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Abstract: This paper discusses the role of policies in promoting or hindering profes-
sionalisation in adult education in different contexts. The paper draws generalisations 
based on three case studies: India, Colombia and Denmark, where professionalisation 
of adult education is negligible. The methodology includes case studies, policy analysis 
and a comparative perspective. The paper concludes that the professionalisation of adult 
education has diminished with the emergence of lifelong learning because the focus of 
policies has shifted to learning outcomes rather than educators. Stakeholders who favour 
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velopment of distinctive offers, create a market for them and get them acknowledged to 
convince policy makers for investment.
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Introduction

Despite the increasing influence of learners, educators appear to make a signifi-
cant difference in the education system. Professionalisation in adult learning and 
education has been identified as an indicator to estimate its quality (Egetenmeyer, 
Breitschwerdt, & Lechner, 2018). Professionalisation is relevant for coping with 
the challenges of uncertainty and preparing adults for precarious jobs (Cervero, 
2017). While most research is limited to individual attributes regarding the way 
an adult educator should or could teach (Lencer & Strauch, 2019), some re-
searchers argue that professionalisation in adult learning and education depends 
upon its competitiveness in the market (its demand in the market) and its capa-
bility to align itself with the regulations (moulding itself in accordance to policy 
guidelines and laws) that influence it (Noordegraaf, 2015; Egetenmeyer et al., 
2018; Breitschwerdt, Lechner, & Egetenmeyer, 2019).

Whereas the national focus on the professionalisation of adult educators is 
considerable in countries like Germany, it is almost absent in many others, like 
India and Colombia. In countries like Denmark, on the other hand, it appeared 
as a wave in the 1970s and faded away in the 1990s. Since national policies 
predominate the mobilisation of resources, they are one of the most relevant fac-
tors in determining the development of professionalisation. This paper explores 
the linkage between policy and professionalisation in adult learning and educa-
tion in contrasting contexts. Professionalisation in this paper has two meanings: 
professionalisation of individuals (adult educators), which means equipping adult 
educators with standardised competencies for ensuring the production of a dis-
tinctive product by distinctive skills based on a special (only meant for adult 
educators) body of knowledge; and professionalisation of the field/sector, which 
implies specific occupational regulations and remuneration for adult educators 
that reflect the acknowledgement of their unique contribution to providing or 
facilitating adult education.

The research question for the paper is: How do national policies support 
(or hinder) professionalisation in a given context? The conceptual framework 
comprises the multi-level research perspective on professionalism in adult learn-
ing and education (Egetenmeyer et al., 2018). Using this perspective, the na-
tional policies on adult learning and education in India, Colombia and Denmark 
are examined in relation to professionalisation, first separately and then in com-
parison. All three cases apparently have limited or no professionalisation in adult 
education. Sources for research include relevant policy documents and contextual 
information along selected parameters. The methods thereby primarily include 
case studies and policy analysis, followed by a comparative perspective and ana-
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lytical approach to draw generalisations. Egetenmeyer et al.’s (2018) multilevel 
perspective on professionalisation of adult and continuing education is used as the 
conceptual framework. The paper discusses the adequacy of the perspective for 
analysing the three selected cases and for drawing generalisations from them.

Review of the Existing Literature

A profession can be characterised by common practice, a shared knowledge base, 
an ethical code of conduct determining the behaviour of the professionals, and 
control on the entry into the specified group of professionals (Benn and Field-
house’s assertion (1994) in Doyle, Egetenmeyer, Singai, & Devi, 2016). A profes-
sional delivers a distinctive product, gets specific training to produce it, and keeps 
control over the final product (Larson, 1977). In adult and continuing education, 
the term “professionalisation” has been used to indicate personal behaviour (for 
instance in the UK, Germany and India) as well as regulation and standardisation 
of the field, especially in favour of economic considerations (Doyle et al., 2016). 
At least in European policies, the change from the former to the latter has been 
widely reflected (Research voor Beleid [Alpine], 2008). However, in most cases, 
adult education has not necessarily been able to ensure professionalisation, except 
in academia (Cervero, 1992).

The “social reformist” and “professional” traditions in adult education 
have their own reasons to resist and support professionalisation, respectively 
(Cotton, 1964). Whereas the “social reformist tradition” banks upon idealism, 
morality and intellectual inputs for making lives better and striving towards an 
equal balance in society, the “professional tradition” disagrees (Cotton, 1964). 
The “professional tradition” favours idealism and morality, but rejects the uto-
pianism of everything being for the good, and warns against the political orien-
tations that might appear to be ideal but lack discipline and could be hijacked 
by political propaganda (Cotton, 1964). However, it is impossible to deny the 
negative consequences of professionalisation, which include its sometimes me-
chanical nature; a struggle for control over funding emanating from licensing, 
certification and/or accreditation; and the degeneration in the idealistic-moral 
elements, followed by the consequent loss of meaning of adult education itself 
(Collins, 1992; Cotton, 1964).

However, it has been claimed that the development of specific adult edu-
cation programmes has answered the question about whether there should be 
professionalisation, and that the dichotomy between the social reformist tradi-
tion and the professional tradition is falsely framed and redundant (Cervero, 
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2017). Further, it is argued that, since adult education is a critical component of 
knowledge and power balance in society, it cannot be handled unprofessionally 
(Cervero, 2017; Cervero & Wilson, 2001; Cervero & Wilson, 2006; Merriam, 
Courtenay, & Cervero, 2006). Is this reflected in policies, too? This paper con-
tributes to validating this argument using empirical sources (policy documents).

Societal, organisational and personnel factors influence the “new profes-
sionalism” (Egetenmeyer et al., 2018; Breitschwerdt et al., 2019). Individual 
adult educators (personnel factor) try to balance these three types of factors 
against each other (Breitschwerdt et al. 2019). The management (organisational 
factor) plays a crucial role in defining professional norms as well as developing 
strategies for professionalisation in order to deliver according to the set standards 
(Evetts, 2011). Professionals do not necessarily follow the market demand (logic 
of market) or behave in accordance with the criteria set by the organisations (or-
ganisational logic) they work with (Freidson, 2001). Professionals have their own 
logic (the third logic, as Freidson (2001) calls it), emanating from the nature and 
scope of the adult education profession itself. However, this logic is increasingly 
becoming subservient to “managerialism” (organisational logic) and “commer-
cialism” (market logic), thereby diminishing the presence of professional logic in 
the work performed (Evetts, 2011). “Hybrid professionalism”, or maintaining a 
balance among the three logics, is a major challenge for professionals in the field 
(Nordgraaf, 2015; Breitschwerdt et al., 2019). There is a lot of research on what 
is conceptually defined as professional in adult education and learning, but that 
research has found only limited reflection in policies. Further, professionalisation 
in adult education has been criticised for a narrow emphasis on profitability and 
economic value, especially in response to precarious jobs (Hughes & Tight, 1995; 
Lynch, 2010; O’Neill & Cullinane, 2017). This paper contributes to our under-
standing of the necessary elements for professionalisation to inform policies and 
reflects on the possibilities for establishing a balance between professionalisation, 
managerialism and commercialism.

It is argued in academic literature that the policy focus on lifelong learning 
and the need for social development and cohesion have created the need for pro-
fessionalisation (Andersson, Köpsen, Larson, & Milana, 2012; EC, 2006, 2007a, 
2007b; Merriam & Brockett, 2007; Nuissl & Lattke, 2008; Cervero, 2017). 
Apart from this, the predominance of global competitiveness and economic con-
siderations put forth by policy makers have further added to the relevance of 
professionalisation in the field (just like in other areas of education) by treating 
adult and continuing education as a commodity and promoting its marketisation 
(Spring, 1998; Apple, 2006; Robinson, 2016 cited in O’Brien, 2018; Smith & 
O’Leary, 2013; Fejes & Olesen, 2016; Yasukawa & Black, 2016 cited in O’Brien, 
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2018, p. 557). The paper validates this claim on the basis of case studies, analys-
ing whether the shift from adult education to lifelong learning has created a space 
for professionalisation in reality.

Despite the existence of a wide variety of pathways for professionalisation 
in the field (Andersson et al., 2012), reflecting the diverse nature of adult educa-
tion and lifelong learning (Buiskool, Lakerveld, & Broek, 2009; Research voor 
Beleid/PLATO, 2008), a trend towards standardisation of how professionalisa-
tion should be done has emerged, at least in Europe, through the Bologna Decla-
ration (1999), the Copenhagen Declaration (2002), the Treaty of Lisbon (2009) 
and the New Skills Agenda for Europe (2016) (Cieslak, Ricardo, Fehrenbacher, 
Praveen, & Nierobisch, 2017; Buiskool, Broek, van Lakerveld, Zarifis, & Os-
borne, 2010). However, differences still remain in relation to the characteristics 
and functions associated with adult educators in different contexts within and 
beyond Europe, which influence the “competence profiles” of adult educators 
(Ciselack et al., 2017; Buiskool et al., 2010). The paper also analyses this contra-
diction through the cases.

The Cases of India, Colombia and Denmark: It is important to note that the 
level of professionalisation in adult education is negligible in the three selected 
cases: India, Colombia and Denmark. In the case of India, adult education is 
implemented as a mission. The sector is characterised by a large number of non-
literate and semi-literate people (about 313 million in 2017), limited resources 
(especially funding) and the consequent need for voluntary work (provided by 
NGOs or professionals in other fields), low level of skills imparted (basic and 
functional literacy, sometimes limited vocational skills like sewing) through adult 
education programmes, limited political will and limited research in the area 
(Shah, 2008, 2010, 2013; Kuhlen, Singh, & Tomei, 2016; Singh & Assigner, 
2016; Singh & Sharma, 2016). Despite the availability of structured programmes 
for training adult educators, these programmes are not mandatory for the volun-
tary sector, and the quality of existing programmes is poor (Shah, 2008, 2010, 
2013; Kuhlen et al., 2016; Singh & Assigner, 2016; Singh & Sharma, 2016).

In the case of Denmark, the professionalisation of adult education and 
educators was debated until 2000 (Rasmussen, Larson, & Cort, 2019). However, 
the adoption of a 10-point programme by the Danish Parliament in 2000 (pro-
posed since 1995) and the introduction of the Danish Lifelong Learning policy 
ended this debate (Larson & Milana, 2011; Andersson et al., 2012; Rasmussen 
et al., 2019). The status of adult education as a sector ended with this, because 
all educational providers that had offers for the young were expected to provide 
learning opportunities for adults, too (Larson & Milana, 2011; Andersson et al., 
2012; Rasmussen et al., 2019). Usually, adult educators are professionals in other 
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fields, meaning their professionalisation in the field is neither recognised as neces-
sary nor viable anymore (Larson & Milana, 2011; Andersson et al., 2012; Ras-
mussen et al., 2019). Moreover, the policy focus on learning has moved the thrust 
of all kinds of initiatives towards learning through any means possible rather than 
limited to any specific procedure or guidelines which professional adult educators 
may need to follow (Larson & Milana, 2011; Andersson et al., 2012; Rasmussen 
et al., 2019; Ehlers, 2019).

In the case of Colombia, education has been a priority since the new con-
stitution of 1991 (Cabrera Rosero & Alfonso Caicedo, 2017), and adult educa-
tion has been a major driver of socio-economic growth in this country. Despite 
this, the professionalisation of the field has not yet been addressed in the litera-
ture. There are probably two main reasons for this: first, the issue has not been 
advocated in education policies thus far; second, adult educators are profession-
als from different fields. In fact, there are currently no graduate programmes 
or official certifications for the professionalisation of adult educators. Recently, 
scholars and educators have advocated for adult education programmes, claiming 
that adult education is an “imported product” that is “far from the reality that 
students live” (Gomez 2019, as cited in Grillo, 2019). They propose the profes-
sionalisation of adult education programmes that specifically address the needs 
of this student population (Posada Escobar, 2020). Although these programmes 
would most likely be professional and not just occupational, their incorporation 
may create barriers for those who want to enter the field, and the national gov-
ernment might not be willing to take on another issue or responsibility related to 
adult education in the country.

The existing literature, therefore, provides a rich overview of the differ-
ent aspects of professionalisation, the factors influencing it, and the subservience 
of professional logic to the marketisation and commodification of education, 
including adult and continuing education. However, the linkage between the 
economy and its impact on macro-level changes in cultural values, which may 
further reinforce or diminish the need for professionalisation, are not adequately 
explored. Despite the fact that policy studies are embedded and/or closely con-
nected with the discipline of political science, there is limited literature which 
analyses policies for (or against) professionalisation with that perspective. Egeten-
meyer et al.’s (2018) analysis seems quite convincing (see section on Conceptual 
Framework) and reflective of contemporary changes, but more empirical research 
is needed to validate it. Therefore, in order to enrich the knowledge base, there is 
a need to explore and verify the generalisations with a multidisciplinary approach 
(since Egetenmeyer et al.’s approach is primarily rooted in sociology), using case 
studies representing contexts different from the one in which Egetenmeyer et al.’s 
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generalisations are embedded. The paper thus contributes to the existing litera-
ture by analysing the existing scientific considerations and making new additions 
to the knowledge base through case studies and multidisciplinary perspectives.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework for this article is primarily comprised of the multilevel 
perspective on the professionalisation of adult and continuing education proposed by 
Egetenmeyer et al. (2018) and the power-interest matrix for stakeholder analysis 
(Johnson & Scholes, 1999, as cited in Olander & Landin, 2005).

Egetenmeyer et al. (2018) argue that professionalisation is influenced by 
factors at three different and interdependent levels: personnel, organisational and 
societal. Personnel factors comprise individual behaviour; organisational factors 
comprise provider activity (or non-activity), and societal aspects include the posi-
tioning of adult and continuing education as a profession in society, characterised 
by law, policies, social acceptance and the like (Egetenmeyer et al. 2018).

Figure 1. Interdependencies of professionalisation in adult and continuing 
education (Source: Egetenmeyer et al. 2018, p. 13)

The perspective implies that favourable/ unfavourable changes and situ-
ations at one level might lead to changes in favour of or against professionalisa-
tion at other levels and in the entire system. In the current paper, this model is 
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used to analyse how these interdependencies are addressed through policies in 
different contexts.

The conceptualisations by Egetenmeyer et al. (2018) are rooted primar-
ily in the sociological approach. However, the primary sources for this paper 
are policies (understood as compromises among stakeholders). To analyse them 
adequately, we have therefore complemented Egetenmeyer at al.’s approach with 
stakeholder analysis based on the power-interest matrix (Mendelow, 1981; John-
son & Scholes, 1999, as cited in Olander & Landin, 2005).

Figure 2. Stakeholder Analysis: Power-Interest Matrix (Source: Illustration by 
authors adapted from Olander and Landin, 2005)

The power-interest matrix suggests that stakeholders (actors with directly 
or indirectly involved benefits and losses) with relatively more power and high 
interest influence the policy process the most and vice versa.

Case Studies

India

India is a lower-middle income, highly populated country with more than 1.35 
billion people of a median age of around 29.4 years (in 2018, c.f. Worldometer, 
n.d.). The literacy rate in India was around 74.4 per cent (in 2018, c.f. UN-
ESCO, n.d.) with very high unemployment (around 6.6 per cent in Novem-
ber 2020) and up to around 200 million underemployed persons engaged in
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low-income, low-productivity jobs (35 to 40 per cent of the total 540 million 
employed in 2020) (Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy, 2020). Comple-
menting the steep decline in the economy, the rate of employment has been 
constantly falling to the lowest in the last 45 years (Government of India, 2019). 
The education of adults, therefore, is key to survival – and insight also stated in 
the Indian policy.

Access to education is not only relevant for economic development but 
also necessary for dealing with social problems, especially in relation to social 
stratification (caste system)5, marginalisation, inequality and gender disparities 
(Department of School Education and Literacy, n.d.). Basic education has been 
a right in India since 2009 (Ministry of Law and Justice, 2009), but it is nei-
ther compulsory nor accessible or adequately funded (OECD, n.d.). As a conse-
quence, more than 313 million adults are non-literate, and about 59 per cent of 
them are women (Chandra, 2019). 88.6 per cent of the employment in India was 
informal in 2018 (International Labour Organisation, n.d.; Ministry of Statistics 
and Programme Implementation, n.d.).

In such a context, basic as well as functional literacy have been the prior-
ity of adult education programmes, especially for the marginalised, among them 
women, even though programmes have extended beyond that (Department of 
School Education and Literacy, n.d.). Policies in the past have focussed on quan-
tity rather than quality, and the data are estimates (based on samples/extrapola-
tion) rather than accurate figures (Department of School Education and Literacy, 
n.d.; Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020).

Adult education has been primarily measured in terms of basic literacy 
and numeracy, even though additional offers for localised economic survival, 
like simple farming techniques and sewing, have existed as well (Department 
of School Education and Literacy, n.d.). Most of such offers are now part of the 
voluntary sector, and the policy provisions do not include them as parameters to 
measure or evaluate the status of adult education systematically. Unlike in many 
other countries, basic and sometimes advanced skill development programmes 
regulated by policy in India are categorised as skill development (governed by 
a dedicated Ministry for Skill Development and Entrepreneurship) rather than 
adult education. Similarly, adult learning occurring in formal, non-formal or in-
formal settings for work in private and voluntary sectors, recreation or any other 
purpose is kept clearly out of the policy on adult education. In other words, even 
though the policy claims to reconfigure the education system and align it accord-
ing to the United Nation’s Sustainable Development Goal 4 (to which India is a 

5 A system of social stratification in India that categorises people by birth at present. It is a perverted form of 
Ancient Indian social stratification, which was made on the basis of profession, not birth. 
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party), (Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020) lifelong learning 
is mentioned symbolically, and labour market policy is not integrated with adult 
education policy to ensure sustainable education. Skill development comes under 
a separate ministry, and adult learning in private and voluntary sector settings 
does not come under the adult education policy at all. It is notable that the policy 
on adult education keeps teaching and learning among adults in the voluntary 
and the private sectors out of its purview and does not recognise it under adult 
education (unlike in many other countries). Therefore, at the societal level, there 
is a gap in terms of reaching out to millions with limited resources and teaching 
them basic skills and knowledge, leading to social prestige and survival jobs.

The Indian policy, since the beginning, has banked upon the social re-
formist, volunteer-based approach and has gradually incorporated economic as-
pects in the past, even though it has never been completely economic in nature. 
The current policy on adult education marks a shift away from the gradual trend 
towards economic orientation (Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 
2020). In its overall approach, the policy on education is cultural-social rather 
than socio-economic (as earlier) or primarily economic (as in many other coun-
tries). The policy is state led, issued by the Ministry of Human Resource and 
Development (proposed to be renamed as the Ministry of Education), guided 
by traditional Indian philosophy on education, and focussing on cultural atti-
tudes and values rather than on economic competitiveness (Ministry of Human 
Resource and Development, 2020). The change in the name of the ministry also 
signifies a change from the economic (Ministry of Human Resource and Devel-
opment) to the cultural approach (Ministry of Education, and as evident from 
parts of the document). Despite the fact that the influence of stakeholders from 
the private and the voluntary sector cannot be denied, the negotiations have nei-
ther been transparent nor acknowledged clearly in the policy document of 2020 
(for details, see Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020).

The policy puts the focus on formal education (school and higher) while 
adult education is kept under “other key areas of focus” (Ministry of Human Re-
source and Development, 2020) despite the huge number of non-literate people, 
unemployed persons and those engaged in low-paid, low-productivity jobs.

The policy proposes an adult education curriculum framework (appearing 
to be an equivalency framework as per description) with foundational literacy, 
basic skills, critical life skills (or functional literacy and awareness regarding so-
cially relevant issues like childcare and family welfare), vocational skills (for lo-
cal employment like survival jobs), basic education (equivalent to primary and 
secondary education) and continuing education (in different areas like sports 
and culture) (Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020). Related 
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programmes existed earlier, but the efforts seem to be clearly acknowledged and 
categorised now in 2020.

Regarding the infrastructure, the existing dedicated adult education cen-
tres are supposed to be merged with an integrated infrastructure for educational 
purposes (Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020). School prem-
ises (after school hours or on weekends and holidays) are proposed as possible 
sites for adult education. Contrary to this, the policy states to build residential 
school complexes on traditional Indian education models (Ministry of Human 
Resource and Development, 2020). In that case, independent workspaces for 
adult educators are beyond imagination. Similarly, it is stated that the volunteers 
would be connected to local adult education centres by social workers or counsel-
lors, but if there are no adult education centres, it is unclear where the volunteers 
are supposed to connect. These contradictory statements in the document imply 
that adult educators would not even be provided with their independent work-
space and might need to struggle and work in uncertain conditions – not neces-
sarily an attractive option for professionals.

Most adult and continuing education departments (which are the only 
source of formal degrees in adult education) offer limited opportunities to hire 
professional adult educators. Many of them were closed down or their funding 
was cut gradually (Shah, 2020; Government of India, 2018). In the private and 
the voluntary sectors, jobs for training and teaching adults require expertise in so-
cial work and other knowledge– or skill-specific content rather than the teaching 
of adults. In fact, adult education departments that give formal degrees in adult 
education that might lead to professionalisation do not necessarily hire profession-
als in adult education themselves (Shah, 2020). At the organisational level, the 
possibilities for professionalisation do exist, but they are not necessarily rewarding.

Given the current policy approach, the sector is not attractive in terms 
of returns on investment. The policy emphasises that volunteerism and mobi-
lisation can lead to adult education (Ministry of Human Resource and Devel-
opment, 2020). Adult educators are thus understood as trained volunteers who 
could mobilise and engage the masses in communities for adult education. The 
volunteers could be relatively educated people in the target communities or stu-
dents in higher education institutions (Ministry of Human Resource and De-
velopment, 2020). The only possible professionals could be those working in 
different national, state– and district-level institutions such as higher education 
institutions, which would be responsible for training the volunteers. However, 
their qualifications or competencies are not specified either. This implies that the 
resource persons could be professional or unprofessional educators or experts in 
other fields, too (as is currently the case where educators from different fields are 
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hired in adult education departments in higher education institutions without 
any specific and transparent criteria regarding their field-specific capabilities). 
Apart from these two types of human resources, the policy states to include social 
workers and counsellors (working independently, for the private sector under 
corporate social responsibility programmes or for the voluntary sector), who may 
support the volunteer adult educators or engage themselves as adult educators 
(Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020).

The provision for meagre monetary compensation for adult educators is 
replaced with non-monetary recognition for critical service to the nation (Min-
istry of Human Resource and Development, 2020). Training costs and arrange-
ments for volunteers, as indicated in the policy, appear to be a responsibility 
of higher education institutions under extension and community outreach pro-
grammes (third mission of the higher education institutions apart from teaching 
and research), departments of social work or adult education and the like (Min-
istry of Human Resource and Development, 2020).

The available guidelines point clearly against professionalisation and to-
wards volunteerism with basic working knowledge rather than professional ex-
pertise. Education costs in general, and professional education costs in particular, 
are borne by individuals owing to limited access to and the poor quality of pub-
licly funded education. At the personnel level, attaining formal qualification in 
adult education is becoming more difficult, costly and increasingly irrelevant in 
terms of demand in the labour market.

The p olicy emphasises national integration and cultural preservation aside 
from economic (economic growth) and social aspects (social justice and equal-
ity) (Ministry of Human Resource and Development, 2020). The emphasis is on 
teaching rather than learning, and even though the policy mentions learning, the 
teacher is understood as one of the core elements in education (Ministry of Hu-
man Resource and Development, 2020). This does not create space for the profes-
sionalisation of adult educators with the existing approach in policy. Regarding 
the unregulated voluntary sector and private sector, the non-formal programmes 
(which do not provide formally recognised degrees or certifications) are tailored to 
the need of the organisation and usually executed by senior-level employees who 
are professionals usually in the field in which they teach. Further, given the huge 
unorganised labour market, where low-skilled, low-paid jobs predominate, highly 
sophisticated content is not a priority in adult education. Although reaching out 
to large numbers with limited resources can be a major opportunity for profession-
alisation, the overall policy approach in favour of volunteerism (where returns on 
professionalisation are limited) and value-based education (not necessarily shared 
by professional adult educators) hinders the process of professionalisation.
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Colombia

Colombia is a fast growing upper-middle income economy (WorldBank, 2019) 
and an OECD member state since 2020; it has a policy of compulsory educa-
tion and, therefore, a high literacy rate of about 95 per cent (The World Bank 
Group, 2020). In the last few decades, Colombia has gone through a “silent” 
educational revolution (OECD, 2016a). The current Colombian policy divides 
the mainstream education system into four stages: early childhood education 
(0–6 years), basic education (7–14 years), intermediate education (15–16 
years), and higher education (17+ years) (OECD, 2016b). Higher educa-
tion institutions generally offer two types of programmes: (1) academic pro-
grammes, which award a bachelor’s degree, and (2) technical or technological 
programmes, which award a technical or technological degree. The latter can 
also be considered a type of adult education.

The academic programmes, or four-year bachelor’s programmes, are 
offered by universities to prepare people for professional, or white-collar, jobs. 
The adult education programmes are offered by technological and techni-
cal institutions (two– or three-year vocational and technical programmes) 
to prepare people for technical or vocational jobs, also known as blue-collar 
jobs. Their objective is to ensure the employability of the population and the 
availability of adequate human resources with the required skills. Apart from 
that, the other category of adult education programmes, which are not part 
of higher education, are literacy programmes; they are meant for those who 
have remained non-literate or are school drop-outs. The proportion of such 
people is very low (only about 5 per cent of the country’s population), but 
the state tries to bring them into the mainstream through the formal literacy 
programmes. In fact, as cited in the 3rd GRALE Report published by the UN-
ESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning in 2016, the current national develop-
ment plan (2014–2018) attempts to eradicate illiteracy from Colombia; more 
specifically, it seeks to lower the illiteracy rate from 5.6 percent to 3.9 percent.

Regarding adult education, two types of educational offers can be catego-
rised as such in Colombia: (1) technical and vocational educational programmes 
preparing people for traditionally working-class or blue-collar occupations, and 
(2) literacy programmes for school dropouts. Both offers are formal. After Co-
lombia adopted a new constitution in 1991, all types of education were gradually 
formalised, and the government tried to ensure literacy for as many Colombians 
as possible. Non-formal education, therefore, was phased out.

In all kinds of educational programmes, including adult education pro-
grammes, educators need a bachelor’s degree for teaching in their respective field. 
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If specific skills are needed to teach a particular target group, they are provided 
through trainings and a required knowledge base by the institutions that offer 
such specialised programmes. Usually, such trainings for educators are paid for 
by the provider institutions. There are no general courses to become an adult 
educator. Despite the fact that all teachers are required to have a certification as a 
teacher or educator, it is not specifically mentioned that educators for adults and 
educators for children should have different qualifications. Their specialisation 
is in the field rather than in relation to the target groups they teach. Since those 
who teach adults teach a wide variety of subjects, they identify themselves more 
as certified in those fields rather than as adult educators.

The institutions which provide all sorts of educational offerings have the 
freedom to choose the requirements for the staff they want to hire. This is a 
part of the autonomous power granted by the Colombian Constitution of 1991 
and the Law of Higher Education (1992), which mandate that these institutions 
operate under the principle of academic freedom. The law also grants faculty 
members freedom of teaching and research. In terms of quality, these institutions 
are obligated to follow the quality assurance guidelines laid down by the National 
Ministry of Education through the Law of Higher Education (1992).

The Colombian policy on adult education, thus does not explicitly men-
tion the professionalisation of adult educators. Although there are provisions for 
the training of adult educators, it is neither obligatory nor necessary that such 
training be provided. In this way, the policies in Colombia do not touch upon 
the question of professionalising adult educators at all. In that sense, it can be said 
that the policy is indifferent towards professionalisation in adult education. How-
ever, it provides enough space and autonomy to providers of education, creating 
opportunities for the professionalisation of adult education in case it is needed.

Denmark

Denmark is a Nordic, high-income OECD member country with a 99 per cent 
literacy rate. Education for adults in Denmark was made completely formal in 
2017. It applies to all types of educational offers for the adult population. Poli-
cies in Denmark no longer have provisions regarding professionalisation in adult 
education. However, this does not mean that professionalisation has never been 
meaningful in the Danish context. A chronological mapping of the policies in 
Denmark shows how the demand for andragogy and professionalisation in adult 
education appeared and vanished with contextual changes. Since the Nordic 
countries work in coordination with each other through the Nordic Council (a 
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council of parliamentary members of all Nordic countries since 1955) and the 
Nordic Council of Ministers (a regional organisation of all Nordic countries since 
1973), Danish policies regarding professionalisation had linkages to the policies 
of other Nordic countries, especially Sweden and Norway. Whereas the Danish 
and Norwegian approaches towards adult education have been predominantly 
non-formal, the Swedish approach has been rather formal. The evolution and 
decline of professionalisation of adult education in Denmark can be broadly di-
vided into five different phases, based on the nature of activities, events and the 
relation of policies to professionalisation. References to relevant policies from 
Nordic countries and the Nordic Council of Ministers and events have been 
made wherever necessary to understand the Danish context.

Phase I: Adult education policies in the contemporary sense mentioned 
adult education for the first time in 1814. The royal regulations for primary 
schooling of 1814 extended the right to basic education to youth and adults. 
Consequently, non-formal evening classes began in public schools for adults, 
with school teachers teaching both youth and adults (Ehlers, 2009).

Phase II: Since 1849, the first Danish Constitution has given its citizens 
the right to establish associations. Consequently, a number of associations sprang 
up to provide education for youth and adults. The activities, however, remained 
non-formal and did not receive any funding from the state. Although the state 
gradually contributed to organising adult education initiatives beginning in 
1895, there was no funding provided by the state for any kind of training or 
professionalisation for adult educators (Ehlers, 2009).

Apart from these associations, folk high schools for youth and adults 
(boarding schools) also provided non-formal education offerings. They were 
partly funded by the state and had the right to hire educators without any profes-
sional or even formal education. The philosophy of adult education initiatives in 
that period was influenced by Grundtvig’s6 ideas, which emphasised freedom in 
educational affairs and favoured non-formal and informal approaches to adult 
education.

Phase III: The post-World War II period was characterised by more ambi-
tious educational associations at both local and national level. These publicly-
funded associations offered adult education courses in non-traditional subjects. 
Thus, traditionally and formally trained adult educators had no place. Despite 
public funding, these associations were politically motivated in most cases; hence 
the staff they hired was rather political. Apart from that, skills that enabled people 
to perform simpler tasks such as sewing and food processing did not require a 

6 A famous Danish philosopher, politician and social reformer who played a crucial role in shaping non-formal 
education in Denmark (1783–1872).
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very high level of professional education and formal degrees and were imparted 
by part-time educators who had practical experience or skills rather than an an-
dragogical background or special training to educate adults. The regulations re-
garding adult education were revised by the Danish Parliament in 1948, 1954 
and 1960 (Ehlers, 2009), but the provisions in relation to professionalisation did 
not change.

In 1958, the first textbook about andragogy, and hence a relevant publica-
tion in relation to the professional behaviour of adult educators, was published 
in Sweden and Denmark. Research-based publications in Norway and Sweden 
followed (Ehlers, 2019). In 1961, the Nordic Council recommended that a Nor-
dic institution for developing andragogy and conducting training programmes 
for adult educators be established (Nordisk Råd, 1961). In 1963, the Nordic 
Cultural Commission published a study about Nordic Cooperation in the field 
of adult education (Nordisk Kulturkommission, 1963).

Phase IV: The issue of professionalising adult educators in Nordic Coun-
tries was discussed in Oslo at a Nordic Conference in 1965, and references were 
made to the existing research and empirical data in the field. The Conference 
was followed by the establishment of the Nordic Folk Academy in 1966 in Swe-
den (Ehlers, 2009). The efforts for the professionalisation of adult education by 
Nordic countries were not limited to the Nordic region but extended to Europe. 
Policy papers released by the Council of Europe in relation to the professionalisa-
tion of adult education were written by Nordic experts in the field during that 
period (for instance, see Jessup, 1966)

In Denmark, the government published recommendations and regula-
tions regarding a non-formal training programme for adult educators (along with 
a curriculum for the same) as part of its policy on adult education in 1965. Fol-
lowing the Swedish and Finnish model of professorships in adult education, the 
Danish government argued for a professorship in andragogy (Undervisningsmin-
isteriet, 1965). In 1968, the Danish government introduced the Act on Leisure 
Education for Adults. As a result, a wide variety of non-formal education offers 
funded by municipalities were provided. In 1970, Denmark established a profes-
sorship in andragogy (Ehlers, 2009). In 1973, a Nordic Conference regarding 
the development of andragogy was organised (Direktoratet for Ungdomsunder-
visning, 1973). Thus, the developments towards professionalisation in Denmark 
benefitted from favourable policies and research not only within the country but 
rather throughout the Nordic region.

In 1970, a merger in Danish municipalities and counties resulted in an 
increase in public support for non-formal education. In order to follow-up with 
the adult education initiatives, the Danish government appointed consultants 
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(unlike inspectors in Sweden) at the national and county level along with local 
advisory councils at the municipal level. They were appointed to support adult 
education initiatives and had primarily non-formal education backgrounds. The 
county consultants and national educational associations organised state-funded, 
voluntary, non-formal training programmes with competitive offers for adult 
educators. The public consultants for adult education were abolished in 1990 
because their mission was accomplished (Ehlers, 2009).

Within a decade (1972–82), non-formal education in Denmark developed 
into a sector. Following the UNESCO World Conference on Adult Education in 
Tokyo in 1972, the Danish Ministry of Education established several national-
sector councils in 1973 to cover all areas of education. Further, a Directorate for 
Folkeoplysning (non-formal education) was established in 1982 (Ehlers, 2009).

Phase V: In 1984, the Danish Parliament asserted that the real-world com-
petencies of adult educators in relation to their field and pedagogy were to be 
given more weight than their formal qualification (10 Point Programme for Vok-
senundervisning og Folkeoplysning).

The Development Centre, a state-funded national institution for the in-
novation and development of formal and non-formal education of adults was 
established in 1985. In 1988, 1990 and 1998, the Parliament introduced policy 
changes and replaced the term Leisure Education with the broader term Folkeo-
plysning (non-formal learning). It augmented the freedom of local providers in 
relation to the professionalisation of adult educators and, in contrast, reduced 
the influence of the Directorate for Folkeoplysning. In 1990, a union of adult 
educators was established, but it did not focus on the issue of professionalisation 
(Kandrup, 2013).

In 1995, the Ministry of Education dropped the focus on non-formal edu-
cation and argued in favour of formal part-time offers for adults with labour mar-
ket experience (Undervisningsministeriet, 1995). The educators in the formal 
sector were already following guidelines in relation to professionalisation, which 
is probably why no reference to the same was made in the document.

Phase VI: In 2000, the Danish Parliament adopted the Further Education 
System. In 2002, the funding for Folkeoplysning was reduced (Kandrup, 2013), 
the Directorate for Folkeoplysning was abolished, and the Development Centre 
was closed. The policy of having a special sector for the non-formal education of 
adults was given up as well. In 2004, the Nordic Folk Academy in Gothenburg 
was closed by the Nordic Council of Ministers (Ehlers, 2009).

In 2005, social partners7 were invited to discuss a strategy of globalisation, 
including discussions about various sectors of education. Neither professionali-

7 Social partners include employers and unions. 
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sation in adult education nor in andragogy was proposed by the social partners 
despite detailed discussions about education for adults (Regeringen, 2006). In 
2010, the Parliament narrowed down the scope of non-formal education, and 
in 2011, moved it from the Ministry of Education to the Ministry of Culture 
(Kandrup, 2013).

Over a decade (2007–17), the social partners and the government planned, 
adopted, and implemented fundamental changes in the education of adults and 
decided to make it completely formal in 2017 (Rasmussen et al. 2019).

A mapping of policies in Denmark thus shows that the formalisation of 
education (including the move from non-formal to formal adult education) re-
duced the possibility for the professionalisation of adult education in Denmark. 
Since professional standards already existed for all educators in the formal educa-
tion sector (not specific to adult educators), the question of specific profession-
alisation in adult education is no longer debated in Denmark anymore. Further, 
the needs of adults (target groups) are so specific that is it extremely difficult and 
not necessarily rewarding to develop professional standards in adult education.

Analysis of Cases and Comparison

In all three cases, the absence of professionalisation in adult education (in relation 
to both educators and the field) is a consequence of different contextual factors. 
In the case of Denmark, the need for professionalisation faded away as the focus 
of education policy moved from teachers (or adult educators) to learners. With 
the adoption of lifelong learning and learning outcomes, what matters is the out-
come in terms of learning rather than the educators, their working conditions, 
their offerings, or the distinctiveness of their contribution. The same applies to 
adult learning outside the policy purview in India in the private and the volun-
tary sector and in Colombia. While both Denmark and Colombia have profes-
sional standards for educators in general, providers are free to decide upon the 
kind of professionalisation they need for the educators. As a norm in Colombia, 
all educators need to have a professional teaching degree in the subject they teach 
irrespective of the target groups (children, adults etc.) they teach. In Denmark, 
owing to the tradition of non-formal education of adults, there are no formal 
barriers to becoming adult educators. In the case of India, no such requirements 
exist. In India, adult education is so narrowly included in the education policy 
that a huge part of adult learning is left out and, thereby, cannot be regulated in 
favour of professional standards. In any case, the approach of the policy is not in 
favour of professionalisation.
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In all three cases, it is evident that adult education is not acknowledged as 
unique or special, the contribution of adult educators not as distinctive, and the 
knowledge base for the discipline/andragogy not as specific. Adult learners do 
not come together in a programme like children belonging to an age cohort but 
rather with a subject-specific interest or need. Likewise, each subject has to be 
delivered in a specific manner in most cases. Therefore, the costs of professionali-
sation, especially in adult education and learning, do not seem to be rewarding. 
In most cases, a specific identity as an adult educator does not matter, and pro-
fessionals in other fields are generally preferred because of their subject-specific 
professionalisation. A double professionalisation (professionalisation in a subject 
as well as in teaching it to adults) is neither cost-effective, required, or necessar-
ily rewarding in relation to the investments made, especially when individuals 
need to bear the costs, for instance, in India. Adult education programmes are 
not compulsory like school education, where educators might benefit from dual 
professionalisation.

The development of artificial intelligence for education and self-directed 
learning platforms have diminished the relevance of adult educators and weak-
ened the claims for professionalisation. The effectiveness and quality of educa-
tional offers depends upon learning outcomes. Thus, professionalisation might 
be one quality indicator of how effective and efficient the teaching of adults can 
be, but it may not necessarily fit into every context.

Discussion

It is evident from the three cases that national policies do not support the specific 
professionalisation of adult education or of adult educators in India, Colombia 
and Denmark. In the case of Colombia, all educators need to have a professional 
degree in what they teach (content) as well as in teaching, irrespective of the 
target group they teach. There is nothing specific for adult educators. Colombia 
is in fact even more standardised than Denmark, where the Danish tradition of 
non-formal adult education has been strong and rooted in the social reformist 
tradition.

In the case of Denmark, there was a demand for professionalisation dur-
ing a certain period of time, but it was given up due the transition from adult 
education (education as a social policy) to lifelong learning (education as an eco-
nomic policy). At present, when Denmark has a very high rate of participation of 
adults in adult learning programmes, the role of the adult educator is limited to 
a facilitator, with the learner in the primary role. Most policies and programmes 
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are oriented towards learning outcomes, which is why the role of the teacher is 
mitigated in relation to how the policies measure effectiveness of education in a 
given context (Ehlers, 2019; Singh & Ehlers, 2020). Further, the facilitator tends 
to be a professional in a different field, making double professionalisation seem 
costly, irrelevant and out of the question. The choices of adult learners regarding 
their learning pathways are so wide that any standardisation of teaching meth-
ods has also become difficult and unrewarding. Given that adults need to be on 
the labour market as much as possible, learning, although rewarding, has to be 
confined to short periods and focus on content and self-directed learning. Adult 
educators might get opportunities for facilitation and content design (rather than 
preparation), but this is usually done without hiring a costly professional. A simi-
lar logic applies in Colombia, where training programmes are designed and of-
fered by the providers, which are free to choose whether or not to train educators.

In the case of India, adult learning programmes outside the purview of 
national policy have limited scope for professionalisation because those who fa-
cilitate in such programmes are usually professionals in other fields. The scope for 
professional adult educators cannot be denied, but professionalisation in other 
fields is both necessary and more rewarding for educators. The private and the 
voluntary sectors are not bound to hire professional educators, and when they 
can do without, they would prefer doing so to reduce costs. Despite the fact that 
professionalisation indicates quality, it is clear in cases like India that quantity is 
the priority.

In cases like Colombia and Denmark, the standard quality parameters ap-
ply to all kinds of teaching. In both cases, the formalisation of all education 
played a major role in standardised regulations, and no specific professionalisa-
tion needs for adult educators were defined. In the case of India, policy favours 
volunteerism rather than professional behaviour. To merge the two is difficult, 
because the costs of professionalisation must usually be borne by the individu-
al, but the returns are negligible in terms of monetary benefits. At universities 
and some other institutions that are expected to hire professionals, the standards 
are similar for all educators, making professionalisation in adult education un-
necessary. Further, most adult educators do not necessarily need to deliver any 
distinctive product built upon a special knowledge base (especially drawn upon 
andragogy). It might not be appropriate to call the volunteer training programme 
professionalisation, because it does not meet most criteria. There are no specific 
qualifications, selection methods, formal professional degrees based on a specific 
body of knowledge, distinctive products, or restrictions for others to teach as 
adult educators. The earlier programmes also failed to meet the standards but 
were a way forward. In other words, the opportunity was missed, and now that 
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adult learning occurs outside the purview of policies, policy regulations are not 
desired because the space is already occupied, and alternative ways have been 
found. In India at least, it is time for redefining the work adult educators need 
to do and reflect about what kind of professionalisation is really needed now. 
Neither is there any measurement whatsoever of what is delivered. Even though 
professionalisation involves several characteristics, the production of a distinctive 
product seems to be one of the most important ones. It can attract funding, create 
a space for professionalisation and ensure survival in a competitive environment. 
At the individual level, there are limited options for professionalisation; it has to 
be financed largely by the individual (adult educators), it does not have much 
monetary benefits, and hence returns on investment are very low. At the organi-
sational level, departments that provide specialised degrees are being closed, the 
quality of research is poor, and resources are limited. It is neither a priority for 
governments nor a priority for providers. At the societal level, there is a need 
for both adult education and professionalisation to design effective and efficient 
outreach programmes, but the stakeholders have limited influence on policy and 
the learners usually get adult education as a free benefit, which is why they cannot 
complain. With limited resources, they are bound to accept whatever they get.

The move from the socio-economic back to the cultural-social paradigm 
in India marks the move away from professionalisation and towards social-re-
formist, traditional adult education. Offering courses in the discipline of adult 
education or andragogy might be just one factor, but other factors like market 
demand, availability a distinctive product only on the basis of adult education 
and others challenge the professionalisation process.

Although the question of whether professionalisation should be pursued 
seems quite redundant in the literature, it is still very relevant in policies.

The multilevel perspective on the professionalisation of adult and continuing 
education (Egetenmeyer et al. 2018) facilitated the analysis and explained the inter-
relationship between different factors quite well. It is important to note that the 
interdependencies between different levels are embedded in a certain policy frame-
work in each context, and that framework defines the nature of interdependencies 
and their extent. Thus, apart from analysing the interdependencies, it is fruitful to 
also analyse the policy framework. Each interdependency might lead to many pos-
sibilities, but these policies can be determined and defined by the policy framework 
in most cases. The logic of professionalisation seems different from the logic of 
the social reformist tradition. The difference was clearly reflected in the UNESCO 
World Conferences on Education in 1960 (predominated by the social reformist 
tradition and actors from the voluntary sector) and 1972 (predominated by the 
professional tradition, primarily bureaucrats educated in law) (Knoll, 2007). Pro-
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fessionalisation may challenge the possibility for one kind of value-based education 
or political propaganda inherent in the social-reformist tradition, but it might lead 
to another kind of value-based education or political propaganda. Therefore, the 
policy framework in which the policy is embedded is an important factor.

If policy makers leave professionalisation unregulated, it is difficult to get 
a balance, so political support is needed. Otherwise, researchers and adult educa-
tors need to make adult education attractive, or in other words, align it more with 
the market to show how many returns we can get. Professionalisation does not fit 
into the sustainability picture with the existing arguments.

The integration of all educational provisions and the non-existence of 
adult education as an educational sector leads to a decline in the scope for pro-
fessionalisation. In such contexts, standardised norms for all educators based on 
what they teach (content) rather than who they teach are developed. The differ-
ence between formal and non-formal education of adults is that formal education 
is based on standardisation in relation to the content (the subject). It is difficult 
for the voluntary sector to deliver a standardised yet distinctive product.

Professionalisation can be a quality parameter but in many contexts, it is 
not necessarily desired because of the costs and contextual factors. In the context 
of lifelong learning (which places the learner and learning, irrespective of how 
and where it is done, at the centre of everything), carving out a role for adult 
educators and getting this funded appears to be only partially sustainable (not 
rewarding enough as compared to the investments made on it). Focussing on 
the individual needs of the learner is necessary if adult education programmes 
are to survive in the market, but at the same time, it leaves too little space for 
professionalisation and even andragogy to be standardised. When it comes to 
professionalising the education of adults with more regulations and provisions, 
the situation does not seem promising because of the trend towards standardisa-
tion, further integration of education with the labour market, growing individu-
alisation in the needs of adult learners, and the centrality of learners rather than 
educators in the whole education process.

Conclusion

Policies are important to promote professionalisation, and professionalisation 
needs to be supported with regulations and resources. Offering a distinctive prod-
uct based on special knowledge and maintaining the monopoly to create and de-
liver it are the most relevant criteria for professionalisation. The product should 
be convincing enough for individuals, providers and policy makers to fund it.
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Further, when the policy does not regulate, it becomes difficult to fund and en-
sure the availability of resources for professionalisation. When policies are not 
regulating, it has to be attractive for the market and the voluntary sectors by 
showing how it can increase productivity and contribute to their output. With-
out a clear distinctive contribution, professionalisation is not possible.

Despite all odds,  professionalisation seems to be necessary for ensuring ef-
fective and efficient education and learning for adults. If adult education is to be 
used as political propaganda, professionalisation may or may not help. It might 
distance the educators from propaganda in favour of a certain value system, but 
at the same time, it may also enable adult educators to promote political aims in a 
more lethal and organised manner. Standardisation on the one hand, might help 
to facilitate learning, but on the other hand, it might lead to the creation of bar-
riers for education or pathways for their exclusion from the mainstream.

With the integration of various sectors across qualification frameworks 
(from childhood to adult learning) and settings (formal, non-formal and infor-
mal), the shift of focus from teaching to learning (and learning outcomes), and 
the dissolution of adult education as a sector, and the occurrence of a major part 
of adult learning outside the purview of policies, the opportunities for profession-
alisation in adult education appear bleak unless it manages to offer, market and 
get acknowledged its output as a distinctive product, for which there is demand 
in the market and interest from policy makers so that they are convinced enough 
to invest in it.
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Apstrakt: U ovom radu se razmatra uloga politika u podstrekivanju ili usporavanju pro-
fesionalizacije u obrazovanju odraslih u različitim kontekstima. U radu se izvode genera-
lizacije zasnovane na tri studije slučaja u Indiji, Kolumbiji i Danskoj, gde je profesionali-
zacija obrazovanja odraslih zanemarljiva. Metodologija obuhvata studiju slučaja, analizu 
politika i uporednu perspektivu. Zaključak je da je profesionalizacija obrazovanja odraslih 
manje zastupljena tokom celoživotnog učenja jer se fokus politika preusmerio na ishode 
učenja, a odmakao od samih edukatora. Akteri koji se zalažu za profesionalizaciju obra-
zovanja i učenja odraslih stoga moraju da osiguraju razvoj raznovrsnih i priznatih ponuda 
i da stvore adekvatno tržište za njih kako bi ubedili kreatore politike da ulažu u njega.
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