative critical consciousness. 

CONFINTEA III (1972): Lifelong learning, enterprise training, and 
emerging contradictions  

CONFINTEA III convened during global turbulence: Bretton Woods collapse, oil crises, 

and stagflation. The conference theme – Adult Education in the Context of Lifelong 

Learning – directly reflected UNESCO’s Faure Report Learning to Be (Faure et al., 

1972), which articulated comprehensive humanistic lifelong learning visions (UIL, 

1972a). However, the conference revealed emerging contradictions between holistic 

rhetoric and instrumental CVET practice. 

While adopting lifelong learning frameworks, CONFINTEA III discussed CVET 

primarily through economic and social functionality. Significantly, the conference 

introduced enterprise-based training as appropriate delivery model: 

 
In yet other countries, adult education at the place of work benefitted from close contact 

with working life; those countries wished to bring training closer to its practical applications 

or to introduce vocational training at the enterprise itself... They nevertheless stressed that 

this objective could be attained by involving workers' organization in the preparation of 

programmes and in their administration; they also attached importance to the possibility of 

organizing a type of education which went beyond purely vocational requirements. (UIL, 

1972b, p. 23) 

 

This positioned enterprises not merely as CVET beneficiaries but as appropriate provision 

sites, marking significant shift from CONFINTEA II’s emphasis on public delivery. 

While acknowledging worker organisation involvement and education beyond vocational 

requirements, the discourse opened space for understanding CVET as primarily private 

sector responsibility – foreshadowing subsequent privatisation dynamics. 

As King (1985) and Lowe (1986) observed, CVET faced distinct planning challenges 

compared to general education, encompassing diverse ministries, disciplines, and values. 

Singh et al. (1985) noted that CVET remained focused on technological progress often at 

personal development's expense. From Biesta’s (2006) perspective, CONFINTEA III 

reveals how lifelong learning discourse, despite humanistic origins in the Faure Report, 

proved vulnerable to instrumentalisation – comprehensive frameworks articulated at 

principal level but inadequately operationalised in specific domains like CVET. 

 

Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA III reveals emerging contradictions through 

Biesta’s (2006) learnification lens. Although adopting the Faure Report’s humanistic 

lifelong learning discourse, its treatment of CVET increasingly emphasises economic 

functionality and enterprise-based training, signalling early shifts toward individualised 

responsibility and private provision. From Lima and Guimarães’ (2024) perspective, 
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technocratic rationalities gain ground within ostensibly progressive frameworks, as 

comprehensive principles remain weakly operationalised in CVET, allowing 

instrumentalist interpretations to dominate. References to worker organisation 

involvement and education beyond vocational requirements prevent a complete 

abandonment of democratic principles, but these appear as constraints on market logics 

rather than foundational commitments.  

CONFINTEA IV (1985): Neoliberalism and the narrowing of CVET 
purposes  

CONFINTEA IV occurred amid neoliberalism's global ascendancy: structural adjustment 

programs, public service privatisation, and welfare state dismantling (Harvey, 2005). 

Education increasingly became understood through market logics, with learners as 

consumers, knowledge as commodity, and institutions as quasi-businesses (Olssen et al., 

2004). 

The conference adopted systematic approaches to adult education components. 

However, the report revealed that CVET had become narrowly confined to immediately 

marketable skills transmission, ‘significantly constraining learners’ opportunities for 

sustained personal and professional development’ (UIL, 1985, p. 34). This represented 

marked departure from earlier rhetoric about integrating technical training with broader 

civic development. 

Despite general narrowing, CONFINTEA IV introduced potentially progressive 

elements: proposing vocational ethics teaching within CVET, and identifying barriers to 

women's education, recommending childcare facilities and leadership training to 

eliminate gender discrimination. However, these raised critical questions: Were these 

genuine transformation commitments, or tokenistic gestures providing humanistic 

legitimacy while core structures remained market-driven? 

 

Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA IV marks a critical turning point in which 

neoliberal rationalities decisively penetrate CVET discourse. Through Freire’s (1970) 

lens, this signals a shift toward banking education, with CVET reframed as the 

transmission of predefined, marketable skills rather than the development of critical 

consciousness and transformative agency. Lima and Guimarães’ (2024) framework 

shows technocratic rationalities – now aligned with market imperatives – overwhelming 

democratic alternatives. From Biesta’s (2006) perspective, this period initiates the 

acceleration of learnification: although not yet dominant in explicit language, market 

logics increasingly position learners as individual human capital investors rather than 

citizens entitled to public provision. Progressive elements such as vocational ethics and 

gender equity appear as ameliorative additions to an increasingly instrumentalised CVET 

regime rather than challenges to core market-driven restructuring. 

From political economy perspectives (Ball, 2012; Olssen et al., 2004), the 1980s 

marked watersheds when neoliberal rationalities decisively penetrated CVET. Adults 

increasingly were perceived as human capital units optimised for labour market efficiency 

rather than autonomous social actors participating in democratic communities. The 

conference diagnosed this narrowing but offered limited strategic vision for resisting 

instrumentalisation, illustrating CONFINTEA’s broader limitation: capacity to articulate 

humanistic principles exceeded capacity to contest material political-economic forces 

undermining them. 
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CONFINTEA V (1997): The Delors report,  competency discourse, and 
education -to-learning shift  

CONFINTEA V convened during globalisation intensification and knowledge economy 

emergence. The 1996 Delors Report Learning: The Treasure Within articulated education 

organised around four pillars: learning to know, learning to do, learning to be, and 

learning to live together (Delors et al., 1996). While maintaining humanistic rhetoric, the 

report reflected emerging competency emphasis (OECD, 1996). ILO and UNESCO 

(1991) advocated improving CVET educators’ professional status and working 

conditions. 

The Delors Report’s influence was profound yet contradictory. The four-pillar 

framework provided resources for resisting narrow vocationalism, but as Field (2000) 

observes, lifelong learning policies frequently failed to meaningfully foster inclusion or 

mitigate inequalities. Skills and competencies discourse emphasised pragmatic, 

measurable learning linked to employment outcomes, creating tensions between 

comprehensive vision and competency-based reductionism. 

CONFINTEA V marked an important linguistic shift. The slogan – ‘Adult Learning  

– a key for the 21st century’ – foregrounded ‘learning’ rather than ‘education’ (UIL, 

1997). As Griffin (1999a, 1999b) and Biesta (2006) demonstrate, this shift from education 

to learning discourse reflected deeper governance transformations. ‘Education’ implies 

structured processes organised to achieve publicly defined goals; ‘learning’ suggests 

individualised, self-directed processes where learners bear primary responsibility. This 

aligned with neoliberal emphases on individual responsibility while diminishing 

collective public dimensions. 

Despite concerning trends, CONFINTEA V attempted reconceptualising CVET in 

potentially progressive directions. UIL (1999) explained the conference introduced 

discourse integrating VET with general education, self-directed learning, new 

technologies, communication skills, and problem-solving. An Agenda for the Future 

discussed CVET across three commitment areas: ‘(1) promoting rights to work and work-

related learning; (2) ensuring access for different target groups; (3) diversifying contents’ 

(UIL, 1997, p. 33). 

However, critical analysis reveals gaps between progressive rhetoric and actual 

CVET trajectories. While articulating rights commitments, the conference inadequately 

addressed institutional and economic forces pulling toward marketisation. Ball (2012) 

demonstrates how neoliberal policy operates through subtle mechanisms – performance 

measurement, competitive funding, public-private partnerships – reshaping purposes 

without announcing themselves as marketisation. CONFINTEA V’s failure to adequately 

address these mechanisms limited resistance capacity. 

 

Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA V crystallises learnification (Biesta, 2006) as 

a defining feature of contemporary CVET governance. The shift from ‘education’ to 

‘learning’ discourse reassigns responsibility from public institutions to individual 

learners, obscures structural barriers, and privileges measurable competencies over 

broader educational purposes such as subjectification. From Lima and Guimarães’ (2024) 

perspective, technocratic rationalities adapt to neoliberal contexts through market-

directed skill formation, with states increasingly facilitating rather than providing CVET. 

Competency frameworks, while framed as objective and efficient, narrow legitimate 

educational purposes and marginalise critical and civic dimensions. Through Freire’s 

(1970) lens, CVET increasingly operates as sophisticated banking education, with 
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competency discourse obscuring how predefined frameworks reproduce existing power 

relations and constrain transformative possibilities. 

CONFINTEA VI (2009): Expansion, complexity, and CVET 
marginali sation 

CONFINTEA VI occurred after the 2008 financial crisis, which exposed financialised 

capitalism’s fragility and prompted renewed debates about inequality and sustainable 

development. The theme – Living and Learning for a Viable Future: The Power of Adult 

Learning – emphasised adult education’s role in sustainability challenges (UIL, 2010). 

Paradoxically, despite CVET’s evident relevance to employment and sustainability, 

CONFINTEA VI engaged least substantively with vocational education among all 

conferences. CVET was overshadowed by broader adult education discussions. This 

marginalisation cannot be explained solely by conference design but reflects how CVET 

had become institutionally positioned by 2009. As vocational education increasingly was 

perceived as private sector concern – with businesses expected to train workers, and 

individuals responsible for maintaining employability – CVET became less visible as 

public policy priority requiring UNESCO’s normative guidance. 

By 2009, adult education literature had expanded significantly (UIL, 2010, 2017, 

2018), producing vast policy documents, frameworks, and evaluation tools. However, this 

proliferation did not translate into outcome improvements. CONFINTEA VI organised 

discussions around five themes: policy, governance, financing, 

participation/inclusion/equity, and quality, combined with regional priorities. The goal 

was incorporating VET into international development plans and national policies with 

shared stakeholder responsibility. 

However, this response – more frameworks, monitoring, coordination – risked 

intensifying bureaucratisation contributing to implementation failures. As critics observe, 

proliferation of frameworks and reporting requirements can consume resources 

supporting actual provision (Moutsios, 2009). From political economy perspectives, 

CONFINTEA VI’s CVET marginalisation reflected neoliberal governance triumph: 

vocational education was increasingly privatised, individualised, and marketised, 

rendering it less amenable to UNESCO’s normative functions.  

 

Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA VI’s marginalisation of CVET- despite 

heightened employment concerns during economic crisis – signals the consolidation of 

neoliberal governance rationalities (Lima & Guimarães, 2024). CVET is so thoroughly 

privatised and individualised that it no longer appears as a public policy domain requiring 

UNESCO’s normative guidance, but as a market-mediated private responsibility. 

Through Biesta’s (2006) lens, this absence reflects the completion of learnification, where 

vocational education is displaced because ‘learning’ is framed as an individual obligation 

rather than a social right. From Freire’s (1970) perspective, this silence indicates the near 

erasure of CVET’s transformative potential, rendering critical consciousness and 

collective agency unthinkable within dominant policy discourse. The expansion of 

monitoring frameworks and coordination mechanisms further entrenches technocratic 

rationalities, reframing political-economic challenges as technical management problems 

rather than structural governance issues. 
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CONFINTEA VII (2022): Digital transformation,  climate crisis, and calls 
for new social contracts  

CONFINTEA VII convened in Marrakech following COVID-19’s devastating impacts. 

The theme – Adult Learning and Education for Sustainable Development: A 

Transformative Agenda – reflected recognition that humanity faces interconnected crises 

requiring transformative rather than adaptive responses (UIL, 2023). The conference 

attracted 1,126 representatives from 149 countries. 

Three factors significantly influenced CONFINTEA VII’s CVET approach: (1) 

UNESCO Director-General Audrey Azoulay’s call for a new social contract ensuring 

quality and equity (UNESCO, 2021); (2) rapid digital technology development; (3) 

COVID-19 pandemic and climate crisis exposing and exacerbating inequalities. 

The conference identified fundamental labour market transformations driven by 

‘demographic shifts, the fourth industrial revolution, globalisation, and climate change’ 

(UIL, 2023, p. 52). In response, CONFINTEA VII raised critical CVET issues: flexible 

learning opportunities; strengthening CVET systems ensuring dignified livelihoods; 

addressing local needs; utilising digital platforms while ensuring equitable access; 

tackling inequalities; and providing career guidance for complex, non-linear pathways. 

Significantly, the conference expressed concerns that unequal technology access 

would deepen inequalities rather than democratising opportunity. This marked important 

shifts from earlier techno-optimism, demonstrating growing awareness that 

digitalisation's social impacts depend fundamentally on governance structures and 

distributional arrangements. 

 

Theoretical interpretation: CONFINTEA VII presents contradictory trajectories. 

Discourse on transformative change, sustainability, and new social contracts gestures 

toward Freire’s (1970) problem-posing education and Lima and Guimarães’ (2024) 

democratic rationalities, recognising that structural challenges require CVET enabling 

critical analysis and collective action rather than individual adaptation. Acknowledging 

that digitalisation may deepen inequalities reflects a more reflexive stance than earlier 

techno-optimism. However, through Biesta’s (2006) lens, learnification remains 

dominant: responsibility is primarily placed on individual learners pursuing flexible 

learning opportunities, while structural reforms necessary for transformative CVET – 

public investment, democratised governance, and challenges to corporate power – receive 

limited attention. Normalised private sector engagement may further entrench market 

rationalities in governance. The persistent gap between transformative rhetoric and 

concrete mechanisms underscores a recurring pattern in CONFINTEA: progressive 

principles are articulated more readily than actionable strategies to contest political-

economic pressures toward instrumentalisation and privatisation. 

CONFINTEA VII noted that the previously dominant linear relationship between 

education and work is now being replaced by more complex and diverse career paths 

(UIL, 2023). This captured significant labour market changes: contemporary workers 

increasingly navigate multiple transitions, precarious work periods, and constant skill 

updating. Traditional CVET models premised on initial training preparing for stable 

careers become inadequate. Instead, CVET must enable ongoing adaptation, support 

transitions, and develop transferable competencies. 

The pre-conference Private Sector Forum discussed work’s future, recognising 

transitions in green skills, digital skills, and automation (UIL, 2023). This explicit private 

sector engagement reflects recognition that CVET requires employer involvement. 

However, it raises critical questions insufficiently explored: On what terms should 
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engagement occur? How can policy ensure business involvement serves public interests 

rather than enabling corporations to externalise training costs? What governance 

mechanisms prevent private priorities from overwhelming humanistic purposes? 

CONFINTEA VII’s projections emphasised transformative rather than adaptive 

approaches. The conference highlighted persistent systemic issues – poverty, structural 

inequalities, power dynamics – requiring CVET to move beyond reactive responses (UIL, 

2023). Rather than simply training workers for existing structures, CVET should equip 

learners for building sustainable, just societies (UNESCO, 2021). However, conference 

documents provided limited concrete guidance for operationalising transformation, 

leaving crucial questions about specific pedagogies, institutional arrangements, financing 

mechanisms, and governance structures inadequately addressed. 

Discussion  

Persistent tensions in CVET governance  

This critical discourse analysis reveals three overarching patterns in CONFINTEA’s 

discursive construction of CVET across 73 years, illuminating how language, framing, 

and textual strategies both reflect and constitute governance transformations. First, 

persistent tension between humanistic aspirations and economic imperatives pervades 

CVET discourse. While conferences consistently articulate principles emphasising 

democratic citizenship, personal development, and social transformation, material 

political-economic contexts – initially reconstruction, later industrial modernisation, 

subsequently global competitiveness, recently technological adaptation and sustainability 

– exert powerful gravitational pull toward instrumentalist conceptions privileging labour 

market outcomes. 

From Freire’s (1970) perspective, this manifests as ongoing struggle between CVET 

as ‘banking education’ (reproducing existing relations) versus ‘problem-posing 

education’ (developing transformative agency). Our analysis demonstrates that while 

CONFINTEA frequently gestures toward transformative approaches, material contexts 

consistently pull toward adaptive models. This pattern intensified from the 1980s onward 

as neoliberal rationalities penetrated policy (Ball, 2012; Olssen et al., 2004), 

progressively marketising, commodifying, and privatising CVET. Discursively, this 

manifests through specific linguistic and rhetorical strategies: shift from collective to 

individual grammatical subjects (‘workers need training’ becomes ‘learners must acquire 

skills’); increased use of market metaphors (education as ‘investment’, learners as 

‘consumers’, qualifications as ‘credentials’); passive constructions obscuring agency and 

responsibility (‘CVET must be improved’ without specifying who bears responsibility); 

and proliferation of measurement and accountability language that positions education 

primarily through economic efficiency criteria. 

Lima and Guimarães’ (2024) framework illuminates why this persists. They 

distinguish state rationalities oriented toward technocratic control versus democratic 

rationalities prioritising participatory governance. CONFINTEA documents reveal 

continuous tension, with technocratic-economic logics consistently gaining ascendancy 

despite periodic recommitments to humanistic purposes. This reflects broader patterns 

whereby market-driven imperatives systematically overwhelm social democratic values 

in adult education policy (Griffin, 1999a, 1999b). 

Second, the discursive shift from education to learning language carries profound 

political implications extending beyond mere terminological preference. As Fairclough 
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(2013) demonstrates, linguistic changes reflect and actively construct social 

transformations – they are not neutral relabelling but ideological work naturalising new 

governance arrangements. As Biesta (2006) demonstrates, this linguistic transformation 

repositions adults as autonomous learners responsible for continuous skill updating rather 

than citizens entitled to quality educational opportunities as public right. This 

‘learnification’ effectively privatises educational responsibility – transferring costs and 

risks from states and employers to individual workers – while obscuring structural 

barriers (poverty, discrimination, geographical isolation) preventing many adults from 

accessing opportunities regardless of motivation. 

This discursive shift accelerated during intensifying neoliberal restructuring. 

CONFINTEA V’s slogan marked explicit embrace of learning discourse, with subsequent 

conferences continuing to privilege ‘learning’ over ‘education’. This linguistic pattern 

reflects and reinforces governance transformations whereby provision increasingly 

operates through market mechanisms rather than democratic planning oriented toward 

collective welfare (Griffin, 1999a, 1999b). 

Third, the paradox of comprehensive frameworks and limited implementation 

reveals fundamental problems. Each CONFINTEA produces more elaborate declarations 

and monitoring mechanisms, yet implementation gaps persist, and inequalities continue 

reproducing social hierarchies (UIL, 2010, 2017, 2018). From political economy 

perspectives, this reflects crucial limitations: CONFINTEA’s capacity to articulate 

normative principles far exceeds capacity to contest material forces undermining them. 

CONFINTEA represents valuable normative space where humanistic visions can be 

articulated, but it lacks mechanisms for compelling compliance, mobilising resources, or 

fundamentally altering power relations shaping actual policy and practice. 

CVET governance and the private sector  

Our analysis reveals significant evolution in positioning private sector roles. Early 

conferences emphasised CVET as public responsibility. CONFINTEA III introduced 

enterprise-based training with worker involvement caveats. By CONFINTEA VII, private 

sector engagement had become normalised through dedicated forums and relatively 

uncritical embrace of public-private partnerships. 

This reflects broader educational privatisation patterns (Ball, 2012). As public 

funding stagnates under austerity, partnerships emerge as ostensibly pragmatic solutions. 

However, such partnerships rarely remain neutral technical arrangements. They typically 

introduce market logics and profit imperatives fundamentally reshaping educational 

purposes – privileging economically valuable skills over critical thinking, and individual 

employability over collective empowerment. 

CONFINTEA documents demonstrate insufficient critical engagement with 

privatisation dynamics. While acknowledging governance challenges, conferences have 

not developed robust frameworks ensuring business engagement serves public interests 

rather than enabling cost externalisation. This governance deficit becomes especially 

concerning given historical evidence that private involvement frequently subordinates 

educational purposes to narrow economic interests (Wheelahan & Moodie, 2025). 

Digital technologies and sustainability transitions  

CONFINTEA VII devoted substantial attention to digitalisation and sustainability, 

reflecting recognition that these fundamentally transform CVET. However, documents 

reveal tensions between techno-optimism and techno-realism. The conference 
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appropriately acknowledged that unequal access to technology would deepen existing 

inequalities (UIL, 2023) but offered limited strategies for preventing this outcome. How 

exactly should CVET systems ensure digitalisation democratises rather than stratifies 

opportunity? What governance arrangements, regulatory frameworks, and resource 

commitments are necessary? 

Moreover, digitalisation raises governance challenges extending beyond access: 

platform-based CVET generates vast learner data, creating surveillance possibilities; 

algorithmic management may intensify workplace control. Who owns educational data, 

how it can be used, and what protections learners possess represent urgent questions 

inadequately addressed. 

Regarding sustainability, CONFINTEA VII positioned CVET as critical for green 

skills development and just transitions. However, achieving this requires not merely 

rhetorical commitment but substantial public investment, regulatory frameworks, and 

active labour market policies creating decent green jobs. As Kovalchuk et al. (2022) and 

Norkulovna (2023) emphasise, CVET faces complex challenges including evolving 

requirements, technological advancement, and financing sustainability. 

CONFINTEA’s role: Contributions and constraints  

This study demonstrates that CONFINTEA has played significant but ultimately limited 

roles in shaping global CVET discourse. CONFINTEA’s primary contribution lies in 

consistently articulating humanistic principles positioning CVET within comprehensive 

educational, social, and cultural frameworks rather than reducing it to economic 

instrumentalism. From 1949 to 2022, conferences provided normative spaces where 

vocational education's multiple purposes could be recognised. 

However, CONFINTEA’s capacity to translate principles into material outcomes 

remains severely constrained. As non-binding conferences producing recommendations, 

CONFINTEA lacks compliance mechanisms. It operates primarily at discourse levels 

rather than engaging directly with material structures shaping actual provision. Focusing 

exclusively on UNESCO necessarily overlooks other institutional actors (ILO, OECD, 

World Bank, regional bodies) exercising greater practical influence. CONFINTEA 

documents reflect negotiated compromises requiring vagueness accommodating diverse 

interpretations rather than precise implementation guidance. 

Despite significant limitations, dismissing CONFINTEA as irrelevant would be 

mistaken. Normative frameworks, however, imperfectly implemented, shape what 

becomes thinkable in policy discourse. By asserting CVET serves multiple purposes 

beyond economic utility, CONFINTEA creates discursive resources that educators, civil 

society, and reform-minded policymakers can mobilise nationally. The gap between 

principles and practice represents not merely implementation failure but ongoing political 

struggle over educational purposes – a struggle where CONFINTEA declarations provide 

important legitimation for humanistic alternatives. 

Conclusions  

This study has traced CVET discourse across 73 years of CONFINTEA history, revealing 

persistent tensions between humanistic aspirations and economic imperatives, 

progressive rhetoric and constraining practice, comprehensive frameworks and limited 

implementation. Throughout this history, CONFINTEA has articulated important 

normative principles positioning CVET as integral to democratic citizenship, personal 
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development, and social transformation rather than narrowly instrumental to economic 

productivity. 

However, the analysis also exposes significant limitations in VET governance. The 

conferences operate primarily at discourse levels, producing declarations depending on 

voluntary implementation by member states facing diverse pressures. Powerful forces – 

neoliberal rationalities, austerity politics, private sector interests – consistently pull CVET 

toward marketisation and instrumentalisation despite periodic recommitments to 

humanistic purposes. 

Yet recognising these limitations need not lead to despair. Normative frameworks 

matter, even when imperfectly implemented. They shape what becomes thinkable in 

policy discourse, create resources that reformers can mobilise, and establish benchmarks 

against which practice can be critically evaluated. The gap between CONFINTEA 

principles and CVET practice represents ongoing political struggle over educational 

purposes and control – a struggle where critical scholarship and engaged practice play 

essential roles. 

While our analysis reveals these constraints, we conclude with reflections on 

possible pathways forward – recognising these as contestable normative positions rather 

than predictions of likely developments given current political-economic conditions. 

International governance could move beyond declaratory commitments toward 

action-oriented mechanisms through technical assistance, innovation funds, and robust 

monitoring, although such initiatives require political will and resources currently 

constrained by nationalism and austerity. Critical engagement with political-economic 

structures shaping CVET, including marketisation and public-private partnerships, 

remains essential, yet transnational organisations face resistance from powerful states and 

corporate actors. Greater coordination between UNESCO, ILO, and OECD could 

challenge narrow skills discourses, but divergent mandates and constituencies limit deep 

collaboration. Equitable digital governance frameworks are increasingly urgent, although 

current trajectories suggest corporate interests are likely to dominate digitalisation 

processes. 

At the national level, resisting CVET instrumentalisation requires preserving broad 

curricula, multiple success measures, and robust public provision, despite intensifying 

political pressures toward narrow vocationalism and fiscal austerity. Integrating 

sustainability and climate justice into CVET is imperative but demands substantial 

investment and confrontation with entrenched economic interests. 

Future research should expand methodological approaches, address implementation 

gaps, and advance critical political economy analyses of financialisation and governance 

dynamics, while acknowledging constraints within contemporary academic systems. We 

frame these directions as a normative horizon rather than near-term expectations, 

articulating what democratic and transformative CVET would require while recognising 

formidable political-economic obstacles. Their value lies in sustaining alternative visions 

and informing ongoing struggles over educational purposes. 

Moving forward, realising CVET’s transformative potential requires moving beyond 

declaratory politics toward sustained engagement with political economy, institutional 

reform, and democratic mobilisation. VET transformation cannot be separated from 

broader struggles for economic justice, democratic governance, and ecological 

sustainability. It requires centring voices of those most marginalised by existing CVET 

arrangements – not as objects of benevolent intervention but as subjects of their own 

educational and social transformation. 

For CVET systems globally, the challenge ahead involves navigating persistent 

tensions between economic adaptation and social transformation, between market 
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efficiency and democratic participation, between individual responsibility and collective 

provision. CONFINTEA can contribute to these transformations, but only if future 

conferences transcend historical limitations by developing action-oriented mechanisms, 

engaging critically with governance structures, strengthening international coordination, 

and building solidarity with movements advancing educational and economic justice. The 

history analysed in this study reveals both CONFINTEA’s enduring value as normative 

space and its persistent constraints as instrument of material transformation – a duality 

that future VET scholarship, policy, and practice must carefully navigate. 

Understanding global CVET governance more comprehensively requires examining 

how UNESCO’s frameworks interact with other influential organisations. Future research 

could usefully complement this discourse-focused analysis through several directions. 

First, examining ILO conventions and technical cooperation, OECD skills assessments 

and peer reviews, World Bank lending conditionalities, and regional bodies’ policy 

coordination would illuminate how different international actors shape CVET 

governance. Second, comparative implementation studies showing how these 

international influences interact within specific national contexts – revealing which 

mechanisms prove most influential under what conditions – would substantially advance 

understanding of transnational governance dynamics. 

As VET systems worldwide confront unprecedented challenges – technological 

disruption, climate crisis, persistent inequalities, democratic backsliding – the need for 

robust, democratically governed, humanistically oriented CVET becomes increasingly 

apparent. Whether CONFINTEA and broader international VET governance structures 

can rise to this challenge remains an open question, but one with profound implications 

for individuals, communities, and societies worldwide. 
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