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Lifelong learning and learning to learn: An enabler of new voices for the new 
times 
 
Wing On Lee 
 
 
 
Abstract Over the last two decades, there have been numerous attempts to review and re-
examine whether conventional learning and teaching approaches are still useful or relevant. 
Lifelong learning institutions have grown in number and scope, and now fulfil a significant 
function in bridging the gap between what traditional formal education systems provide and 
what the rapidly changing labour market requires. Lifelong learning is a mode of seamless 
learning, whereby informal and experiential learning acquired in various settings can be 
converted to recognised learning, thereby helping to systematise the various learning 
experiences into knowledge formation, knowledge building and knowledge creation. This paper 
analyses certain features of the 21st century such as the knowledge economy, diversity and 
plurality, and equity. Communities now need to provide more opportunities for everyone to 
learn for their individual needs, especially when societal changes are happening at a fast pace 
and in an unpredictable manner. Anticipatory learning for the unknown will become a 
significant agenda of teaching and learning in the new times, and thus, the availability of 
lifelong learning opportunities will be essential for preparing citizens of the new times to meet 
the changing needs that confront them. 
 
Keywords lifelong learning; globalisation; knowledge economy; citizenship; WCCES 
 
Résumé Apprendre tout au long de la vie et apprendre à apprendre : écouter les nouvelles 
voix d’une nouvelle ère – Au cours des vingt dernières années, l’on a souvent cherché à 
déterminer si les approches classiques de l’apprentissage et de l’enseignement étaient toujours 
utiles ou pertinentes. Les institutions œuvrant dans le champ de l’apprentissage tout au long de 
la vie sont de plus en plus nombreuses et leur champ d’action ne cesse de s’élargir. 
Aujourd’hui, elles contribuent de manière significative à combler le fossé entre les apports des 
systèmes d’éducation formelle et les exigences d’un marché du travail en constante évolution. 
L’apprentissage tout au long de la vie est un mode d’apprentissage intégré, dans le cadre duquel 
les savoirs acquis de manières formelle et informelle dans différents contextes peuvent accéder 
au statut de connaissances reconnues. Cette approche contribue à la classification des 
différentes expériences d’apprentissage en trois catégories : formation de la connaissance, 
construction de la connaissance et création de la connaissance. Cet article analyse certains 
concepts caractéristiques du XXIe siècle tels que l’économie du savoir, la diversité et la 
pluralité, ainsi que l’équité. Il est nécessaire que les communautés proposent à tout un chacun 
davantage de perspectives d’apprentissage personnalisé, tout particulièrement dans un contexte 
de changement social rapide et imprévisible. Dans cette nouvelle ère, la mise en contact 
anticipée avec l’inconnu va devenir un élément central des programmes d’apprentissage et 
d’enseignement ; par conséquent, l’existence de perspectives d’apprentissage tout au long de la 
vie sera essentielle pour préparer les citoyens à relever les nouveaux défis qui se présentent à 
eux. 
 
摘要 过去二十年来，不少研究与文献尝试探索传统的学习和教学方法是否仍然适用 21 世纪的

今天。我们可以看见近年来，不少终身学习的院校成立，出现了一种终身学习建制化的现象。

终身学习担当桥梁功能，提供一些新课程去满足急变社会的急变市场的需求，而这些课程在传

统的正规学制下是难以提供的。终身学习提供了一个无缝学习的模式，将一个学习者在不同情
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境的非正规、体验式的学习转化为知识建构和知识创造。本文尝试描绘 21 世纪社会的特征，诸

如知识经济、多元化和均等化等。在新的社会条件下，我们要提供多种机会，让每个独立的个

体的学习需求得以满足，以应付急变和不可知的改变社会带来的种种冲击。在新的时代，我们

要培养预测未来的能力，以及学习将已知的东西应用到未知的未来的能力。这种新的要求将会

影响 21 世纪学与教的方向。因此，提供适切的终身学习机会以面对新时代的新需求将成为未来

学习成功的关键。 
 
W. O. Lee () 
National Institute of Education, Singapore 
e-mail: wingon.lee@nie.edu.sg  
 
Note This paper is an expanded version of the author’s Presidential Address at the XV World Congress of 
Comparative Education “New Times, New Voices”, organised by the Argentine Society of Comparative Studies in 
Education on behalf of the World Council of Comparative Education Societies (WCCES), 24–28 June 2013 in 
Buenos Aires. 
 
 
 
The emergence of new times in the 21st century 

 

The XV World Congress of Comparative Education, organised by the Argentine Society of 

Comparative Studies in Education (SAECE), was held in June 2013 in Buenos Aires. The 

theme of the Congress was “New Times, New Voices”. In the 21st century, we are indeed 

living in new times. Our current era is characterised by the knowledge economy which requires 

a new set of survival skills (also called 21st-century skills or competences). At the same time, 

new media function as a new way of communication which allows for voices to be raised and 

heard through the Internet. Thus the Congress theme “New Times, New Voices” has a two-fold 

meaning.  

 

The economies of the new times 

 

New times need new voices to disseminate their features and requirements. The 21st century is 

regarded as a new time, and this new time has variously been characterised by globalisation and 

internationalisation, marked by the spreading knowledge economy; that is, a fundamental 

economic restructuring requiring a new kind of human resources quite different, and 

significantly divergent, from those of industrial times which was basically a time of machinery, 

mechanisation and industrial line production. In industrial times, practical training, rather than 

education, was the dominant approach for human resources supply. But in the new times, many 

countries have moved towards service industries as the mainstay of their economies. Their form 

and nature is a major departure from manufacturing times – as industrial knowledge and skill 

mailto:wingon.lee@nie.edu.sg
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no longer fit tertiary sector demands. Basically, while manufacturing industries are dominantly 

reliant on the production of tangible products which require manual labour, service industries 

require people work. In the economy of the 21st century, further changes can be quite 

fundamentally different from people work, moving towards “knowledge work”, with the 

“labour” of the knowledge economy thus being carried out by the knowledge worker, as 

compared to the service provider in tertiary, service industrial times, and the commodity 

producer in secondary, manufacturing industrial times. 

 

Schooling in the new times 

 

It is quite clear that the new times are not only accompanied by the advent of the emerging 

21st-century knowledge economy, but also have significant implications for education. At the 

turn of the century, the Centre for Educational Research of the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) tasked OECD member countries to project the 

development of schooling over the next 15 to 20 years. The results of the study, published in 

the 2001 Education Policy Analysis report (OECD 2001), put forward six scenarios which are 

grouped into three main states, as shown in Table 1. These scenarios combine trends, 

interrelationships between different variables, and guiding policy ideas (OECD 2001).  

 

Table 1 The six OECD “Schooling for tomorrow” scenarios 

The “status quo 
extrapolated” scenarios 

The “re-schooling” 
scenarios 

The “de-schooling” 
scenarios 

Scenario 1: 
Robust bureaucratic 
school systems 

Scenario 3: 
Schools as core social 
centres 

Scenario 5: 
Learner networks and the 
network society 

Scenario 2: 
Extending the market 
model 

Scenario 4: 
Schools as focused learning 
organisations 

Scenario 6: 
Teacher exodus – the 
“meltdown” scenario 

Source  Adapted from OECD (2001, p. 121). 

 

This report was published 13 years ago in 2001, but some of the predictions in terms of the 

changing projected functions of the school seem to have already emerged, such as schools 

becoming core social centres, focused learning organisations, learner networks and part of the 

network society. In addition, the market model is quite widely seen across the world, with 

increased measures of accountability now being imposed upon schools (see Lee 2012). 
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Learning and teaching for the new times 

 

The new times are not only seen in the changes affecting school operations but, even more 

fundamentally, in the changes affecting the nature and functions of schooling as well. With 

respect to learning and teaching as the core activities in school, there have been an abundance 

of attempts over the last two decades to review and re-examine whether conventional learning 

and teaching approaches are still useful or relevant to all these changes which have actually 

preceded the advent of the 21st century. The growth of service and knowledge economies has 

led to significant repercussions on learning and teaching in school classrooms. Questions are 

now being asked as to whether the traditional modes of learning and teaching are still relevant 

to the new times, and whether they are still useful, or whether they will prove to be counter-

productive to the set of skills and competences needed today. Moreover, there is the perception 

that even if we assume schools are in general capable of facing the new demands of the new 

times, these new times are not actually static. Even in view of the exponential growth of 

knowledge in the last 50 years, during which the production of knowledge might have exceeded 

the accumulated sum of knowledge produced in the history of human civilisation, the hard fact 

is that the new times reflect dynamic and ever-growing, ever-changing new scenarios with a 

speed that may be many quadruple times the existing rate of changes. If that is the case, school, 

which up to now has still been quite conventional and traditional in its setup, may really have 

no role to play in supplying suitable human resources for the new times, which will continue to 

change at an even faster pace in the future. 

Indeed, existing research literature documents exponential changes we have already 

witnessed in the definition and redefinition of learning and teaching, to the extent that both can 

be quite revolutionary as compared to previous conceptions. For example, students and teachers 

today are expected to foster knowledge building and knowledge creation in the classroom, 

whereas in the past, the most widely adopted teaching and learning goal was the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills. Another example is the emergence of the concept of teacher learning. 

While traditionally teacher’s role was to teach, today, teachers are expected to learn. In the 

field of learning and teaching, a host of new terminologies have emerged, representing new 

learning ideals to be developed to match 21st-century competences, including “deeper 

learning”, “student-centred learning”, “next-generation learning”, “new basic skills” and 

“higher-order thinking”. More specifically, 21st-century cognitive competences include critical 

thinking, problem solving and learning to learn, whereas non-cognitive competences include 
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communication, motivation, persistence, perseverance, teamwork, creativity, innovation and 

ethics, etc. (Pellegrino and Hilton 2012, p. 1). These non-cognitive competencies are also often 

called soft skills. Whilst the concept of what “the 21st century” constitutes and which skills are 

required are quite divergent in both understanding and interpretation, 21st-century competences 

have meanwhile become increasingly convergent, as the captioned terminologies are now seen 

as being sensibly clustered together, without much challenge.  

 

Diversity and plurality in the new times 

 

One salient feature of the new times is the growth in social and cultural diversity and plurality 

in cosmopolitan cities. According to the 2005 report of the Global Commission on International 

Migration (GCIM 2005), we are now living in a time experiencing massive migration which is 

unprecedented in human civilisation, both in terms of its intensity and its scale. For example, in 

2005, there were almost 200 million international migrants, a figure equivalent to the 

population of Brazil, the fifth most populous country in the world. In addition, this is more than 

double the figure recorded in 1980. Migrants are now found in every part of the globe, with 

around 60 per cent having migrated to the world’s most prosperous countries, and the other 40 

per cent within developing regions. The propensity of migration has led to the growth of global 

and cosmopolitan cities (ibid.).  

The report further points out that economic restructuring is one of the major causes of 

migration, but paradoxically more migration triggers more economic re-structuring, and this 

further intensifies job competition. In the past, people normally competed for jobs within 

certain localities, but nowadays, there is almost an international pool of talents available to 

compete for local jobs as well. Diversity brings about two major social and economic problems. 

Whether internationally or locally, there is always a centre–periphery structure, with the centre 

dominating the social, economic and political agendas, whereas people in the periphery will 

generally become the disadvantaged. Paradoxically, this centre–periphery structure actually 

runs against the significance of having a diverse population especially in cosmopolitan cities, 

whose attraction is precisely the existence of diversities and henceforth availability of (diverse) 

choices for livelihood, and thus enhancing its attraction for more people to come. 

 

Open to voices for the new times 
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Carol Gilligan’s seminal work In a Different Voice examines gender inequality in her call for 

listening to the human voice. The significance of her work is that the voice of women has to be 

heard in order to appreciate inequalities implicit in people’s lives and hearts. The awareness of 

inequality is “grounded in listening”, especially listening to the human voice. To quote: 

 
To have a voice is to be human. To have something to say is to be a person. But 
speaking depends on listening and being heard; it is an intensely relational act. […] by 
voice, I mean something like what people mean when they speak of the core of the self. 
Voice is natural and also cultural. It is composed of breath and sound, words, rhythm, 
and language. And voice is a powerful psychological instrument and channel, 
connecting inner and outer worlds (Gilligan 1993, p. xvi).  
 

Although Gilligan examines social inequality from a psychological perspective, she does not 

confine her examination of people’s inner voice to individual feeling, but holds that the human 

voice has to be understood within sociocultural contexts, so that this voice can provide better 

understanding of social inequalities. She therefore suggests the need to attend to the “cultural 

voice,” and the voice which represents “what people mean when they speak of the core of the 

self” (ibid.). In one of my books on equity and access to education in Asian countries (Lee 

2004), I have identified the need to understand educational equality from a multiplicity of 

perspectives, namely income, regional, gender and sociocultural aspects, since equality or 

inequality is an outcome of the interplay of a number of mutually affecting factors, and personal 

feelings of equality or inequality are closely associated with the contextual environment which 

creates such feelings. Among the OECD’s main objectives in their Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) studies are equity and student voice. The OECD has conceded that 

in these studies, they were not only interested in student performance, but also in the proportion 

of high performers and the proportion of “resilient” students who were able to outperform their 

own socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds. To the OECD, the PISA studies show that 

quality of education can bring about equity of education despite students’ socioeconomic and 

cultural backgrounds (see OECD 2013; Lee et al. 2014a). 

Once comparative education is opened up to the aspect and perception of voices, we 

immediately find a wealth of voices surrounding us which our ears might not have been 

sensitive or attuned to before. Their diversity will not only enrich comparative education; these 

“voices” can even become part of comparative methodologies. This is reflected in the following 

sub-themes of the XV Comparative Education World Congress:  

 

• Thematic group 1: New theoretical and methodological voices for comparative 
education 
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• Thematic group 2: Voices from the South 
• Thematic group 4: Actors’ voices in new scenarios 
• Thematic group 7: Voices of diversity and new forms of educational democratisation 
• Thematic group 8: Voice and language 
• Thematic group 10: Voices from countries/areas in conflict or fragility 
• Thematic group 11: Voices from those in adult learning/lifelong learning/non-formal 

learning 
• Thematic group 12: New ways of communicating voices.1  

 

It is important to open our ears to those voices coming from all cultures and sub-cultures. As 

the overview for the fourth sub-theme states, we have to bring out the voices of  

 

different societal groups who conceptualise education policy and practice in ways that 
result in alternative paths for action within the education sector and beyond. Actors may 
include teachers’ unions, student movements, new state bodies, Parent Teacher 
Associations, churches, educational communities, NGOs, the business sector, and 
grassroots movements.  

 

Voices from the disadvantaged 

 

If the world is serious about voices, listening to those coming from the disadvantaged is only 

just, since their voices have hitherto not only gone unheard, but often been suppressed or 

covered up. In a recent study on student voices, Zhao (2010) conducted a study entitled China’s 

Mongols at University: Contesting Cultural Recognition. Analysing student discourse and 

policy discourse, her conclusion was: “The minority’s voice is reasonably excluded” from the 

dominant society (ibid., p. 11). Applying the perspective of “politics of recognition”, she found 

that the cultural identity of the minority students was misrecognised. Their mis-recognition and 

mis-representation means the deprecation of such identity by the dominant cultures, and in 

depriving the self to develop group identity with the dominant culture, their active citizenship 

participation is further deprived (Zhao 2010). 

In 2010, Professor Xie Weihe, Vice President of Tsinghua University in China, and his 

associates completed a large-scale review study on educational equality and development in 

China over a 15-year period between 1990 and 2005. One of their major insights in this study 

was the identification of the need to understand “perceived equality” in addition to the 

importance of the availability of equal opportunities policy and regulations. They argue that 

even though there are policies and regulations which will allow the government to claim the 

                                                           
1 The full list of thematic groups, including an overview for each of them, is available at 
http://wcces2013.com/version-ingles/theme-groups/. 

http://wcces2013.com/version-ingles/theme-groups/
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availability of equality, especially in terms of access, if equality is not felt among the recipients, 

it might not have been achieved, and this at least requires a serious review of whether the 

existing policies and regulations have really brought about equality (Xie et al. 2008). 

”Perceived equality” is also a kind of voice, and it all depends on whether we are sensitive 

enough to pick up this kind of voice expressed through feelings. Xie’s work suggests that 

education policy reform has to proceed by hearing people’s voices. Attuning to people’s felt 

needs is a good way of testing the effect of education policy, of ascertaining whether the benefit 

of reforms and changes are really felt by the people.  

 

The significance of voices in comparative education 

 

Coming back to Gilligan’s In a Difference Voice, I would say that Gilligan would be delighted 

to know that on 24 June 2013, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, the World Council of Comparative 

Education Societies (WCCES) hosted its XVth World Congress of Comparative Education to 

talk about voices. The WCCES is an international organisation of comparative and international 

education societies with a history of 40 years, and 38 constituent societies from around the 

world. 

The WCCES is an open, inviting, dynamic and inclusive community, with dedicated 

academics and professionals in our member societies who are responsive to both global and 

local educational issues, holding inter-disciplinary, intercultural and international perspectives. 

The WCCES is always open to diverse cultural voices from all regions of the world, and to all 

comparative possibilities. It provides an umbrella to educational analysts who are interested in 

comparing, and invites inputs from various disciplines and perspectives. The WCCES and its 

community of scholars contribute to a wider and more inclusive vision for the future, one that 

builds upon the academic resources of multiple and diverse civilizations. 

 

Lifelong learning and learning to learn for the new times 

 

So far, I have pointed out some of the problems and possibilities being brought about by the 

new times. Obviously, everything brought by the new times requires continuous adjustments. 

The call for adjustments applies to both the system and the individual. The changing nature of 

schooling, the changing approaches to learning and teaching (and the consequent changes in 

assessments) are the kind of systemic adjustments which come face to face with the new 

demands from the new economies in the new times. While there are systemic changes, 
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individuals have to be even more adept in taking changes and personal adjustments in their 

stride. The requirement for change inevitably leads to problems as both the system and the 

individual are facing new scenarios they are unfamiliar with, yet in order to be successful they 

need to adjust well. 

 

The elusiveness and inclusiveness of lifelong learning 

 

The emergence of the concept of lifelong learning can be seen as a response to the changing 

nature of the economy of the 21st century, or the knowledge economy. It can be traced to 

UNESCO’s Delors report urging that we need new targets for learning in order to face the 

fundamental changes in the 21st-century economy, viz. the famous four pillars of learning: 

learning to know, learning to do, learning to live together and learning to be (Delors et al. 

1996). However, as an emerging discourse, the meaning of lifelong learning has been elusive, 

and it means different things to different people. As Han (2001) has succinctly put it, “lifelong 

learning wears a strange costume: a jacket of humanistic ideas and pants of market-driven HRD 

[human resource development] representation, in which the tradition of critical pedagogy in 

lifelong education is totally unseen from the ‘contested terrain’” (ibid., p. 86). 

The term “lifelong learning” has been variously referred to as social education, adult 

education, lifelong education (as in the case of Japan) (ASEM Lifelong Learning 2002); “all 

forms of organised educational activities taking place outside of formal school education”, 

para-schools, vocational and technical education and training, liberal education for the general 

public, distance university education (as in the case of Korea) (Chung 2003); re-training and 

upgrading of skills, community-based adult education (as in the case of Malaysia) (ASEM 

Lifelong Learning 2002; Lee 2005); and distance learning, adult education, on-the-job training 

and off-the-job training (as in the case of China) (Cheng et al. 1999). Perhaps most illustrative 

of the elusiveness of its definition is the review of lifelong learning in a Singapore report: 

 
There is no one precise definition that captures lifelong learning [to be] shared by 
everyone. Lifelong learning is interpreted by various stakeholders in many different 
ways. What appears to be common however is that the idea relates to learning that 
continues throughout a person’s lifetime, from cradle to grave, of acquiring the aptitude, 
skills, knowledge and qualifications of processes through formal, non-formal and 
informal modes of learning, use of technology to enhance learning, of providing 
learning opportunities, of becoming a learning society or nation, amongst others (Kumar 
2004, p. 560). 
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The elusiveness of the meaning of lifelong learning notwithstanding, it is an emerging concept, 

and it takes time for the world discourse to attribute meanings to it, partly as a process of 

developing ownership towards the concept, and partly as a process of testing whether this 

notion can prevail. Looking at this elusive process from another perspective, the diverse 

meanings ascribed to the terminology make lifelong learning inclusive in embracing various 

possible interpretations which could benefit the largest possible cultures or sub-cultures, or 

various social groups and sub-groups. Interestingly, Asian countries in particular seem to like 

this term, and are developing tremendous ownership towards such a concept. For example, 

many Asian countries trace the roots of lifelong learning back to their traditional philosophies 

(e.g. Confucianism or Buddhism) and argue that they transform modern concepts (Medel-

Añonuevo et al. 2001) into concepts relevant for them. It is therefore not surprising that 

educationists from the Chinese tradition would argue that the concept of lifelong learning can 

be traced back to the civil examinations which set no limit to age or mode of learning. Thus the 

traditional broad conception of lifelong education explains recent developments of lifelong 

learning in China (Cheng et al. 1999). Likewise, educationists from the Thai tradition would 

argue that indigenous Thai knowledge and wisdom are central for today’s learning society 

(ONEC n. d.). Discussing the concept of lifelong learning in the context of Malaysia, Lee Gan 

Siowck (2005) goes as far as to say “lifelong learning is as old as the human race itself. For the 

hunter and gatherer in ancient times, living by his or her wits was lifelong learning” (ibid.).  

 

From lifelong education to lifelong learning: a conceptual departure 

 

In addition, lifelong learning being a concept emerging from its earlier expressions, such as 

“lifelong education”, “adult education” and “continuing education”, now carries certain unique 

meanings relevant to the 21st-century knowledge economy which can be distinguished from the 

meanings of those other terminologies. As I have noted elsewhere (Lee 2007, p. 371), 

 
 “lifelong education” in the early 1970s was associated with the more comprehensive and 
integrated strategy of developing individuals and communities to face rapid social change 
(Medel-Añonuevo et al. 2001), and is a kind of provider-led model of learning activity 
(Preece 2005). In the 1990s, as elaborated by UNESCO’s Delors Report (1996), lifelong 
learning attempted to “reconcile three forces: competition, which provides incentives; co-
operation, which gives strength; and solidarity, which unites”(Delors 1996, p. 18). In sum, 
lifelong education is more focused on the strategic provision of education and is more 
emphasised in the structures and institutions of learning. The concepts of continuing 
education and adult education are more in line with those of lifelong education. 
Continuing education usually refers to short-term, programme- and qualification-related 
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post-compulsory education (Harvey 2004). Adult education has been described as a set of 
organised activities carried on by a wide variety of institutions for the accomplishment of 
specific educational objectives (Knowles 1980), improvement of technical or professional 
qualifications (UNESCO 1980), and is more emphasised in the action of an external 
educational agent purposefully ordering behaviour into planned systematic experiences 
(Verner 1962).  

However, the more dominant interpretation of lifelong learning in the 1990s was 
linked to retraining and learning new skills that would enable individuals to cope with the 
demands of the rapidly changing workplace. It also seems that lifelong learning, as it is 
presently promoted, has become more individual-oriented, whereas lifelong education 
often referred back to the community. The emphasis of lifelong learning on the learner 
could also be interpreted as assigning more agencies to individuals in contrast to lifelong 
education’s thrust on structures and institutions (Medel-Añonuevo et al. 2001).  

It may be more appropriate to say that the terminological change (from lifelong 
education, continuing education and adult education, to lifelong learning) reflects a 
conceptual departure from the idea of organised educational provision to that of a more 
individualised pursuit of learning. The former emphasises programmes, organisations and 
central strategies of provision, whilst the latter emphasises motivating individuals to learn 
what would suit them for their own adaptation to the changing world, and facilitating the 
emergence of spontaneous community provision of learning opportunities to suit the 
learners’ needs. The former emphasises structures, and the latter emphasises culture. The 
former emphasises state-led provision, the latter private initiatives. In relation to this, it is 
also criticised that the state tries to abdicate its responsibility to provide economic 
opportunities (Kennedy and Sweeting 2003; Medel-Añonuevo et al. 2001). 

 
However, the emergent meanings, or “new meanings” of lifelong learning demonstrate a 

process of participation in meaning making (about what lifelong learning should mean and 

would mean to particular countries and particular cultures). What is particularly interesting, 

especially in the context of comparative education, is that this meaning making shows how the 

various groupings of the international community take in an external concept, contextualise it, 

and attribute a meaning to it which is relevant not only to its current specific socioeconomic 

conditions, its macro planning towards each respective country’s future development, but most 

importantly to how this new concept is linked to the country’s traditional cultures. 

Interestingly, comparative education has always been criticised for being either a 

hegemonising, a colonising or an imperial imposition of certain policies from the “central” 

countries to the “peripheral” countries (see Steiner-Khamsi 2014; Majhanovich 2014; Davies 

2014; Lee et al. 2014b). The notion started off as an externally imported and decontextualised 

concept (originating, among other sources, from the Delors report), then it went through a 

process of contextualisation (e.g., attributing its relevance to local traditions and cultures, such 

as Confucianism, Buddhism and indigenous Thai knowledge). It re-contextualised the 

significance of lifelong learning, not as a coping mechanism for the knowledge economy (as 

was the case in Europe) but as a preparation for the knowledge economy, an interesting way to 
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adapt the original meanings of lifelong learning to making local people feel that this was a 

concept not only belonging to themselves but also part of their own creation – almost as a 

classic case of ownership (Lee 2007). 

 

The institutionalisation of lifelong learning  

 

So far, in this paper, we have analysed what lifelong learning, as an outcome of the knowledge 

economy in the West, and as a preparation for the knowledge economy in the East, needs to 

provide and accomplish. We have also analysed the fundamental differences between the 

terminologies, i.e. “lifelong learning”, focusing today on individual efforts to continuously 

learn what people need for survival, and “lifelong education” in the past, which was mainly 

offered by the state or academic or vocational institutions. Again, seen through the economic 

lens, a focus on individuals is increasingly imperative today, especially with the economy 

changing so quickly. The question is: who can effectively and efficiently offer anything of 

relevance to each and every individual learner who may be facing different changes in their life 

in very different contexts? Changes are so rapid that no institution may really be able to provide 

what individuals need to prepare themselves for the immediate future. The only thing we can do 

is somehow still let the free market continue to function so that fringe benefit providers will 

initiate the kind of programmes they gauge as being potentially relevant to the predicted needs. 

These learning markets already exist; it is only that so far many institutions have not been 

sensitive or bold enough to satisfy the demand by offering those training programmes. 

At this point it is worth noting that lifelong learning institutions have grown over time 

and are already fulfilling a significant function in bridging market needs for the new labour 

forces resulting from the changing economies (Lee 2008). As Josephine Fleming and myself 

have observed elsewhere (Lee and Fleming 2012), the traditional extension arms of traditional 

universities, such as extramural departments and centres/departments/schools for continuing 

education and/or adult learning, have been gradually transformed into “Professional Education” 

centres/department/schools. This kind of change is important to note, since the former terms 

signified that programmes offered to adult learners, or continuing education courses, were only 

“extramural” or “extension courses”. What they are providing now is a kind of lifelong learning 

which is professional, implying programmes for higher status, more relevant for, and 

recognised by, the higher qualification market, and thus a higher level of work.  

The most significant contribution of these extramural lifelong learning institutions to 

meeting today’s challenges is that they form a bridge between market needs and academia. 
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They function like the feelers of insects to sense market needs, and provide tentative 

programmes which can be quite informal at the beginning, and are often taught by recognised 

frontline professionals. Because of the relative looseness of these programmes, they can afford 

to “come and go”, until their need is established and then they gradually become formalised 

into courses and programmes similar to those offered by the mother university. When becoming 

academically mature, these programmes may develop into pathways to certain kinds of formal 

qualifications, such as bachelor’s or master’s degrees, or all kinds of diploma programmes such 

as, for example, in-service diplomas recognised by professional bodies and academic 

institutions. Indeed, the successful programmes created by these lifelong learning institutions 

can even become competitors of similar academic programmes offered by the mother university, 

and some of them end up being absorbed in one of the mother university’s formal programmes.  

Thus, lifelong learning institutions function both ways, i.e. they act as feelers for market 

needs, also adeptly providing immediate training to meet those needs, as well as acting as 

initiators of a process which gradually creates market-relevant programmes which eventually 

develop to a level which meets the mother university’s academic requirements. Thus, they 

function not only as a bridge between the market and the traditional university, but actually as 

the university’s significant extension arm, helping to create, pilot and build a state-of-the art 

curriculum. Its new academic programmes, designed to be relevant for the markets, are ones 

which the mother university might not initially feel comfortable offering because of their fluid 

nature. However, they may potentially (and importantly) contribute to the expansion of 

interdisciplinary programmes, an aspect which is increasingly recognised as being a necessity 

for success in 21st-century economies (Lee and Fleming 2012; Fleming 2013). 

 

Conclusion: lifelong learning as an enabler of voice 

 

The move from a state-supply mode of lifelong education to the market-demand and 

individualised mode of lifelong learning which meets individual needs but requires individual 

efforts to shape their learning needs, and the institutionalisation of lifelong learning which 

provides a link between the market needs, the individual learner and academia (i.e. the 

traditional university) has many more implications than its relevance to the knowledge 

economy. The emergent requirements of lifelong learning and the promises lifelong learning 

holds for individuals through new forms of and new opportunities for learning will enhance 

equity in terms of the availability and accessibility of educational opportunity for individuals, 
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and this further empowers individual citizens to be active learning agents, and moreover 

enables the learning agent to better function as an active citizen in society. 

Lifelong learning calls for a new mode of learning. It implies “learning for life, learning 

through life” (EC 2000). It is a mode of seamless learning, whereby informal learning and 

experiential learning in various life settings can be converted to recognised learning. This can 

help to synergise and systematise the various learning experiences into knowledge formation, 

knowledge building and knowledge creation. It also implies that formal learning, which always 

decontextualises knowledge into general principles, and informal learning, which always takes 

place in contextualised settings, are no longer dichotomies – they can occur side by side, both 

ways with reciprocation, or as a continuum, as illustrated in Table 2. 

 
Table 2 The relationship between formal and non-formal education 
 

Learning mode formal schooling flexible schooling participatory education 
Context decontextualised context-adjusted contextualised 

Education type formal education non-formal education informal education 
Source Based on Rogers (2004, pp. 255–260). 
 
The above notion of the change in learning mode has significant implications for educational 

opportunity. The growing significance of lifelong learning which requires and allows for 

informal learning as a means of learning, and even as a starting point of learning, actually 

requires everyone in the society to learn. The institutionalisation of lifelong learning has 

increased such possibilities by integrating learning which is relevant to life experience into 

formal courses and programmes, and by recognising and qualifying this mode of learning as a 

final outcome. The gradual connection with academia (the mother university) also signifies a 

gradual elevation of such learning into certain academic disciplines. One example is the Credit 

Bank system in South Korea, a system whereby individual learning experience can be 

converted to academic credits and accumulated to a certain level of learning. Another example 

is the qualification framework in Hong Kong, which attempts to structure informal learning into 

certain levels of learning compatible to the Hong Kong education system. Both have provided 

recognition to the accumulation of such alternative learning experiences. This actually enhances 

the availability and the accessibility of educational opportunities, and thereby enhances 

education equity.  

The availability of educational opportunities has citizenship implications as well. A 

significant goal of lifelong learning should be the development of active citizenship, by 

providing learning facilities in the community which are accessible to every member of the 
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community. As I have already pointed out elsewhere (Lee 2007), “The European Association 

for the Education of Adults (EAEA) stresses that lifelong learning not only contributes to 

economic development, full employment and the modernisation of the labour market, but it also 

enables individuals and groups to participate in democratic, civil and cultural life, to combat 

racism and xenophobia, to enjoy diversity and to build social cohesion. The EAEA calls for the 

eradication of the ‘learning divide’ between the advantaged and the disadvantaged (ibid.). It 

asserts that  

 
A strategy for lifelong learning must have a holistic, comprehensive approach. Lifelong 
learning must not be restricted to an instrument to raise the competence of the 
workforce and stimulate economic growth in the EU. Lifelong learning is just as 
important to provide a bridge to cross the educational divide; to create active citizenship; 
and develop an integrated Europe with solid democracies. This includes the new 
democracies of Eastern and Central Europe. […] Politically literate citizens will require 
not only the knowledge and understanding of human rights, but also opportunities to 
participate and to effect changes. Learning active citizenship has two inter-related and 
equally important components, namely a structural/political one and a cultural/personal 
one; in other words cognitive and affective elements (EAEA 2001, p. 374). 

 
In examining the relationship between democracy and lifelong learning, César Bîrzéa has 

identified two models of the learning society: 

 
• Learning Society = social capital + human capital = economic prosperity 
• Learning Society = new “societal semantics” = collective goals reconciled with 

individual identities (Bîrzéa 2000, p. 13). 
 

Although the first model is obviously economically oriented, new citizenship qualities are 

required in both models. In the latter model, a new kind of democratic citizenship quality is 

specified. It signifies “post-corporatist societal citizenship” and requires “a democracy of 

sympathetic citizens” (ibid.). 

The Fryer report, entitled Learning for the 21st century, argues that lifelong learning 

should engage all government departments:  

 
If a learning culture for all is to be achieved, responsibility for its development will need 
to rest with all departments of Government. […] Government should also […] secure 
the development of a learning culture for all, including funding and resource allocation, 
legislation and statutory intervention, according to their likely effectiveness in 
furthering its strategy (Fryer 1997, Part Three, Core Point 6, Principle 5). 
 

The discussion of democratic citizenship arising from the lifelong learning agenda illustrates 

concern for and attention towards equity, access and rights, not only in terms of formal 
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knowledge, but also in terms of informal learning experiences such as practice, participation 

and inclusion. In particular, the notion of inclusion acknowledges respect towards diversity and 

supports the right to be different. The realisation of these ideals can only take place in a 

democratic environment which supports the values and implementation of tolerance and 

requires citizens’ active participation. There are challenges both to the government and to 

individuals. To the government, the challenge is whether it can link up the various sectors of 

society and utilise resources to ensure that the ideals are implemented throughout the 

communities. To individuals, the challenge is that it requires citizens to take up the 

responsibilities of learning throughout their lives and acquiring the literacy necessary for them 

to exercise active citizenship. 

Overall, the lifelong learning agenda requires individual initiatives, but also institutional 

support. The institutional support is essential in assuring the accessibility of 21st-century 

training for anyone who needs it. Making these kinds of opportunities available in one way or 

another is fundamental for achieving equity, thus giving people from different backgrounds a 

chance to know and raise their own voices. Kjell Rubenson (2002, p. 245) particularly 

cautioned that lifelong learning for active citizenship and democracy cannot be reduced to an 

individual project. Lifelong learning is a new learning scenario which will continuously elevate 

the level of experience into the realm of knowledge which is transmissible and exchangeable 

across social and economic sectors, and across generations as well. This creates a seamless 

linkage between formal and informal learning, and provides everyone with an opportunity to 

elevate their own knowledge level, and to assert themselves as well. In this sense, lifelong 

learning is becoming an enabler of voice, allowing everyone to be actively engaged in society. 
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