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Adult Education: 'rich mosaic' or 'confused tangle? 

The title of my speech is drawn from an article by Erika Bartolini of Eurydice Italy, which also 
provided me with many useful hints in line with the European vocation of this meeting in Ischia.   

Talking about Adult Education in Italy is a real challenge. 

The variety of information and its inconsistency, the lack of a data collection system at national 
or regional level, the focus on information regarding almost exclusively formal vocational 
training make the task of illustrating the Adult Education system in Italy almost impossible. 

Nevertheless I will try since I am aware that many of you, as European citizens, are faced with 
many aspects of this same mosaic. 

The most difficult task we face is trying to build a common background in Europe.  

Let me give you an example: finding a definition for the word ‘adult’. Who is the beneficiary of 
the European adult education provision? This is a basic concept which requires a clear definition, 
yet it still lacks a common approach. In many countries, adulthood in education and training 
coincides with the age which marks the end of compulsory schooling. However, in the majority 
of countries access to adult education begins at the age of 18, regardless of the age set for the 
end of compulsory schooling (In Poland, for example, compulsory schooling ends at 16 but  the 
age of 18 coincides with the end of compulsory training. In Ireland and in the UK adult education 
starts at the end of compulsory schooling (age 16), in many other countries the age is 15 while in 
Sweden adult education programmes are accessible from the age of 20. If we look at the policy 
framework in Italy, adult education - and in particular the non vocational sector - is last in the 
list of education systems: this is the least regulated sector and the Provincial Centres for Adult 
Education have only recently been developed. In addition, another drawback is that the 
decision-making process and the implementation of policies in this sector involve a variety of 
stakeholders. For this very reason, this sector of education is often described a s a “rich mosaic” 
or “confused tangle” depending on whether one wishes to emphasise the richness or the lack of 
consistency in this field. 

More generally, we could say that this sector does have, in fact, a regulatory framework but it is 
hidden.  
The picture is pretty much the same when we look at the administrative side where it is 
impossible to identify the “monopoly” of a single ministry. Although the Ministry of Education 
is, in most cases, responsible for the administrative aspects of non vocational adult education, 
its role is merely formal. Non formal vocational and non vocational sectors are managed 
alongside with the Ministry of Education by different players including other ministries such as 
the Ministry of Labour or the Ministry for Social Policies, to quote but a few, and more 
importantly regional authorities. Regarding the beneficiaries of training activities, apart from 
the question of finding a definition of ‘adult’ which I have mentioned earlier, Italy has given 
great emphasis to persons at risk, i.e. people who are less likely to follow mainstream 
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education courses including immigrants, the unemployed, the elderly, people living in rural or 
disadvantaged areas, disabled people, inmates and women who have dropped out of education.  

Identifying persons at risk is also closely linked to the ultimate aim underlying the adult 
education provision. In the formal sector, adult education is a “second chance” for people who 
dropped out of education or fall within the category of persons at risk. In this case the ultimate 
aim is to reduce marginalisation trough basic literacy, the achievement of an educational 
qualification, vocational retraining and last but not least, personal wellbeing.           

On this last point, it is worth emphasising that non formal training reduces marginalisation and 
helps people develop a more active role in their community thereby improving their quality of 
life, their personal wellbeing which ultimately goes to the benefit of the community as a whole.  

This is the reason why much focus is put on all courses aimed at enhancing personal abilities and 
skills as well as self-esteem, development of personal interests, hobbies and passions. Based on 
the above considerations, it is not surprising that when discussing the prerequisites needed to 
access adult learning courses, the key word is ‘flexibility’: there are very few preconditions to 
attend such courses. In the first place, restrictions are set only in the formal sector and in most 
cases are: minimum age requirement and specific qualifications/diplomas which grant access to 
higher level titles or qualifications, as set by the national education system. Previously acquired 
qualifications can be easily identified thanks to certificates and diplomas obtained within the 
framework of compulsory education. It is more difficult to acknowledge skills and knowledge 
acquired through non formal education.  

The places where adult education is organised and provided also vary a lot. They range from 
private or public education establishments and accredited centres, for the formal sector, to a 
plethora of other centres (museums, churches, libraries, clubs), universities, associations and 
NGOs which use their premises and resources to provide different training courses. Alongside 
traditional institutions which provide face-to-face adult learning courses, distance education is 
increasingly gaining ground, especially in the field of non-formal education (i.e. language 
courses). 

The organisation of classes and the teaching methods are also changing due to a more frequent 
use of distance learning. Distance learning helps customize courses and grants flexibility, unlike 
face-to-face classes which are based on the use of traditional methods and materials, especially 
in the case of formal education courses.  

The general trend is making learning courses and programmes within compulsory and post-
compulsory education more flexible in order to meet the very different needs of people who, 
due to necessity or personal choice, wish to improve their cultural, professional and, above all, 
personal skills and abilities.  

This is why, when talking about the organisation, methods and implementation modalities of 
such programmes, the key word is again ‘flexibility’, because, despite the variety and lack of 
homogeneity of adult education provision, be it general or vocational, formal or non formal, 
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people, both as individuals or members of the community, remain at the heart of the adult 
education provision. And the provision of adult education has to take into account the needs of a 
learner who is also a worker, a parent, an elderly person, etc. 

What can we do together in Europe in this respect? 

1) Strengthening the systems to recognise acquired skills and qualifications; 

2) Fostering the organisation of support and communication campaigns on the importance of 
adult learning; 

3) Strengthening the involvement of all institutions dealing with adult education, including 
companies; 

4) Promoting the coordination of initiatives and the exchange of best practices at European 
level; 

5) Ensuring the quality of adult learning, also through common indicators; 

6) Encouraging the establishment of networks. 

It is crucial to understand that exchanging information, establishing a dialogue, sharing 
experiences, practices and scientific methodologies will naturally help develop European 
networks or European, or even international, points of reference which talk to each other and 
operate in synergy, while fully respecting the specific features of each territory. 

 
 

 

 


