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Abstract 

 

Especially since the Lisbon summit in 2000, lifelong learning has been high on the European 

policy agenda. Based on analyses of European and Danish policy papers as well as bills introduced 

to the Danish government, the paper looks into the anticipated problems to which lifelong learning 

has been expected to be the solution, and how the European policy on adult education and training 

is reflected at first in the Danish policy and afterwards in Danish legislation. The conclusion is that 

though Danish policy and legislation in some cases is well in accordance with the EU policy, there 

are also cases where Danish policy and legislation does not seem to correspond as nicely with the 

espoused European policy. 
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Lifelong learning – from European policy to national legislation 

 

Lifelong learning as adult education has been discussed among researcher and policy makers 

since the middle of the twentieth century. In 1968, at the 15
th

 session of UNESCO‟s general 

conference, lifelong learning was selected as one out of twelve major themes for the International 

Education year in 1970 (Lengrand, 1970), and during especially the 1970‟s, UNESCO and the 

OECD published a range of reports on lifelong learning and adult education and training.   

With the signing of the Maastricht treaty in 1992, education policy in general and not only 

vocational education and training became a new policy area for the EU. According to article 126 in 

the treaty,  

“The Community shall contribute to the development of quality education by 

encouraging cooperation between Member States and, if necessary, by supporting 

and supplementing their action, while fully respecting the responsibility of the 

Member States for the content of teaching and the organization of education 

systems and their cultural and linguistic diversity” (Treaty on European Union, 

Article 126). 

While the EU had hitherto only been allowed to deal with vocational education and training, 

other kinds of education was now also included. 1996, it was European year for lifelong learning, 

and since 2000, lifelong learning has been the guiding principle behind the EU education policy.  

However, even though the EU is allowed to and has put forward policy related to lifelong 

learning, it is still a question to what extend the European policy is reflected in national policy not 

to mention national legislation. 

The aim of this paper is to look closer at EU lifelong learning policy and the Danish policy 

and legislation related to adult education and training after year 2000 with a focus on the anticipated 
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problems to which lifelong learning has been expected to be the solution, and how the EU policy is 

implemented in Danish strategies and actual legislation. 

 

Theoretical framework 

Problem definition 

According to Bacchi studying policy should involve a focus on „problematisations‟ rather than 

problems (Bacchi, 2009). „Problematisation‟ is about what is considered important, and what is not 

considered at all. By the concept „problematisation‟, Bacchi thus refers to “the way/s in which 

particular issues are conceived as „problems‟, identifying the thinking behind particular forms of 

rule” (Bacchi, 2009, p. 30). How are situations or things being defined as problems? Problems, thus, 

are considered a social construction rather than objective facts.  

Until approximately the middle of the twentieth century, education and training was an 

activity expected to take place in childhood and youth only. Adults not taking part in education and 

training were therefore not considered a problem. How comes that today lack of participation in 

adult education and training is defined as a problem? Who and what initiated the change? 

According to Bacchi, the focus should be on “the knowledge through which rule takes place, and the 

influence of experts and professionals on and through these knowledges, rather than examining their 

direct role as participants in political processes (e.g. as members of lobby groups” (Bacchi, 2009, p. 

26) 

 Also Kingdon and Zahariadis is their multiple streams theories treat problems as social 

constructions – problems are, what is defined as problems. Or as Kingdon phrase it: “Conditions 

become defined as problems when we come to believe that we should do something about them” 

(Kingdon, 1984, p. 115).  
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Multiple streams 

In his book “Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policy” (1984), Kingdon, building on Garbage 

Can theory (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972), describes political decision making as the result of the 

meeting of three independent process streams: problems/problem recognition, policies/generation of 

policy proposals, and politics/political events. Each stream develops according to its own dynamics 

and rules.  Decisions are taken, when the three streams are coupled: “A problem is recognized, a 

solution is available, the political climate makes the time right for change, and the constraints do not 

prohibit action” (Kingdon, 1984, p. 93). This for instance means that policy proposals are not 

necessarily developed as an answer to a recognised problem but they might later be coupled to one.  

The coupling of the three streams is eased by what Kingdon terms „policy windows‟. Policy 

windows are situations or events that make it possible for solutions to be recognised as worthy for 

being made a decision. Policy windows can open in the political stream for instance as a result of 

changes in the composition of the parliament, or a change in the „national mood‟; or they can open 

in the problem stream as a result of new problems getting attention. In some cases a policy window 

can be foreseen, in others they seem to come out of the blue. Some windows stay open for some 

time, others close very fast. However, in general they do not stay open for long (Kingdon, 1984). 

Within education policy, the publication of the PISA results can be seen as a window that may open 

every third year if the results are defined as problematic for the country – by for instance the policy 

makers or the media.  

  

Participants and ‘policy entrepreneurs’ 

Another important factor according to Kingdon is the active participants. Potential participants 

are politicians in government and parliament; administrators; and forces external to the government 

like the media, interest groups, political parties, academics etc. Kingdon is here in line with Bacchi 
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who also sees the government as well as the media as important actors in the definition of the 

political agenda – including defining what is to be considered a problem (Bacchi, 2009). 

 Participants, who wish to promote specific solutions or policy proposals, or draw attention to 

what they consider problems, use the policy windows described above. Kingdon (1984) names 

these participants „policy entrepreneurs‟. Policy entrepreneurs according to Kingdon are “advocates 

who are willing to invest their resources – time, energy, reputation, money – to promote a position 

in return for anticipated future gain in the form of material, purposive, or solidary benefits” 

(Kingdon, 1984, p. 188).  

Building on Kingdon‟s theory, Zahariadis (2003) further stresses the role played by the policy 

entrepreneurs. According to Zahariadis, thus, „policy entrepreneurs‟ not only sit and wait for a 

window to open, they also actively work on opening the windows themselves. Zahariadis, thus, 

emphasise how policy entrepreneurs take advantage of ambiguity, unclear goals and differing 

participation to manipulate people and processes to reach their desired goals (Zahariadis, 2003). By 

the manipulation Zahariadis refers to: “the systematic distortion, misrepresentation, or selective 

presentation of information by skilled policy entrepreneurs” (Zahariadis, 2003, p. 18). However, in 

doing this, the policy entrepreneurs are not necessarily „bad guys‟ trying to cheat on people. For 

instance, a policy entrepreneur working for equal access to education for all will be manipulating as 

much as a policy entrepreneur trying to prevent girls from going to school. The most successful 

policy entrepreneurs according to Zahariadis are those with greater access to the policy makers. 

Who they are, of cause, may change when the government changes leaving some entrepreneurs with 

more influence and others with less. 

 

Multiple streams and EU policy 
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Zahariadis has later extended the multiple streams theory from a focus on national policy 

making to policy making within the EU: 

“The process of making policy at the European Union (EU) level is often charac-

terized as fluid, complex, and incomprehensible. It contains all the properties of 

what Weick (2001) has called a loosely coupled system, whose main characteristic is 

a high degree of ambiguity. Participants often don‟t have clearly formulated goals; 

they drift in and out of decisions, while the whole process is so complex that it is 

poorly understood by most. For this reason, scholars have repeatedly suggested that 

multiple streams is a good way to analyze EU policies” (Zahariadis, 2007, p. 2).  

 

Inspired by Kingdon (1984) and Zahariadis (2003, 2007),  the first part of the analysis in this 

paper aims to identify what is defined as the problems and the recommendations (solutions) put 

forward in relation to lifelong learning policy in the EU. 

 

Implementation 

Focussing on the implementation of the European lifelong learning policy in a Danish context, 

this paper is in line with Zahariadis (2008) who links Europeanization to implementation.  

Sabatier (1986) distinguishes between two approaches to studies of implementation: the top-

down approach and the bottom-up approach. A study within the top-down approach starts from a 

policy decision and looks at how well it is reflected in the concrete implementation, and the extent 

to which the objectives are met over time. It is further interested in what is affecting the policy 

outputs and impact. An example of a top-down study referred to by Sabatier is a study carried out 

by himself and Mazmanian around 1980. Part of the conclusion of the study was a list of necessary 

conditions for an effective implementation. The bottom-up approach on the other hand, takes as 

their starting point “the network of actors involved in service delivery in one or more local areas” 
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(Sabatier, 1986, p. 32), and follow the trail up in the system from local to regional and national 

actors. In his article, Sabatier ends up suggesting a synthesis of the two approaches.  

Zahariadis, also criticising the focus on either top-down or bottom-up approaches to the study 

of implementation, distinguish between four ways of national implementation of EU policy: 

Administrative, adversarial, interpretive, and experimental – depending on the rate of ambiguity and 

complexity. According to Zahariadis, EU regulations typically follow the administrative way, while 

he sees the Open Method of Coordination as an example of experimental Europeanization. EU 

directives may follow either the adversarial way or the interpretive way, leaving space for national 

flexibility (Zahariadis, 2008). 

Though the aim of this paper is not to come up with a solution on how to ease 

implementation, but to get a better understanding of the process and the factors influencing national 

implementation of European education policy, it does – in line with the top-down approach look at 

a central policy and how it is being implemented – in this case the European policy of lifelong 

learning. The analysis further ends with the legal regulations, and do not look at how the decision is 

implemented in practice in educational institutions and other relevant places. In the analysis, 

Zahariadis‟ distinction between the four ways of national implementation of EU policy is related to 

lifelong learning policy in the Danish case. 

 

 

Methodology 

The analysis in the paper builds on document analysis of (mainly) policy papers and bills 

introduced to the Danish parliament by the government. The methodological approach to the 

analysis has been inspired by critical discourse analysis as described by Norman Fairclough (2002, 

2003) and Ruth Wodak (Titscher, Meyer, Wodak, & Vetter, 2000) among others. Differing from the 

analyses of both Fairclough and Wodak, the analysis in this paper, however does not go deep into 
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the more linguistic aspects of the text but focuses on the content in the form of the political 

intentions manifesting themselves in the texts. 

The documents chosen for analysis are European policy papers on lifelong learning, national 

strategies for lifelong learning and adult education, and national legislation of relevance for lifelong 

learning and adult education. Rubenson (2006)  distinguish between two generations of lifelong 

learning: A first generation where education for personal development and for economic reasons 

reflected in the different strategies from mainly UNESCO and the OECD lived side by side, and a 

second generation were the economic arguments and thoughts seems to have taken the lead. In this 

paper, the focus is on the second generation, and the selection of texts for the analysis is therefore 

restricted to after the Lisbon Summit in 2000 (EC, 2000a). The analysis is further restricted to the 

part of lifelong learning referring to adult education and learning. 

 

Lifelong learning at the European agenda 

At the meeting in the European Council in Lisbon in 2000, lifelong learning was declared one 

of the means for making the EU “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in 

the world, capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social 

cohesion” (EC, 2000a, part 1.5).The arguments put forward in the strategy for the need for - among 

other instruments - lifelong learning was globalisation and a new knowledge driven economy. In 

light of these challenges, the conclusions from the summit stressed the need for “building 

knowledge infrastructures, enhancing innovation and economic reform, and modernising social 

welfare and education systems” (EC, 2000a, part 1.2). 

 Education thus was defined as an important tool if EU was to overcome these challenges. 

Referring to Zahariadis, globalisation and the development of a knowledge driven economy was 

defined as problems, and on of the solutions coupled to that problem was education. However, 
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neither globalisation nor knowledge driven economy was defined. The reader of the report was thus 

left with a diffuse idea of the problem to which among other means lifelong learning was expected 

to be the solution. But there was no doubt that both globalisation and the development of a 

knowledge driven economy was defined as problems by the European policy makers. 

 At a more specific level, the conclusions mentioned three initiatives: 1) development of local 

learning centres, 2) promotion of new basic skills (in particular in the information technologies) and 

3) increased transparency of qualifications (EC, 2000a, part 1.25). The EU further called upon the 

member states to take six concrete steps in order to reach the goals: Increase the investment in 

human resources; reduce the number of 18-24 year olds with only lower secondary level of 

education to the half; develop schools and training centres into multi-purpose local learning centres 

linked to the Internet; take part in development of a European framework for basic skills; by the end 

of the year
1
 having defined means to foster mobility of students, teachers and training and research 

staff; take part in the development of a common European curriculum vitae in order to facilitate the 

mobility (EC, 2000a, part 1.26). 

The presidency conclusion from the Lisbon summit has been followed by a huge range of 

European policy papers all relating to lifelong learning. The first came already in the summer 2000 

– three months after the Lisbon summit - when the European Council met again (EC, 2000c). While 

the conclusions from the Lisbon summit only talked about education, the conclusions from the 

meeting in Santa Maria da Feira talks about lifelong learning and point it out as “an essential policy 

for the development of citizenship, social cohesion and employment” (EC, 2000c, § 33). The 

mentioning of lifelong learning takes place under the headline “Education and training for living 

and working in the knowledge society”. By stressing both living in the knowledge society and 

working in the knowledge society, the conclusions has references back to both the UNESCO 

                                                 
1
 The Lisbon summit took part in March 2000. 
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approach to lifelong learning as a humanistic project aimed at personal development and to the 

OECD approach focusing on economy and human capital (Rubenson, 2006). 

 In order to foster lifelong learning for all, the conclusions invited the member states to go 

back and think about how they could promote lifelong learning in cooperation with the social 

partners. In doing this, they should consider both private and public financing of the project. 

Finally, while the presidency conclusions from the Lisbon summit focused on boosting youth 

education and establishing local learning centres, the conclusions from Santa Maria da Feira 

incorporates the higher education into the lifelong learning project (EC, 2000c). 

After the meeting in Santa Maria da Feira, the EU policy on lifelong learning has developed to 

focus mainly on the impact on the economy and employment. Already at the European Council‟s 

meeting in Nice in December 2000, lifelong learning was only referred to as a means to foster full 

employment (EC, 2000b), and this focus was kept in the following meeting in the European Council 

together with a focus on the quality of the labour force (EC, 2001). In the presidency conclusions 

from the European Council in Barcelona (EC, 2002), the concepts „lifelong development of 

competence and qualifications‟ and „lifelong training‟ was added to the concept of „lifelong 

learning‟, further stressing the focus on economy and employment.  

The European Council is not the only EU-institution that has put forward strategies for 

lifelong learning. Also the Commission has been very active. In October 2000, the European 

Commission published the working paper “A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning (CEC, 2000). 

The aim of the memorandum was to launch a debate on lifelong learning in light of the decisions 

taken in Lisbon and Santa Maria da Feira. In the memorandum, the European Union for the first 

time came up with a definition of lifelong learning: “All purposeful learning activity, undertaken on 

an ongoing basis with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence” (CEC, 2000, p. 3). 

At the same time, lifelong learning was defined as the guiding principle for provision of and 
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participation in education in all learning contexts. In line with the conclusions from the council in 

Santa Maria da Feira, the memorandum stressed that aims of lifelong learning should be both to 

promote active citizenship and to promote employability – and that the two aims were equally 

important, thereby making reference to both the UNESCO and the OECD approach to lifelong 

learning. The memorandum concluded with six key messages that came to direct the attention in 

European education policy in the following years: 1) New basic skills for all, 2) more investment in 

human resources, 3) innovation in teaching and learning, 4) valuing learning, 5) rethinking guidance 

and counselling, and 6) bringing learning closer to home. 

The results of the consultations were published in November 2001 in the communication 

“Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality” (CEC, 2001). Differing from the Council 

who in their conclusions from the meeting in December 2000 focussed only on lifelong learning for 

employment, the commission in their communication kept the double aim highlighting both the 

civic aspects and the economic. According to the communication, the aim of lifelong learning, thus 

was both “to empower citizens to move freely between learning settings, jobs, regions and 

countries, making the most of their knowledge and competences, and to meet the goals and 

ambitions of the European Union and the candidate countries to be more prosperous, inclusive, 

tolerant and democratic” (CEC, 2001, p. 3). Further, the definition of lifelong learning had been 

enhanced compared to that in the memorandum to include learning for a personal, civic and social 

perspective in addition to the employment-related perspective. Referring to the key actions 

mentioned in the memorandum, the member states were encouraged to
2
: in cooperation with 

relevant partners develop methodologies and standards for valuing non-formal and informal 

learning; provide the legal framework needed to identify, assess and recognise non-formal and 

informal learning; set national targets to raise the investment in human resources; make it possible 

                                                 
2
 The following only mention actions of relevance for adult education, though the communication also mentions other 

actions. 
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for unemployed people to get a recognised certificate of ICT skills; and improve the teaching 

quality in adult education. 

In 2002, the European Commission published 15 quality indicators for lifelong learning 

related to four areas (CEC, 2002) giving an idea of what the EU considered important in relation to 

lifelong learning: skills, competences and attitudes (literacy, numeracy, new skills for the learning 

society, active citizenship, cultural and social skills); access to and participation in lifelong learning; 

resources for lifelong learning (investment, educators, and ICT); and strategies and system 

development (coherence of supply, guidance and counselling, accreditation and certification and 

quality assurance). These indicators have in last ten years guided and been reflected in the policy 

papers on lifelong learning published by the EU (e.g. CEC, 2003, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2007). It is 

therefore expected that they can also be found in the national education policy in the member states. 

In a joint report from the Council and the Commission (EC/CEC, 2004), the member states 

were asked to provide the commission with the information needed to monitor the progress of the 

implementation of the lifelong learning policy. Since then, the member states have published 

reports in 2007 and 2009. The Danish reports are parts of the policy papers analysed below. 

Referring to Zahariadis‟ four ways, the implementation of the EU lifelong learning policy can 

best be described as adversarial. The overall goals in the presidency conclusions from the Lisbon 

summit were rather ambiguous, leaving room for national interpretation. The conclusion, though, 

also came up with six specific actions that the member states were expected to take, actions, which 

could function as indicators for whether the goals were met. At the same time, implementation of 

lifelong learning was very complex involving a large number of agencies and interests. To 

paraphrase Zahariadis in is description of the adversarial way: Though the goals were more or less 

clear, it was not clear who was doing – or should be doing – what. 
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The lifelong learning strategy following the Lisbon Summit (Education and Training 2010) 

was in 2009 replaced by a new strategic framework (Education and Training 2020) (EC, 2009) 

related to the European Council‟s “Europe 2020” strategy (EC, 2011). Due to the short life of the 

programme at this moment, the new strategy is not included in this paper.  

 

Lifelong learning in Danish policy 

In November 2001, a coalition government consisting of the liberal party and the conservative 

party took over from the former coalition government led by the social democrats. The government 

has been in power until September 2011, and has thus been responsible for the main part of Danish 

education policy since 2000. Reading the many strategies published over the years, three points 

stick out: lifelong learning is mainly seen as an economic tool, there is a focus on vocationally 

oriented adult education and training at the expense of liberal adult education, and there is a focus 

on recognition of prior learning in relation to access to further and higher education. 

 

Globalisation and the knowledge society as a problem 

A fear for the consequences that increased global economic competition and the 

transformation to a knowledge society might have for Denmark permeates much Danish policy and 

strategies after 2000, and lifelong learning is described as a way to meet the challenges.  

In 2003, the Danish government published a strategy coupling education and growth (Danish 

Government, 2003). In the strategy, the knowledge society is described as a challenge for the 

Danish education system.  The change from industrial to knowledge society was defined as a 

potential problem – as was also the case in the presidency conclusions from the EU Lisbon Summit 

in 2000. One of the solutions coupled to this problem in the strategy was lifelong learning. 
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In 2005, the government sat up a council with representatives from ministries, the social 

partners, the corporate world, as well as independent academics. The mandate of the council was to 

act as advisors to the government on issues relation to economic globalisation. In 2006, based on 

advices from the council, the government came up with a strategy for Denmark in the global 

economy (Danish Government, 2006). In relation to education and training, the overall goal was 

very ambitious. Education and training programmes “should be of top quality at all levels” (Danish 

Government, 2006, p. 8).  Further, it was stated that “everyone should engage in lifelong learning” 

(Danish Government, 2006, p. 34). According to a report from the Danish government to the EU in 

2009, one of the aims for the policy initiatives in relation to adult education and training was to 

increase the number of participants in reading, writing and mathematics courses for adults (Danish 

Ministry of Education, 2009).  

 

 

Lifelong learning as economic tool 

The focus on the economy and employment found in parts of the EU policy on lifelong 

learning can also be recognised in the Danish policy. In line with the tendency in the EU policy, 

lifelong learning in Danish policy since 2000 has mainly been seen as a tool for creating and 

securing a competitive economy and full employment.  

In his New Year speech 1 January 2004, the Danish Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen 

among other things said:  

“The key to continued growth and welfare is education. What is more, education 

for all. It is my ambition that we Danes shall be the best educated in the World. 

And that Denmark within the next ten years becomes one of the absolutely 

leading high technology societies. Here is the source for future growth, wealth 
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and welfare. For the individual as well as for the nation” (own translation) 

(Rasmussen, 2004).  

He thereby reflected the statement in the Presidency conclusions from the Lisbon summit that 

EU in 2010 should be the “most competitive knowledge based economy”, (EC, 2000a), though this 

time referring to Denmark. Further, in line with the European strategy for lifelong learning, in his 

speech, the „solution‟ education was coupled with the economic goals: growth, wealth and welfare. 

The problem that lifelong learning should solve – or prevent – was thus lack of economic growth.  

In 2006, the government entered an agreement with parts of the opposition on how to secure 

future welfare (Danish Ministry of Finance, 2006a). Among the focus areas was adult education and 

training.  

The focus on lifelong learning as an economic toll is also reflected in the report from the 

Danish government to the Commission of the EU on the implementation of lifelong learning from 

2007 (Danish Ministry of Education, 2007a). In the report it is mentioned that the Danish lifelong 

learning strategy is based on the strategy for Denmark in a global world from 2006, with the aim of 

making Denmark “a leading knowledge society with strong competitiveness and strong cohesion” 

(Danish Ministry of Education, 2007a, p. 3). It is further mentioned that “Education, lifelong skills 

upgrading, research and innovation at the highest international level are crucial for achieving this 

aim” (Danish Ministry of Education, 2007a, p 3).  

 

Focus on vocationally oriented adult education and training 

Already the first year after their accession, in 2002, the government published two closely 

related plans. The one was a strategy for economic growth (Danish Government, 2002), the other a 

plan for the whole education system from primary to tertiary education and including adult 

education – „Better  education‟ (Danish Ministry of Education, 2002).The widespread impact 
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education was expected to have was reflected in the fact that not only the Ministry of Education was 

involved in the later plan, but also the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation; The 

Ministry of Culture; The Ministry of Economic Affairs; The Ministry of Refugee, Immigration and 

Integration Affairs; The ministry of Interior and Health; and the Ministry of Labour. According to 

the strategy for economic growth, vocationally oriented adult education and training should be the 

focus areas for education policy in the years following the publication of the strategy. While 

focussing on the vocationally oriented adult education and training, both plans ignored adult 

education and learning activities that were not vocationally oriented. Among the initiatives 

mentioned in the plans was a new funding programme for vocational training and vocationally 

oriented adult education.  

Two years later, in 2004, the government published a report following up on the results from 

the strategy so far (Danish Government, 2004). The reason for the follow-up mentioned in the 

report was critique that the actual policy did not meet the goals sat up in the strategy. The aim of the 

follow-up, thus, was an argument for why the government did not agree in the critique. 

 As mentioned earlier, the government‟s strategy for Denmark in the global economy (Danish 

Government, 2006) stressed that everyone should take part in lifelong learning and put a special 

focus on those least likely to participate; the low-skilled and those with literacy problems. The 

initiatives put forward was mostly related to easier access to education and training, as well as 

development of new educational programmes targeted the weak groups defined above. Further, the 

strategy suggested further changes in relation to the financing of lifelong learning by “more flexible 

and differentiated tuition fees and subsidies” (Danish Government, 2005, p. 35) which was expected 

to lead to “flexible adaptation to, and fulfilment of, the needs of the labour market” (Danish 

Government, 2005, p. 35). Lifelong learning was thus explicitly linked to the needs of the labour 

market.  
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The strategy made reference to a report published the same year from another side - the 

tripartite committee for lifelong skills upgrading and education for all at the labour market (Danish 

Ministry of Finance, 2006b). An interesting point to notice is the name of the committee referring to 

lifelong skills upgrading instead of lifelong learning. This choice of wording is repeated in the 

2007-report from the Danish government – making it clear that what is interesting is not all kinds of 

education, but only education related to the needs of the labour market. This is in line with the 

introduction of the concept „lifelong training‟ in the presidency conclusion from the EU Council in 

Barcelona in 2002 mentioned earlier.  

The tripartite committee was established in 2004 by the government. Like the globalisation 

council it had representation from both ministries and the social partners
3
. In the introduction to the 

report it was mentioned that education and training covers both economic aspects and personal 

development. However, in the rest of the report the focus is on education and training for the labour 

market. One of the problems defined in the report is lack of participation in adult education and 

training among those groups who are considered most in need for lifelong learning: the unskilled 

and immigrants, as well as a risk of skills-mismatch if not everybody is continuously updating their 

skills and competences. The solutions according to the report was an increase in both supply of and 

demand after vocationally oriented adult education and training as well as new models for the 

financing and administration of the education.  

The involvement of the social partners in the process was both in line with presidency 

conclusion from the EU summit in Santa Maria de Feira in 2000 inviting the member states to go 

back and think about how to promote lifelong learning in cooperation with social partners and with 

a long tradition for involvement of the social partners in Danish policy development (Pedersen, 

2006). 

                                                 
3
 The name tripartite committee referring to the three partners: the government, the employers’ organizations and the 

employees’ organizations. 



 

 

19 

 

 

In the Danish strategy for lifelong learning presented to the EU in 2007, the initiatives 

mentioned in the reports presented from 2002 and till then, are repeated, keeping the focus on 

lifelong learning as education and training of relevance to the labour market and the Danish 

economy. 

 

Recognition of prior learning 

In the government‟s knowledge strategy from 2003, one of the initiatives to be taken was 

development of a system for recognition of vocational experience as qualifications for adults‟ 

access to higher levels of higher education. This was followed by four ministries all responsible for 

education,
4
 in 2004, on behalf of the government, publishing a policy paper on recognition of prior 

learning within the education system (Danish Ministry of Education, Danish Ministry of Science, 

Technology and Innovation, Danish Ministry of Culture &Danish Ministry Economic and Business 

affairs, 2004). When it comes to recognition of prior learning, liberal adult education is not 

excluded but is seen as one of the ways adults might have achieved competencies that should be 

recognised – in line with on-the-job training and civil society activities. Recognition of prior 

learning in the strategies, though is only related to access to formal education. In the strategy, the 

authors explicitly refer to the Lisbon strategy. Recognition of prior learning is also addressed in the 

report to the EU on how Denmark progress in relation to the European “Education and training 

2010”-strategy from 2009 (Danish Ministry of Education, 2009).  

 

Danish lifelong learning policy compared to the EU policy 

                                                 
4
 The Ministry of Education; the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation; the Ministry of Culture; and the 

Ministry Economic and Business affairs. 
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Summing up, the espoused education policy related to lifelong learning in Denmark since year 

2000 has to a high degree been in accordance with the goals and recommendations in the Lisbon 

strategy for lifelong learning.  

As for the European lifelong learning policy, globalisation and the conversion to knowledge 

society has by leading politicians and policy entrepreneurs like the social partners been defined as 

potential problems that needed to be addressed. Further, the problems have been coupled with 

lifelong learning in form of vocationally oriented adult education as a powerful answer/solution. 

A recurrent theme in both EU and Danish strategies for lifelong learning is widening access to 

and participation in adult education and training with a special focus on these groups that are least 

likely to participate. Danish policy in relation to this focus is thus in line with the EU policy as well 

as with one of the indicators presented by the EU commission in 2002. Also the Danish focus on 

recognition and accreditation of prior learning corresponds to the EU policy including the indicators 

from 2002. The only indicator and EU policy that is not very explicitly focussed on in the Danish 

policy is the investment in lifelong learning and human resources, though some strategies like the 

strategy for Denmark in a global world does allocate funds to the area.  

 

Lifelong learning in Danish legislation 

The years following 2000 not only witnessed a large number of reforms and strategies related 

to adult education and training. The government also introduced a large number of bills related to 

the field in the parliament. In the following a selection of these bills are presented and discussed in 

relation to the above mentioned strategies. The bills selected deals with the funding of adult 

education, accreditation of prior learning, or relates to the focus on vocationally oriented adult 

education and training fund in the strategies. Bills mainly involving administrative changes are not 
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included in the analysis. The analysis covers bills introduced in the years 2002 until the first bill 

reflecting the emerging financial crisis in 2010. 

 

Reallocation of costs 

Though some of the bills introduced in the period studied involved an increase in public 

spending on adult education and training, there is a tendency to increases in fees and cuts in public 

spending that indicate a reallocation of the costs from public to private – either the participants 

themselves or their employers. 

In 2002, a new funding scheme for vocational training and vocationally oriented adult 

education was introduced as part of the Governments strategy for economic growth and the action 

plan for „better education‟.  In January, the government introduced a bill on different financial 

issues related to vocationally oriented adult education (L78, 2002). The passing of the bill meant an 

increase in vocationally oriented adult education programmes that could charge fees for 

participation. The need for more fees was the result of a wish to make cuts in the governmental 

budget for adult education and training. Statistics presented by the government in the follow-up on 

„Better education‟ in 2004 also showed a decline in the public subsidies for adult education and 

training in the years 2001-2004 at almost 20% (Danish government, 2004, p. 25).  

Later the same year, the Minister of Education introduced a bill aimed at reserving public 

educational grants for formal education and training (L 25, 2002) and another bill specifying a 

lower limit for fees and removing the upper limit for fees within general adult education, once again 

reallocating the costs for adult education from the public purse to the participants‟ and the 

employers‟ (L33, 2002). Further, in November 2002, the government introduced a bill (L 74, 2002) 

that further opened for increases in fees for vocationally oriented adult education and training, and 
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an upper limit for subsidies, thereby both directly and indirectly increasing the costs for taking part 

in vocationally oriented adult education and training. 

In November 2003, once again with reference to the plan “Better education”, the government 

introduced another bill involving changes in the distribution of costs related to adult education and 

training between the state and the employers through a collective tax based on the number of 

employees (L 84. 2003). Though the tax was not new, it was new that it should now also be used to 

finance adult education and training. 

While the bills mentioned above involved a redistribution of the costs for adult education and 

training from the public to private purges, other bills introduced in the period is likely to have 

involved increased costs for the state by making adult education grant available to more people. 

In March 2003, thus, cost related to participation in adult education and training for 

unemployed were reduced for adults participating in higher education after their own choice under 

the act on Open Education. While adults participating in adult education and training corresponding 

to primary and secondary education already could get a subvention to cover costs related to fees, 

this option was now also made available for adults participating in adult education at a level 

corresponding to higher education (L 205, 2003). Besides of being relevant for the question of how 

to finance lifelong learning, this bill also indicated that adult education and training in line with 

both European and Danish policy was seen as a tool for fighting unemployment by competence 

development as described later in this paper. 

A year later, the government introduced a bill (L 224, 2004) that widened the group of people 

able to receive adult education grant to participation in courses in basic literacy and numeracy. With 

a focus on individuals with weak literacy and numeracy skills, the bill was in line with the quality 

indicators published by the European Commission in 2002, but without any reference to European 

policy in the notes to the bill. 
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The target group for adult education grant was further widened in the fall 2004 when adults 

aged 60-64 years were also given access to receive the grant. The aim of the change was according 

to the Minister of Education to extend the age at which people left the labour market by giving them 

a chance to upgrade their competences late in their career. The bill further involved some minor 

changes which also meant that more people would be able to receive adult education grant (L 21, 

2004). Another bill introduced the same year widened the types of adult education and training to 

which it was possible to get adult education grant (L 117, 2004). 

During the years 2003-2004, thus, access to receive a grant for participation in adult education 

and training was expanded to more groups of adults with the main aim of promoting general a 

general improvement of competences in the labour force. 

Another result of the concrete implementation of the government‟s strategy for Denmark in 

the global economy (Danish Government, 2006), was allocation of one billion DKK (approx. 0.13 

billion Euro) to vocationally oriented adult and further education up to and including VET-level to 

cover for increases in operational costs. The payout of the fund, however, was made dependent on 

increases in funding from the social partners as well (Danish Ministry of Education, 2007, 

Opfølgning på globaliseringsaftalerne, 2008). In the fall 2007, the Government together with the 

employers‟ and the employees‟ organisations agreed on the principles for the more specific 

allocation of the funds to strengthen vocationally oriented adult education (Danish Ministry of 

Education, 2007). The agreement involved a temporary increase in the rate paid by the government 

to the educational institutions per student for labour market education; an increase in fees and 

introduction of charges for cancellations or unused seats; as well as administrative changes. The 

changes were implemented in Danish legislation by the introduction of a bill in March 2008 (L144, 

2008). 
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The latest change within the legislation governing adult education and training to be dealt with 

in this analysis is the first reflecting the emerging economic crisis. In the summer 2010, the 

government introduced a bill reducing the length of general adult education and training for which 

it is possible to receive adult education grant from 80 weeks to 40 weeks (L 223, 2010). While the 

previous years had witnessed an increase in the possibilities to get adult education grant, this bill 

might be seen as an adjustment in the opposite direction. It is yet too early to tell whether it is a 

tendency that will continue or it was just a one-off affair. Not least in light of the change in 

government in September 2011. While many of the other changes within adult education and 

training during the years studied had been decided with no or only few votes against, this bill was 

passed with a small margin of 52 votes pro and 45 votes against. Among those voting against the 

bill was the parties behind the present government.  

 

 

Focus on vocationally oriented adult education and training and adult education and training as 

labour market policy 

As mentioned above, there are in Danish legislation in the years studied examples of lifelong 

learning being used as a labour market tool and a way to combat unemployment. This goes together 

with a focus on vocationally oriented adult education.   

In January 2002, the government introduced a bill to the parliament (L 79, 2002) that mirrored 

a lack of interest in adult education that did not directly qualify to a job. The bill introduced a 

number of changes related to the funding of non-formal education. The bill especially involved 

changes for the day high schools. A kind of adult education to a high degree targeted unemployed 

people and immigrants. In the years prior to the 2002 act, the day high schools had gradually gone 

from being financed mainly by the state to become more and more a responsibility of the 

municipalities. With the 2002 act, the state withdrew totally, leaving the municipalities with the sole 
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responsibility of financing this kind of education. As it was also made optional to the individual 

municipality whether to give financial support to a day high school or not, the day high schools 

became vulnerable to municipal wishes to cut budgets. The bill also had financial implication for 

the day high schools by removing their access to other previous sources for funding of their 

educational activities
5
. The day high schools at that time had already for some years experienced a 

decline in both the number of students attending the schools and the public expenditures, and also 

the number of schools had declined from close to 200 at the highest in 1996 to 105 in 2003, the year 

of the implementation of the law (Danish Ministry of Education, 2005). In 2006, the number of 

schools had further declined to 52 attended by approximately 16,000 students. In 2007, non-formal 

education was no longer included in the yearly statistics published by the ministry (Danish Ministry 

of Education, 2007b) which can also be seen as an indication of the decreased status of this type of 

education. 

In November 2002, referring to the plan “Better education”, lifelong learning and bills 

introduced earlier the same year, the government on the same day introduced six bills following the 

focus in the plan on vocationally oriented education and training. According to the notes to the bills, 

the overall aim was to integrate different forms of vocationally oriented adult education and training 

until and including VET-level in order to better meet the needs of the labour market (L73, 

2002).The broad aim of the plan for “Better education” that was seen in the number of ministries 

behind the plan, was also reflected in the aims of the bills. As an example, vocationally oriented 

adult education and training was coupled to immigration policy, in a few lines in the notes 

mentioning the need for recognition of prior learning for immigrants and refugees coming to 

Denmark with foreign educations:  “ […] an efficient assessment of their actual competences must 

be made in order to more rapidly integrate refugees and immigrants into ordinary jobs” (own 

                                                 
5
 As a result of the bill the day high schools were no longer allowed to offer preparatory adult education as their main 

activity. Further, the day high schools were no longer  
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translation) (L73, 2002, general remarks). In addition, it was stressed that vocationally oriented 

adult education and training should be reserved for those at the labour market (L74, 2002).  

The focus on vocationally oriented adult education and training that was seen in the Danish 

strategies and policy papers on adult education and training is thus clearly reflected in the actual 

legislation. While the presidency conclusion from the summit on Santa Maria de Feira in 2000 

talked about education and training for living and working in the knowledge society, both the 

Danish strategies and the actual Danish legislation have a sole focus on the later – working in the 

knowledge society. 

 

Recognition of prior learning 

In June 2006, the government introduced a bill aimed at promoting recognition of prior 

learning (L94, 2006). Referring to the government‟s statement to the parliament on recognition of 

prior learning in 2004 and the agreement between the government and parts of the opposition on the 

future welfare from 2006, the bill gave access to recognition of prior learning within adult education 

and training, were it was not yet an option, and widened the access in cases were it already existed. 

In the notes to the bill it was stressed that the recognition included prior learning achieved both in 

formal, non-formal and informal learning contexts. The notes to the bill further made explicit 

reference to the European policy on recognition of prior learning as well as to the Europass: 

 

“The bill is at the same time an important Danish contribution to the 

European cooperation on promotion of recognition of prior learning at the 

labour market and easier access to lifelong learning, which the member 

countries - e.g. through implementation of European tools and references 

increasing transparency and recognition of qualifications and competences - 
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has engaged to in light of the Lisbon aims as well as the Bologna and 

Copenhagen declarations” (own translation) (L 94, 2006, general remarks). 

 

Though the notes to the bill made reference to European policy not only related to education 

and training but also to the labour market, the specific changes introduced by the bill focussed on 

the educational institutions‟ recognition of prior learning. Recognition of prior learning according to 

the bill thus must be based on specific education programmes‟ aims and access criteria. For 

education and training above VET level, a fee would be charged for the assessment of prior 

learning. The bill, though, made it possible to make assessment and recognition of prior learning 

related to adult education corresponding to upper secondary school free of charge as well.  

Also with reference to the agreement on future welfare and with the aim to give more 

individuals a chance to better their basic literacy and numeracy skills, young people under the age 

of eighteen was given access to preparatory adult education (L 95, 2006).The bill also meant 

introduction of a entry test for preparatory adult education. Those not able to pass the test should 

instead be guided towards for instance Danish for foreigners or courses for adults with dyslexia. 

Further, more educational institutions were allowed to offer preparatory adult education, including 

institutions offering liberal adult education. Finally, the bill involved a strengthening of guidance 

and counselling directed at both individuals and (especially) small and medium sized enterprises 

among other things by an increase in the number of counsellors. The costs related to the changes 

were set to approximately 240 million DKK (approx. 32 million Euros) and were partly to be 

financed by money allocated as result of the globalisation strategy. 

Finally, as part of the policy for recognition of prior learning, the government introduced a bill 

in January 2008 that made it possible to finalise courses in general adult education corresponding to 
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lower secondary education with an exam giving access to adult education at upper secondary level 

(L 56, 2008). 

 

From policy strategies to legislation 

As mentioned earlier, the Danish strategy for economic growth put forward vocationally 

oriented adult education and training as a focus area for Danish education policy in the years to 

come. As should is clear from the analysis above, this focus was unquestionably implemented in the 

legislation related to adult education and training. While the economic conditions for liberal adult 

education institutions like the day folk high schools were complicated, a number of bills focussing 

on vocationally oriented education and training was introduced to the parliament. Further, in the 

notes to the bills, education and training was explicitly coupled to the needs of the labour market 

and fighting unemployment. 

In relation to the funding of adult education and training, the legislation seems to reflect two 

conflicting tendencies. On the one hand access to accreditation of prior learning as well as to adult 

education grant is widened promoting lifelong learning for all as advocated for in for instance the 

report from the tripartite committee. On the other hand, there is an increase in the use and size of 

fees which might in reality work against the wish of lifelong learning for all. 

Finally, the legislation also mirrors the interest in recognition of prior learning mentioned in 

different strategies. What is especially interesting in relation to this field, however, is not the fact 

that the strategies seems to be reflected in the legislation, but that not only the policy strategies but 

also the notes to one of the bills makes explicit reference to EU policy. Since none of the other bills 

makes reference to European policy, it gives the impression that recognition of prior learning is not 

so much a flower grown in the Danish policy garden and nurtured by Danish policy entrepreneurs 

as a direct implementation of European policy. 
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Conclusion 

The aim of the paper was to analyse to which problems lifelong learning is has been 

considered the solution since and including the Lisbon summit in 2000, and how the European 

strategies for lifelong learning in the form of adult education and training has been implemented in 

Danish policy strategies and later in the Danish legislation. 

The analysis shows that lifelong learning as a solution has mainly been coupled to a process of 

increased globalisation that both in the EU and Danish strategies has been defined as problems and 

challenges for the European and Danish economies. Lifelong learning has thus been defined as the 

means to secure that Europe and Denmark would do well in the international economic competition 

and thereby securing the welfare of the citizens. In some EU strategies, lifelong learning was further 

coupled to a wish to promote active citizenship and democracy. A coupling that is not found in the 

Danish strategies where lifelong learning in the form of adult education and training is solely 

related to the economic challenges. 

The more detailed means of lifelong learning put forward by the EU involved a focus on 

development of basic skills, increased participation and investments in lifelong learning, guidance 

and counselling as well as accreditation of prior learning. While in general, the goals in the first part 

of the years studied is best described as ambiguous, leaving room for national interpretation, in the 

end of the period, they became much more specific involving concrete indicators that had to be met 

my the member states. At the same time, a large number of agencies and interests were involved in 

the process both at EU and national level. The implementation of the European lifelong learning 

policy is therefore described as adversarial. 

Comparing the Danish adult education policy to the EU policy on lifelong learning, in line 

with the combination of unclear goals leaving room for interpretation and very specific goals 
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presented as indicators, parts of the EU policy can be recognised in the Danish policy, while others 

are more questionable. As recommended by the EU Danish adult education policy has – especially 

in the last part of the period studies – had a clear focus on recognition of prior learning as well as on 

development of basic skills like literary and numeracy. This is not only reflected in the Danish 

strategies but also in the actual legislation. Recognition of prior learning, further, is the only issue 

found in the analysis were reference is made to the EU policy not only in the strategies but also in 

the notes to a bill introduced to the parliament. Also in line with European policy, Danish adult 

education policy stress the need for increased participation in adult education and training, though 

with an almost exclusive focus on vocationally oriented adult education and training.  

When it comes to investment in adult education and training, it is more doubtful whether 

Danish policy and legislation is in line with the EU policy. Though both the EU and the Danish 

government in their strategies express an interest in lifelong learning and consider it an important 

tool, the reality as reflected in the Danish legislation does not quit present the same picture. In spite 

of numerous strategies and plans highlighting the need for lifelong learning for all, the legislation 

allows for increases in fees for participation in adult education and training and cuts in the funds 

allocated to the educational institutions.  

Further, though it is stressed in a number of the strategies from the EU that lifelong learning is 

both about education and training related to the labour market and about social cohesion, the Danish 

strategies as well as legislation is almost exclusively focussing on vocationally oriented adult 

education  and training. 
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