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CLC and 
location 

Participants  Interview 
person(s) 

Volunteers  Setup 

City Church, 
City centre 

 

20-30  Yonas (48), 
Afghanistan 

Large group 
of mainly 
senior 
volunteers 
and several 
staff 

Thematic 
presentations, 
guest speakers, 
group work. 
Invitation to 
church prayer 
(evenings) 

Little City 
Church, City 
centre 

 

15-20, mostly 
students 

Nadia (44), 
Ukraine 

Mainly 
younger 
volunteers, 
volunteer 
pastor 

Thematic 
group talk, 
separate 
devotion time 
(evenings) 

SFI and 
Church 
collab, City 
centre 

25, invited 
SFI-group 
with teacher 

Participants 
not present 
by choice 

Senior 
volunteers, 
usually no 
staff 

Group theme 
set by leader, 
no devotion 
(daytime) 

Women’s 
language café 
(hosted by 
Little City 
Church), 
Community 
housing 
centre West 

10-15, 
Women 
between 25 
and 35 

Sara (27), 
Syria 

Zanaib (37), 
Pakistan 

Two 
appointed 
volunteers, 
usually one 
member of 
staff 

Going around 
the circle 
thematic talk, 
no devotion 
(daytime) 

Community 
Church 
South, 
Community 
housing 
centre South 

15-20, many 
nationalities 

Ali (27), 
Turkey 

Sabi (27), 
Eritrea 

Mixed-age 
volunteers, 
one 
member of 
staff 

Just 
conversation, 
devotion in 
separate room 
(evenings) 

Church on 
the Hill, 
Residential 
area 

5-10, mainly 
Syrian origin, 
occasional 
new visitors 
from 
different 
countries 

Nid (51), 
Thailand 

Large group 
of older 
volunteers, 
several staff 

Thematic 
presentation, 
thematic group 
talk, devotion 
included 
(evenings) 

Table 1. CLCs and participants of the study 



24

The decision was made not to use an interpreter during fieldwork due to my 
prior experience communicating at a learner level as a second language teacher, 
and my proficiency in English. The interviews were conducted in Swedish and/
or English which brings to the fore the issue of respectful representation of 
speech. In some instances, “learner’s Swedish” has been carefully translated 
into “learner’s English” while also keeping representations of mixed language 
talk. While this remains a researcher’s construction, it may still provide a 
somewhat more authentic quality to the quotes. All the participants of the 
study were anonymised and/or have chosen their own pseudonyms. They 
have given their oral and written (in case of interviews) consent and the work 
has been ethically vetted according to the guidelines of the Swedish Ethical 
Review Authority (2024) according to 13§ of the Personal Data Act (Ministry 
of Justice, 1998). An approval was received 230327 (Dnr 2023-00P). 

More Than Words: Findings on the CLCs as Spaces of Diversity and 
Community 

Working out the meaning-making of the CLCs by capturing functions and 
relationships, four main themes have been constructed as metaphors of the 
different spaces: the Swedish School, the Citizen Service Centre, the Social 
Club, and the Sacred Space. They are all presented below. 

1. The CLC as Swedish School 

CLC spaces can function as Swedish Schools. In these venues, language appears 
not as a problem to be solved but rather as something naturally integrated 
into life at the café as well as connecting to everyday life. Presented below are 
examples of the use of CLCs as language practising arenas, where experiences 
of effortless learning and feelings of acceptance pave the way for possible new 
futures. In the scene below, groups are sitting at round tables at the language 
café at the Church on the Hill with migrants and Swedes mixed. The theme of 
the presentation is cheap and expensive vegetables:  

Helga is standing, quite teacher-like, holding a piece of paper with 
pictures photocopied from a cookbook, pointing and asking questions 
to individuals she knows by name. She speaks slowly, using easy 
Swedish, takes short breaks to makes sure she gets a response from 
one of the migrants before she continues […] Later in my group a 
woman shares tips on how to make real Lebanese baba ganoush. (From 
fieldnotes 230412)  

Lacking in any formal guidelines or curricula from regional or national 
levels, church or otherwise, the CLCs of the study often take on a surprisingly 
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traditional school-like form. Teaching themes and materials are mainly chosen 
by volunteers, and the seating arrangements are adjusted for lecture-like talks 
and group work. In several of the CLC set-ups, there is an initial teaching 
section where a volunteer or invited guest speaker presents lesson content 
followed by exercises in groups using hand-out materials. Many volunteers 
further take on a traditional teacher role, standing, talking and pointing to 
visual material which can be associated with teaching ideals from the times 
when senior volunteers were in school themselves. As personal relationships 
develop, volunteers sometimes even prepare materials for individual learners, 
making sure they sit down together as soon as they arrive, forming a unique 
one-to-one teaching and learning relationship. 

As expected, the CLC space can be created as a practising arena to support 
language learning in different ways, both as oral practice and vocabulary 
learning. Nadia (44, from Ukraine) is an accomplished university English 
professor working from home at all hours to support her family. She has 
carefully chosen Little City CLC and, taking time from her busy teaching 
schedule, she focuses on her own oral language practice. “This is my speaking 
hour”, she says. Nadia reports that her knowledge of English worked well in 
Swedish everyday life until trying to communicate with the parents of her 
daughter’s friends. Realising the war in Ukraine may continue longer than first 
expected, she feels she needs to be skilled for a full life in Sweden, imagining a 
future here for herself and her children.  

Ali (27) is younger than Nadia but is also a person who wishes to move further 
and expand his horizons in life. He has studied in other countries on the way 
to Sweden after fleeing his birthplace in Turkey, and his goal is to get accepted 
to a university programme as soon as possible. For this he needs strategies 
for language learning such as, in this case, the learning of new words. At the 
formal SFI school, he picks up words and writes them down in his notebook, 
but states that by using them in practice repeatedly at the language café they 
stay with him for the rest of his life: 

I translate into Turkish or English, so it stays there […] Always, yes. 
Sometimes I forget, but I can say almost always, almost everything I 
remember always.  

By consciously engaging in speaking tasks and vocabulary learning, migrant 
participants use the CLCs in a self-directed manner, which both second-
language practice and research have found to be effective (Norlund Shaswar 
and Wedin, 2020). 
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The Swedish School at the language cafés also seems to differ from a traditional 
learning environment in the significance of the interpersonal relationships 
between volunteers and migrants. Intertwined in the learning experience is a 
sense of a safe space, contributing to feelings of acceptance and confirmation. 
This is the atmosphere Sabi (27) from Eritrea has experienced at the Community 
South Church. She says, “Here I not ashamed.” Zanaid (37), a master’s student 
from Pakistan, adds from The Women’s Café: 

They are so warm, so warm to new people. Like us who don´t know so 
much Swedish and who makes mistakes. But they are so welcoming, 
and they are so big hearted, they don’t realise this thing. They even 
correct our mistakes in a way that we don’t take it as badly … Yeah.  

This feeling of acceptance is what Yonas (47, from Afghanistan) has encountered 
as well. A fighter personality himself who has overcome many hardships, he 
still appreciates the uncomplicated nature of the CLC learning:  

But in kyrka [church] it is easy, it’s not so fast, it’s not so forcing […] 
But when you are in, studying in for example SFI in each of them you 
have to kämpa [struggle]. You have to force and force. But in the kyrkan 
[church] you will study normal and normal. 

As demonstrated in the examples above, the learning experience is intertwined 
with a sense of a safe space, contributing to feelings of effortless acceptance 
and confirmation.  

As for language learning pointing towards better futures, Nid (51) from 
Thailand is now hopeful. After years of demanding work in Sweden, she has 
gone back to the SFI, where she is making consistent progress. “I don’t want 
[…] work as cleaning […] No, hard life for me”, she says with emphasis. She 
now complements her formal education by attending various language cafés, 
focusing on those that provide the most benefits. Her dream is to work with 
the elderly before retiring back home in Thailand.  

The examples above aim to show how the CLC, created as a Swedish School, 
focuses on everyday language practice but also points forward towards imagined 
futures where greater language skills open doors to better opportunities in life. 
Learning at the CLC is further tied to close relationships between volunteers 
and migrants where language learning presents a natural activity, a space where 
fear of failure is replaced by trust. There is also a sense of “learning for life” at 
the CLC; that whatever happens at the language café can make a difference in 
the lifeworld at large.  
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Being a newly arrived migrant involves constant learning, including a new 
language and the challenges of everyday life and societal structures. This also 
creates a need for space to address various questions and navigate the demands 
of the new society. The CLC can thus function as a Citizen Service Centre. 

2. The CLC as Citizen Service Centre  

The CLC can be lived as a Citizen Service Centre—to which someone can bring 
all kinds of official papers—staffed with volunteer “assistants” ready to guide 
new citizens into society. Resembling not only a pit-stop for urgent matters for 
the newly arrived migrant, it also offers an introduction to all things Swedish. 
Furthermore, forging ties at the CLC can lead to valuable connections for work 
as well as community involvement, even if these relationships are not without 
their challenges.  

At this point in the interview, Yonas looks me eagerly in the eye when asked 
about the CLC:  

Yonas: It … important to me. I meet a lot of different people and the 
staff, they work in the church. They are very nice people. Help with 
everything. Or for now, when I have some tests, some papers I don’t 
understand… 

Martina: …Yes? 

Yonas: I bring all the papers. 

At the large City CLC where Yonas is a participant, things run smoothly, with 
volunteers ready at their computers to assist participants with letters from the 
Migration authorities, phone bills, homework, or other business. This setup 
is especially valuable for migrants before they gain access to formal language 
training, when meeting places are limited and connections with native Swedes 
and institutions are few. Here the CLC can function as a civic society equivalent 
of the common Municipality Service Centre (Servicekontor), where different 
authorities share offices in many Swedish towns. Being volunteer organisations, 
CLCs can offer a more personal approach to their services.  

As relationships develop, these service efforts become even more valuable. 
Ali shares how he got his first summer job through a language café contact. 
Everybody had been telling him how difficult it was to get a first job in Sweden, 
but he beamingly tells the story of just walking into the manager’s office, filling 
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in some paperwork and then getting the job. “New friends, new paths!” he 
exclaims.   

For new migrants, the world of the CLC can further represent a “pocket 
version” of Swedish society, where volunteers have more time than teachers 
or government officials to introduce all things Swedish. Yonas describes his 
support from volunteers as comprehensive, extending beyond practical 
administrative issues to introducing a new way of life and culture: “[T]hey just 
help us with the svenska [Swedish], with the svenska [Swedish] culture, with 
Swedish people,” he says. Several CLCs in this study provide orientation in 
what is “typically Swedish.” Newly arrived Sara (27) from Syria speaks happily 
of the baking theme at the Women’s café, where different traditional Swedish 
cakes were introduced on her first visit: “I like baking,” she says shyly, her eyes 
shining as she brings examples of her accomplished edible art to our interview. 
Another striking example is the Coffee and Fishing expeditions offered by one 
of the churches. The Swedish fika culture was introduced, where sharing coffee 
and buns or sandwiches as a social event was combined with another popular 
Swedish outdoor hobby: fishing, complete with professional instructors at 
a nearby lake. The “outdoorsy” initiative, while perhaps not suitable for all 
participants, was still an appreciated event repeated several times. 

The service station quality of the CLC is further underlined by the setup which 
allows participants to come and go as they please. This approach distinguishes 
the CLCs from most traditional activities of the Swedish free churches, which 
typically expect significant personal involvement. At the language café, every 
unique visit almost feels like a treat to volunteers. However, this welcoming 
atmosphere does not eliminate the hope for the return of “old” learners. At 
the Church on the Hill language café, name tags are laid out every week in 
anticipation that the great number of participants who used to attend will one 
day return. “We hope, we hope!”, the deacon comments hopefully. Yet most 
tags lie untouched every week as the activity ends.  

Considering the findings above, there is perhaps a risk that the generous and 
open-hearted service attitude of volunteers underlines unequal positions and 
hinders reciprocity. Yonas’ recent initiative does however point to the opposite. 
He has signed his name on the cleaning list of “his” language café. Realising 
this is not a requirement, he feels proud to give back to the local church: 

Yes, even … the persons in the kyrkan [church] they are helping a lot 
of people, and two time I have told them: Put my name, on Sunday I’m 
coming to clean here!  
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The CLC as Citizen Service Centre often becomes the first go-to place for any 
kind of citizen orientation a migrant may need.  These opportunities may also 
expand towards needs for future endeavours. However, it is not necessarily 
a place of passive reception, and there are examples of a two-way movement 
where the dedication of volunteers inspires some participants to give back to 
the community.  

For some, the need for service is, however, over-ridden by the need to take 
part in the social activities at the church language cafés, making that aspect the 
most significant of their CLC experience. The space for fellowship, the sharing, 
and the face-to-face encounters have become something deeply meaningful to 
them as they attend the CLC activities, creating a Social Club. 

3. The CLC as Social Club  

The CLC as Social Club provides opportunities to break isolation, forming 
new unexpected friendships, and raises the question of dependence and 
independence. The Social Club of the CLC may become a separate unit of its 
own or point towards fellowship in the greater church community:  

I find a place at a sturdy wooden table with three women from India. 
One of them is a member of the congregation and a volunteer at the café. 
We talk for a long time about Sweden, the state of the roads, and a TV-
series about India. I try to include the visiting sister in the conversation 
through the others’ interpreting. The invited woman smiles a lot at me, 
leans towards me, and I feel a sense of closeness. Her volunteer friend 
says she needs to get out of her house. She might forget her Swedish 
when she stays home a lot. (From fieldnotes 230418) 

Informal meeting places for new acquaintances are rare in Sweden, affecting 
both migrants and long-term residents. This makes the CLC an exception, being 
a non-member open activity described on the website by one of the churches 
as a place of inclusion: “for asylum seekers, new arrivals in Sweden or residents 
who have lived their entire lives here” (City church, researcher’s translation). As 
loneliness is considered a great social problem in Sweden, one would perhaps 
expect the CLC to be a space for casual visitors of all nationalities dropping 
by for fellowship and the typical “fika fellowship”. However, the Swedes at the 
language cafés of the study are always staff or organised volunteers, creating 
a uniquely composed Social Club of its own, nurturing temporal as well as 
deeper relationships.   
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When one’s lifeworld is temporarily restricted due to migration, it can lead to 
a sense of alienation. The CLC may be the first opportunity for new migrants 
to break isolation and find fellowship outside the home and immediate family. 
For master’s student Zanaib from Pakistan, the local language café has become 
an essential venue, attending to the needs of her sociable personality. She 
colourfully describes the hardships of living in a temporary residence “in the 
forest” with literally no one to talk to. Before finding the women’s language café 
she says she sometimes, a little desperately, approached strangers in her next 
neighbourhood, just to get a connection and a little language practice. Now the 
CLC has further populated her everyday life, making it more recognisable and 
meaningful, resembling her pre-migration experience. 

Even more so than Zanaib, young single student Ali speaks of the CLC not only 
as an opportunity but rather as a necessity, a breaking away from loneliness. 
“What else could I do?”, he asks, suddenly very serious, describing his single 
life in a rural residential area outside the immediate city. Ali comes across as 
a slightly shy young man, but his eyes light up when he speaks of a new best 
friend from the language café. Ali starts naming the different spaces they now 
share: other language cafés, the gym, restaurants. For every site he adds, “Also 
together!” It is evident they have become important people in each other’s lives.  

For several participants of the language cafés the experience of social interaction 
is paramount, forming new routines and structures in their lives. These new 
friendships also help to expand the lifeworld horizons of the participants. 
Yonas from Afghanistan bears witness to the unexpected joy of forming a new 
international and inter-generational circle of friends from the CLC to share 
moments with, like a dinner and a movie:  

I have … I meet sometimes erm … son of my friend and friends out 
on the town …We can meet one another. It is very good. They are from 
Iraq, from Ethiopia, from Arabic.  

Close bonds also form between participants and volunteers, especially 
participants who visit often. Yonas has bonded with a senior woman and 
former missionary, who has been supporting his family and written down his 
captivating life story. She is very eager to share his story with others and seeks 
me out as a researcher. After the encounter, Yonas says pointedly:  

“I’m not here every time […] Maybe every other week”, he says. I get 
the feeling he wants to make sure I understand that despite his close 
connections to the volunteer he does not belong to this place. He is his 
own man. (From fieldnotes 230504) 
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Recognising the risk of dependence in relationships, Yonas wants to indicate 
his stance, making sure I realise he is not always to be found in one place. This 
demonstrates how the CLC as a Social Club is populated with interdependent 
yet independent participants, who take part in the social activities according to 
their own wants and needs on a voluntary and force-free basis. The CLC isn’t a 
formal membership club: rather it’s a launching pad for new ventures and for 
friendships that can extend far beyond the church walls.  

There is also opportunity for deeper fellowships within the church community. 
At Little City Church, other church activities are openly “promoted” at the 
language café for those wanting to move closer into the fellowship. Invitations 
to more “neutral” international parties and board game nights are paired 
with approving talk of prayer nights and worship services displaying a more 
“missionary agenda”. In contrast, the activities at the other CLCs of the study 
seem rather cut off from other church functions, and it is not always made clear 
how to proceed if one is interested in participating in other church projects. 
This further underlines the CLC as an independent and separate community. 

The CLC created as a Social Club is a venue that fosters relationships on various 
levels. It helps newly arrived migrants break isolation and offers opportunities 
to form new groups for the future, bridging generations and ethnicities. 
Experiences of forming strong bonds with potential lifelong friends among 
visitors and volunteers further underscore the CLC as a place of belonging yet 
conditioned by migrants’ own choices.  

This space of relational possibilities may also take on existential dimensions 
as the CLC can also be created as a Sacred Space, a room for something larger 
than life, that goes beyond the here and now. 

4. The CLC as Sacred Space 

Language cafés in churches have the potential to minister to the existential 
dimension of participants’ lifeworlds, often recognised as a matter of human 
dignity. Migrant participants can experience the CLC as a potentially Sacred 
Space, ranging from non-interest to newfound curiosity about spiritual matters 
and even full church involvement: 

With no further introduction little notes are handed out as we are 
finishing. I recognise the two common Swedish worship songs: “You 
surround me” and “God loves you”. The church worker stands up to 
read an Easter poem, we sing the songs accompanied by a piano in 
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the corner, and the activity is suddenly over. Everybody leaves quite 
quickly. I’m surprised at this uncommented and seamless transition 
from language café activity to a time of religious devotion. (From 
fieldnotes 230412)  

The existential needs of participants can be addressed in different ways at the 
CLCs. In most cases there is an option to take part of a devotion at the end of 
the language café activity, and participants do seem to make deliberate choices 
whether to attend or not. However, in one case there is a “mandatory” devotion 
part at the end of a CLC activity with religious song lyrics provided (Image 1). 
This means participants take part in a religious act without really having the 
opportunity to opt out, which may be seen as problematic.  

Image 1. Lyrics to worship song  

All but one of the language cafés of the study are situated in an actual church 
building. Participating in activities in these places would mean, in a sense, 
literally an act of “going to church”. Religion is, however, not always visible at 
the language cafés of the study. For example, the language café activities are 
situated in the church community hall rather than in the more symbol-laden 
church interior, and only in one case is there an invitation to a time of devotion 
in such a room. In the longstanding collaboration between SFI and one of the 
local CLCs of the study, the visit to the neighbourhood church is integrated 
into regular oral practice sessions and is unquestioned by all participants.   

As Sweden is considered a secularised country, the significance of the language 
café organisers could perhaps make a difference to participants. But Muslim 
participant Zanaib had to be asked twice before she realised this could be 
seen as a controversial issue. Rather, the openness for all, and the no limits 
because of creed or ethnicity, has made an impression on Yonas, who is from a 
traditionally Muslim community in Afghanistan. To him it seems a matter of 
human dignity, of important and perhaps existential values that he appreciates. 
He says:  

“God loves you
God loves you

Whoever you are
Wherever you live

God loves you”

Gud älskar dig
Gud älskar dig
Vem du än är
Var du än bor

Gud älskar dig!
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Because it’s for alla personer [all people]! They are not asking any 
document […] Just you can go, and you can attend, forever you want. 
You can study there. And they will not ask you, “Who are you?” 

Connecting the CLCs to a sense of human worth does not automatically lead 
to acceptance of all aspects of the activities. Nadia from Ukraine is displaying 
reservations when it comes to the organised expression of faith the church has 
to offer. She does not attend the concluding “reading comprehension” session 
at the end of the activity since they comprise of bible readings and sermon-like 
talks. Appreciative of the invitations to international parties, she draws a line 
against actual religious activities: “Because my mother was a religious fanatic, 
so we are really, really scared of like being religious, like at all I should say”, she 
says emphatically. 

Seemingly moving in a different direction from Nadia, Ali is making his way 
towards a greater involvement in the church activities. He has begun weekly 
“bible talks” with the pastor of the church. Not coming from a Christian 
background, these meetings seem to bring him joy and existential meaning as 
well as challenges, both from a faith and a language point of view. He describes 
laughingly the feeling of coming home from a meeting of Bible talk: “My head, 
it’s on fire!” 

In some CLCs, devotion time is separated from the rest of the activity, which 
provides an optional opportunity for deeper involvement in religious activities. 
At Community Church South, this time is coupled with the congregation’s 
weekly prayer time. Sabi from Eritrea, who sometimes takes part in this prayer 
time, shares in this experience:  

Yes, we pray to God. If we for example … if we have something we pray 
together, for example if there is the war in the world, or if there is … if 
I have a problem. One day we, they pray for me, my brother he goes to 
military. There was war in my country. Now, he is good situation. 

For Sabi, a sense of higher purpose permeates her life narrative, tracing back 
to her bible school experience in Eritrea where she met Swedish Christians. 
She also admires the CLC volunteers who, despite having “important jobs,” 
still manage to help others learn. She connects them to her SFI teachers, 
who helped her accelerate her learning, saying “they have a grace,” implying 
a special gift for teaching. Already employed working with the elderly, Sabi 
is now retraining to become a childcare worker just to have free time on 
weekends for church activities.  
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Thus, the creation of the CLC as a Sacred Space depends on individual 
experiences, but also on the different set-up of the activities. All the CLCs 
could, however, provide space for the sacred dimensions of the lifeworld of 
participants through relationships and the communication of human dignity 
and worth. To some participants this seems to have little significance, while 
others take this as an incentive to search for deeper meaning pointing towards 
a future of further involvement within the church community. 

Summing up the results of this study, CLCs can be made into qualitatively 
different spaces that do not exclude one another but are yet separate in 
functions as well as relationships. The explorations of the CLCs as Swedish 
School, Citizen Service Centre, Social Club and Sacred Space present rich, 
diverse and meaningful venues administering to many needs of migrants, both 
in the immediate sense but also in creating pathways into imagined futures. 
Looking at the four metaphors together, an image of a space emerges where 
interrelated learning as well as community in an accepting atmosphere have 
great significance for learning. This goes beyond the Swedish language towards 
extended learning experiences connected to the entirety of life, in the present 
as well as in times to come. These two aspects do not appear to be separated 
but rather are woven together in a real-life experiential way creating a diverse 
meeting place. The significance of these findings will be discussed in the 
following section. 

Discussion: What Does the CLC as Swedish School, Citizen Service 
Centre, Social Club, and Sacred Space Represent?  

All over Europe, the migrant process of meaning-making of everyday life 
patterns in a new environment is time-consuming and arduous, requiring a 
deep investment over time. Only a small part of this experience is of course 
reflected in the CLC space. Nevertheless, this discussion will explore two 
intertwined perspectives of this process as revealed in the metaphors of the 
Swedish School, the Citizen Service Centre, the Social Club, and the Sacred 
Space, namely: the importance of interrelations for learning for life and the 
possibilities of creating a heterogeneous space.   

Knowing that difference in settings “however informal, do[es] not necessarily 
lead to different practices” (Tett, 2006, p.124), the churches of the study and 
their language café activities do provide many different functions for learning. 
These complex environments are not merely language practice sites or social 
meeting places: they serve as spaces where migrant participants can bring 
their multifaceted identities, living and shaping the milieus according to 
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their present selves and future aspirations. Woven together, the learning of 
the School Space, the support of the Citizen Service Centre, the interaction 
of the Social Club and the existential living of the Sacred Space underline the 
importance of interrelations that make space for learners as whole human 
beings. Concrete, everyday life learning is vital for survival as a newcomer in a 
foreign society: the breaking of isolation, a few key words in the local language, 
an orientation of the institutions of society, and a space offering human 
dignity and worth. But the mutual creation of CLCs between volunteers and 
migrants may also contribute to future aspirations. As recognised in previous 
research, the expansion of life and opportunities for migrant participants 
extends into future spaces (Fejes and Dahlstedt, 2022). This contributes to 
connections with the labour market, further education, the formation of new 
lifelong relationships, and the creation of spaces for existential meaning, all of 
which are vital for a sense of belonging and well-being. CLCs can therefore be 
understood as spaces for new learning relationships that move both vertically 
and horizontally.  

As formal church membership numbers are dropping all over Europe, the 
societal significance of church history may receive less attention. Swedish 
free church identity has historically emphasised a strong social dimension, 
where “fellowship built the rooms.” The openness towards the surrounding 
world made church spaces a “mission in themselves” (Fahlgren, 2008, pp.61-
62), a concept recently revived through language cafés and other activities 
for migrants. The creation of the CLC’s’ multi-faceted spaces reflect the 
Folkbildning (popular education) ideas of learning for life, viewing knowledge 
as broader than just qualifications for societal contribution (see Gustavsson, 
1995). This idea resonates with the free church experience of the Reader’s 
movement. Concerned with democratic and equal access to knowledge, early 
Readers met in homes and small chapels to read various literature, not just the 
Bible. Through round- table conversations, they deliberated on matters of the 
heart, soul, and societal engagement on equal terms. In this “Readers’ spirit,” 
respectful interactions between learners and volunteers at the CLCs contribute 
to the reduction of typical hierarchies of teaching-learning situations (van 
Manen, 2016). Additionally, communication of worth through relationships 
can foster trust and confidence between educators and learners, creating a 
positive learning atmosphere (Bollnow, 2016). 

Against a backdrop of a streamlined “effective” formal language education 
effort for “integration purposes”, the CLCs further contribute to the creation 
of a heterogeneous space in society. In a time when migration is constantly 
politically problematised, and migrants face less supportive societal attitudes, 
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these spaces can work as boundary-breaking forces where difference not 
only is considered an asset but rather propose a new heterogenous normal. 
The CLC portrays a spatial example of the truly European experience of 
“throwntogetherness” coined by Massey (2005, p.149) as different languages, 
races and religions come together in this particular urban space. And as 
loneliness among senior citizens increases because of social exclusion 
(Dahlberg et al., 2022) and many retirees feel their contributions are no longer 
needed, the CLC offers a space where different ages and nationalities can meet, 
supporting each other in learning and fellowship.  

The findings of this work can therefore challenge “difference” and homogeneity 
by recognising diversity in itself as a way of understanding space, allowing 
for the simultaneous coexistence of different stories and life paths co-creating 
the space. This work has demonstrated possibilities for CLC participants to 
live these spaces as more equal heterogenous subjects, underlined by the 
heterogeneity of the set-up of the different cafés. Although often excluded 
from the process of planning the learning content, participants can still impact 
the creation of the space through sharing their experiences informally as well 
as part of the didactic activity. This may be the reason why the CLC activities 
appear as inclusive places, according to visitors, even if other church activities 
perhaps are not. 

Challenges remain, such as traditional structures that seem “ingrained 
in the walls”, featuring old ideals of learning and well-meaning but non-
reciprocal “help-happy” attitudes from church members. These may hinder 
migrant participants from contributing more to the co-creation of the space. 
Additionally, it is important to monitor the well-intentioned encouragement 
towards “Swedishness” to ensure it does not steer towards attitudes of expected 
homogeneity.  

By recognising the CLCs as interrelated and heterogeneous spaces, these 
practices may challenge current essentialist views of migrants and migrant 
language learning places. Participating in the ongoing construction of society, 
they potentially provide spaces for alternative roles, challenging the established 
identities presented to migrants in Sweden and across Europe today. 

Conclusion: CLCs as Agents for Inclusive Futures  

The dynamic relationship between societal homogeneity and the proposed 
heterogeneity of civil society meeting places raises issues of power and agency. 
How can these heterogeneous spaces and their populations expand and speak 
for themselves in church as well as society? It is perhaps for the church to 
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investigate how this presence can permeate the entire church space and the 
consequences of power and impact on church life.   In striving for relevance 
in Sweden—as well as in Europe—today, the church needs to welcome new 
visitors into its fellowship. This is a calling for the church and a meaningful 
activity for volunteers. However, the reciprocal nature of this relationship may 
need to be more fully acknowledged at both local and national levels. 

On a societal level, the significant number of visitors to CLCs and other civil 
society activities for migrants highlights their importance, despite the Swedish 
comprehensive and accessible formal and state-funded adult education 
system. However, their limited support and recognition calls for further 
investigation. The Swedish state’s response to these civil society efforts is 
mixed, with unevenly distributed financial support often tied to time-limited 
projects. Conversely, grants for some forms of adult education, such as study 
organisations, have been severely cut in recent years (The Swedish National 
Council of Adult Education, 2025). These educational efforts, embedded 
in local communities, foster meaningful interactions between citizens and 
their surroundings. Despite their creativity and independence, these venues 
are influenced by educational policies, limiting their ability to drive societal 
change. Nevertheless, the tradition of church volunteerism shows great 
stability over time, making churches a reliable option for long-term societal 
efforts worth supporting. 

Looking forward, this work reveals a tension between institutionalised learning 
venues and civil society efforts for migrant learning and support. At the CLCs, 
new migrants seem to experience authentic, meaningful life and learning close 
to their subjective experiences, which they can carry into other areas of their 
lives. This raises questions about the current formal basic language learning 
for migrants in Sweden. Constant reforms and poor measurable results suggest 
a gap between what is considered meaningful migrant learning and what is 
not, calling for more research to find keys to migrant learning beyond mere 
language exercises. 

This article may serve as a reminder of the significance of civil society efforts 
and calls for their recognition. CLCs are organised in response to a perceived 
social need and are part of the church’s mission: loving, caring, and sharing 
the good news of the Christian faith.  Empowered by joining forces, churches 
and various civic society actors can make a greater impact on Swedish society 
by showcasing the vital importance of reciprocal, heterogeneous relationships 
that unite both old and new citizens from around the world into an inclusive 
future.  
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Abstract 

Adult education and learning in Germany are under pressure from attempts 
by right-wing extremist actors to increase their influence on structures, target 
groups, and programmes. This paper presents qualitative data from a survey of 
actors in different adult education and learning areas. They report on various 
incidents of right-wing influence. These attempts at influence vary in terms of 
the actors involved, the setting, and the intensity. The reports also show that the 
institutions involved, and their representatives, react in different ways. These 
reactions and countermeasures range from attempts to counter influence through 
dialogue (talking to the right) to clear disciplinary boundaries (firewalls). In this 
article we present results relating to the micro level of adult education (courses, 
seminars, lectures). 

Keywords: Right-Wing Populism, Adult Learning and Education, 
Discrimination, Overton Window 

Introduction 

In countries worldwide, right-wing populism has established itself at 
parliamentary level and in governments. In 2017, Waller et al. stated that 
“educational institutions […] are challenged by the anti-pluralist, anti-expert 
and anti-elitist stance of populist movements, in particular those on the right” 
(Waller et al., 2017, p.384). From the perspective of adult education, this 
growing pressure is highly problematic. The topic of refugees and migration is 
taking up an enormous amount of space in public debates.  

In Germany, the discourse shifted significantly to the right in the run-up to the 
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federal elections in February 2025. The pressure is primarily associated with the 
political party “Alternative für Deutschland” (Alternative for Germany [AfD]), 
which is represented in the federal parliament (Deutscher Bundestag) and in 
almost all parliaments of the federal states (Länder). Initially founded as a party 
that questioned the use of the Euro, the AfD has developed politically in the 
direction of right-wing populism. At the beginning of May 2025, the German 
Domestic Intelligence Services classified the entire party as a confirmed right-
wing extremist organisation due to the extremist character of the party as a 
whole, which disregards human dignity.  

Theories on racism (El-Mafaalani, 2021), as well as adult education research 
(Heinemann, 2014; Grotlüschen et al., 2021) agree that the German 
integration system fails to include (recent) immigrants into full acceptance 
and participation in Germany. Therefore, the educational system is exposed 
to attempts by right-wing actors to exert influence (Hanschmann, 2024). 
Regarding adult education, the system of integration courses for migrants is 
increasingly the target of right-wing hostility. Integration courses were made 
compulsory in 2005 for recent migrants and those persons who want to apply 
for German citizenship. They include language courses (600 hours) and course 
content on culture, history and politics in Germany (additional 100 hours). 
The courses are aimed at the rapid integration of immigrants into society and 
the labour market and are funded by the Federal Office for Migration and 
Refugees (Hanke, 2025).  

The project on which this article is based is dedicated to analysing strategies for 
curbing right-wing influence at three levels of adult education (micro, meso, 
and macro level). The collection of case descriptions is organised by these levels 
(Lima and Guimaraes, 2011; Boeren, 2019). According to Hippel et al. (2022, 
p.24), the didactic levels of action at the macro level deal with institutional 
and economic conditions, political decisions, and curriculum concepts in 
adult education. The meso level focuses on programme planning and teaching 
concepts relating to the structuring and provision of educational measures. 
The micro level deals with the concrete implementation and evaluation of 
individual educational programmes and teaching-learning interactions.  

This contribution presents results based on reports from the micro level of 
the adult education system in Germany. It concludes by systematising various 
countermeasures that have proven effective as a response to influences of 
varying intensity. On the micro level, reports point to racism within integration 
courses, attempts to discredit certain topics, and, more generally, to introduce 
the views of the extreme right into the course. 
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Literature Review: Adult Education in Times of Global Right-Wing 
Populism  

Growing political power of extreme right-wing parties leads to shifts in 
discourse in public debates towards a “normalization of the radical right” 
(Valentim, 2024). In German discourse, there is talk of a shift in the boundaries 
of what can be said when dealing with extreme right-wing positions. These 
limits of what can be said are contested and are moving towards more extreme 
positions. Right-wing statements that were once considered unacceptable 
(misanthropic, authoritarian) are increasingly normalised although these 
are not generally new positions in the discourse (Biskamp, 2021, p.39). This 
phenomenon is described as “moving the Overton window” which is a 
political science concept representing “the range of ideas the public is willing 
to consider and accept. In short it dictates what is politically acceptable and 
therefore possible at a given moment” (The Lancet Planetary Health, 2021, 
p.1619). 

Right-wing populism goes hand in hand with xenophobia and misanthropy 
(Nuissl and Popović, 2020) and leads to the dismantling of democracy 
(Hanschmann, 2024). Specific characteristics of right-wing populism are the 
aggressive protection of the “we” with the help of the repression and devaluation 
of the “others” (Panreck, 2020, p.79). Discriminatory and derogatory language 
using so-called “Fighting Terms” (Gießelmann et al., 2019) is an important 
part of populist strategies. Fighting terms are provocative words intended to 
aggravate opponents in political or social disputes and win over the audience 
in favour of one’s own point of view. 

Scholars agree that right-wing populism is on the rise globally (Kumral, 2023). 
This is true in Europe, where the Eurobarometer on discrimination (European 
Commission, 2023) found that large sections of the populations in Europe 
are ready to discriminate against vulnerable groups, including immigrants, 
Roma, people with disabilities and older people. Germany is no exception: 
the Mitte-Studien (surveys on the political centre) (Zick et al., 2023) show that 
group-based misanthropy has been on the rise for years and is accompanied by 
growing right-wing populism. Adult education has contributed to curricula, 
courses, and publications to fight right-wing influences. However, the rise 
of populist parties leads to the question of what else can be done, and what 
exactly these parties are aiming for when it comes to (adult) education.  

Berg et al. (2023, p.1314) have analysed fourteen European right-wing populist 
parties and found that their education policies consistently point to “nativism”, 
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“authoritarianism” and “populism” as party ideologies. The authors of the 
analysis derive expected educational policies of these right-wing populist 
parties. We can therefore expect the exclusion of all sections of the population 
constructed as “non-native”, considerable influence on educational curricula 
with a preference for practical (non-academic) activities, a reactionary 
interpretation of history, and a socially differentiating education policy (Berg 
et al., 2023). Right-wing populist parties advocate social differentiation instead 
of social inclusion. These positions appear to be a highly selective educational 
ideology (Nikolai, 2024) and a monolingual (Gogolin, 2008) idealised notion 
of a uniform dominant language.  

Educational research has criticised the fact that neoliberal exaggerations 
of the performance narrative act—as an instrument of societal selection 
and exclusion by discriminating against people with unfavourable class 
backgrounds (Seeck, 2022, p.41), with disabilities or impairments, or at an 
older age (Kulmus et al., 2025)—as having limited performance and being 
insufficiently “useful” (Akbaba and Heinemann, 2023, p.368). In addition, 
xenophobic discrimination can be found worldwide in the approaches of 
right-wing populist parties (Kumral, 2023, p.755). 

There is discussion about how right-wing populist parties try to gain influence 
over the education system because here they can exert considerable influence 
below the statutory regulatory level through administrative regulations 
(Hanschmann, 2024). In summary, populism is putting substantial pressure 
on diversity in education, a situation which Hussain and Yunus (2021, p.253) 
describe as “education as (contested) ground for populist programmes”.  

To date, the discussion of right-wing populism and education has mainly 
focused on civic education or politics and history lessons in schools (Nuissl 
and Popović, 2020, p.346; Estellés et al., 2023). In recent years, more examples 
of right-wing influences have been reported that cross the boundaries of these 
areas. An international study that covered eight countries shows how vulnerable 
adult education is under populist governments. During the Bolsonaro regime 
in Brazil and under the Modi regime in India, adult education and learning, as 
well as literacy provision, was cut back substantially (Grotlüschen et al., 2023, 
pp.39-42; Grotlüschen et al., 2025). 

Against this background, collected from research on a global populist and 
right-wing movement, we argue that populist activities start to threaten adult 
education as a whole. Findings are scarce and mostly cover civic education, 
while we do not know what else is going on in the field. This is the starting 
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point for this exploratory study and leads to the research questions: What kind 
of right-wing influences do local and community education centres report? 
What counter-strategies do educational practitioners apply? 

Methodology 

The current research employs a citizen science approach through a participatory 
research project (Unger, 2014) which was funded by the University of Hamburg 
and took place between October 2024 and March 2025. Citizen science aims to 
involve citizens in the design of social research and includes the engagement 
of persons outside the scientific community in the research process, e.g. in the 
research design, data collection, and analysis or dissemination (Albert et al. 
2021, p.120). The interview protocol and sampling strategy were developed 
collaboratively with representatives of community education centres and with 
students of an adult education seminar. The collected data was subjected to 
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022). This concept fosters community 
involvement and enhances the relevance and applicability of the findings to 
real-world contexts (Albert et al., 2021, p.122). 

The 29 students of a seminar on the history of adult education are nearing the 
end of their bachelor’s degree and are therefore familiar with relevant topics and 
questions in the field of adult education. In the seminar the differentiation of the 
system of adult education at micro, meso and micro levels was introduced. The 
students were intensively involved in the discussions during the development 
of the questionnaire. This also focussed on the wording when developing the 
questions. After processing the text responses, the students analysed the case 
descriptions in three working groups, differentiating whether the statements 
could be assigned to the micro, meso or macro level. At the end of the empirical 
phase, the working groups presented their results to a public online meeting. 

External Partners 

Representatives of the German Adult Education Association (Deutscher 
Volkshochschulverband [DVV]) and the associations of adult education centres 
in two federal states (Hamburg and Thuringia) were recruited as practice 
partners. Their involvement served several purposes. Their expertise was 
needed to sharpen the questions and clarify the terms used in the exploratory 
online survey. They participated in several online meetings with the project 
team, which consisted of the head and post-doc staff members of the department 
for adult education and lifelong learning of the University of Hamburg. At a 
digital seminar the project team and adult education students discussed and 



47

collectively defined the survey concepts and issues.  On a practical level, the 
practice partners supported the dissemination of the online survey. At the 
end of the project, the practice partners were involved in the interpretation of 
the results. They had the opportunity to familiarise themselves in detail with 
the text material and the case descriptions and to provide feedback on the 
interpretation. In a public online presentation session, they commented on the 
results and added to them from their respective practical perspectives. Finally, 
they took the results back to their organisations to implement practice transfer. 

Qualitative Online Survey 

In the autumn of 2024, we developed a qualitative online survey. It asks for the 
description of instances of right-wing pressure as well as counter-strategies. 
The survey was conducted in German. All survey questions and all responses 
reported in this article were translated into English. 

The University of Hamburg does not require an explicit ethics statement for 
projects such as the one described here. The catalogue of questions on which 
the assessment of ethical safety is based does not contain any aspects that 
would have been identified as problematic in our project, meaning that we 
expected approval. In principle, however, specific concerns of the participants 
were taken into account when designing the survey. For example, certain terms 
were not used in the survey and were replaced by terms that were considered 
unproblematic, e.g. we use the term “extreme right” instead of “right-wing 
populism” in the survey. No questions were asked that referred to right-wing 
influences in the organisation itself or to right-wing attitudes of superiors. 
Data on the federal states in which the respondents work was not collected; 
instead, the region was asked for optional information. 

It was not the intention to depict the nature and intensity of the influence 
of right-wing actors on adult education in a representative way. The survey 
instrument and the type of sampling are therefore not suitable for determining 
representative results. Rather, the objective was to visualise the range of 
influence in terms of actors, types of incidents, and counter-strategies. It 
consisted almost exclusively of open questions, thereby essentially generating 
qualitative material. The survey gathered narratives from the respondents. 
While these are not exactly the same as qualitative material gained from 
personal interviews, nonetheless, the material is extensive and, in our view, 
represents a qualitative corpus since the respondents were able to bring their 
own experiences to their narratives.  









































































































































































































































163

Image 3. One of the computer labs in the college 

Image 4. The sport and recreation room in the college 
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In particular, the shared canteen sets the tone for the inclusive approach 
that exists throughout the college. Over 50 staff and 500 learners from all 
the different programmes share the same open space which encourages 
acceptance, a sense of belonging, social interactions and shared learnings 
across the programmes. A healthcare learner recently affirmed this when she 
said that “it is a welcoming, safe and friendly space where students and staff can 
interact in the shared canteen, making everyone at ease and allowing lifelong 
friendships to be created”. The learner’s words highlight the positive impacts 
on our learners outside of the classroom and workshop settings.   

Promoting Inclusion by Engaging a Diversity of Learners  

What truly sets the Wexford College of FET apart is the positive and inclusive 
culture fostered within the college. This unique college fosters integration 
among learners of all backgrounds, exemplified by the presence of a 17-year-
old apprentice completing their phase two apprenticeship training alongside 
a 91-year-old part-time IT student. Learners with disabilities and community 
groups also benefit from the shared, supportive facilities showcasing the college’s 
commitment to inclusivity. An electrical apprentice recently said “there’s a lot 
of different walks of life in here between young people, old people and people 
with disabilities. It’s great to see all these learners coming together under 
one roof.” The learner’s words highlight the concept that underpins the work 
within the campus which is that no one size fits all when providing learning 
opportunities for lifelong learners. The campus has welcomed more than 500 
learners who include those from new communities, those with additional 
learning needs, learners who wish to reskill and upskill, and those from 
harder-to-reach communities, as well as retired, first generation learners and 
returning-to-education learners. New and emerging communities are those 
that have recently arrived in Ireland and are increasing in number. They could 
be humanitarian entrants, asylum seekers or skilled migrants (Multicultural 
Affairs Queensland, 2025). In the Wexford College of FET, every learner is 
a welcome learner. A standout moment in the college occurred in May 2024 
when a group of adult learners with disabilities completed their two-year 
course and on their final day, all the apprentices and other further education 
learners lined the corridors and applauded them as they left the building. This 
gesture by the learners highlights the respect and inclusivity that is embedded 
within this College of the Future, in Wexford.  

WWETB developed its first Equality Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) strategy 
in 2025 and an action from the WWETB Strategy Statement 2023-2027 is to 
develop an EDI charter by the end of 2025. Though the charter is not developed 
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yet, there is a commitment to embedding EDI in the college through the 
publication of the EDI calendar (WWETB, 2021). The EDI team developed 
and published a 2024 interactive diversity calendar for use by all staff and 
learners in the college as a further step to raise awareness of EDI: the calendar 
educates employees about the diversity of their colleagues, which can lead to 
greater understanding, empathy, and collaboration. Forkmanek (2021) affirms 
the relevance and importance of such calendars by asserting that they keep 
diversity in a state of constant renewal.  

Providing Consistent Learner Supports 

Aligned to the FET strategy, the Wexford College of FET focuses on providing 
consistent learner supports across the college. The focus of the college is to 
create an environment where learners can gain a holistic experience that 
enriches their learning experience both inside and outside the classroom 
and workshop environments. Each learner has access to one-to-one onsite 
independent guidance supports from a Guidance Counsellor which provides 
vital assistance to learners in determining their learning pathways. The 
dedicated sensory space featuring a custom-designed sensory pod (see Image 
5), provides a calming environment for learners seeking sensory regulation.  

Image 5. WWETB’s custom sensory pod in the college 
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WWETB recognises that learners have different needs, and the college is 
fully dedicated to creating a conducive environment for all learners from 
both an academic and personal well-being perspective. All learners have 
access to a range of learner support services including: disability supports; 
course-related reading, spelling, and English language; maths and IT; laptop 
and device loans; assignment planning and study skills; assistive technology; 
one-to-one and group sessions with a learning support tutor; and wellbeing, 
counselling, and mental health supports. In recognition of the importance 
of these supports, a further education learner recently commented that “the 
college offered invaluable emotional support at a difficult time in my life in 
addition to academic and psychological support”. The learner support service 
for FET launched in September 2024 and provides learners with centralised 
literacy, academic support and English language supports. Approximately 
1,548 learners received learner support in 2024. Spectrum Life Mental Health 
Support was made available for all FET Learners from January 2024. 

Creating Pathways for Learners  

The Wexford College of FET is further aligned to the FET strategy by ensuring 
that learners have opportunities to explore pathways in, out and back to FET. 
These pathways are promoted in a number of ways. Firstly, having a dedicated 
guidance counsellor onsite enables all learners to access information about 
how to progress their educational journey. Learners can also explore other 
programmes in the college through open days, networking with other learners, 
and by having an opportunity to sample other programmes in the college. 
WWETB hosted a symposium in 2023 which was centred around the theme 
of connecting through learning. With over 140 delegates (see Image 6), the 
Symposium was an excellent opportunity to showcase the college to potential 
learners and also showcase the research that colleagues have engaged in across 
the tertiary sector.  
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Image 6. The WWETB Connecting Through Learning… Learning Through 
Connecting symposium in the college 

The Importance of Greater Cultural Competence and Cultural Diversity 

Cultural competence in education has emerged as a critical area of focus in 
contemporary educational discourse, aiming to create inclusive learning 
environments that celebrate diversity and promote equitable opportunities 
for all students (Eden et al., 2024). The foundation of cultural competence 
lies in recognising and respecting the cultural backgrounds, experiences, and 
identities of learners, educators, and communities. WWETB was the first 
ETB in the country to receive bronze accreditation from the Irish Centre for 
Diversity in recognition of its commitment to fostering equality, diversity and 
inclusion (Irish Centre for Diversity, 2025). The Irish Centre for Diversity is 
an Irish organisation that works in partnership with organisations across 
Ireland to help them embed EDI in all that they do. Their goal is to positively 
influence beliefs, attitudes, behaviour and conduct towards issues surrounding 
EDI. They provide EDI training, EDI accreditation, and consultancy supports 
which assist organisations to transform the workplace culture to one which is 
equitable and inclusive (Irish Centre for Diversity, 2025).  

The college focuses on EDI by celebrating diversity using its diversity calendar 
and planning events that promote more awareness of different cultures. 
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Image 7. Christmas jumper day held in the college to raise funds for charity  

Conclusion  

FET is truly unique because it is for everyone and every community in 
Ireland (SOLAS, 2025). This is what makes the SOLAS (2020) Future FET: 
Transforming Learning Strategy so important. It was an ambitious strategy 
based around the three core pillars of building skills, fostering inclusion, and 
facilitating pathways. It called out that the key to delivering these core pillars 
was the evolution of FET facilities and FET provision into a distinct, integrated 
College of the Future that can serve as a beacon of community-based learning 
excellence, which in turn can start to change the hearts and minds of Irish 
society with regard to school leaving and lifelong education options. Wexford 
College of FET is the first of its kind to bring that vision to reality. It is a shining 
example of how to ensure that learners can engage in lifelong learning in a 
local state-of-the-art facility where the focus is on ensuring they can develop 
their skills, feel a sense of inclusion and belonging, and identify supported 
ways to progress through lifelong learning in the pursuit of their own goals and 
dreams. The college exemplifies WWETB’s commitment to supporting people 
across all of our communities to stay local and go far. 
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Citizenship Voter Education Programme delivered by Dublin Adult Learning 
Centre (DALC) that aims to educate, engage, and empower individuals and 
communities across different settings.  

DALC Active Citizenship Voter Education Programme 

Since its establishment in the 1990s, DALC has been at the forefront of running 
literacy classes in the City of Dublin as a community-based adult education 
organisation. It was formerly the Dublin Literacy Scheme established by the 
Dublin Institute of Adult Education in 1974 and was incorporated as DALC 
in 1997. Rooted in the north inner city of Dublin, the centre has long been 
committed to addressing educational disadvantage and promoting social 
inclusion through its core values of equality, empowerment, community 
engagement, and lifelong learning. DALC offers literacy, numeracy, digital 
skills, and community and civic education programmes. It has a well-
established history of engaging marginalised adults in transformative learning 
opportunities, with a specific emphasis on democratic participation and 
active citizenship and is committed to a student-centred learning process that 
involves an integrated approach to literacy.  

DALC is based in a beautiful Georgian building and has a rich history. In 
1909, a man called Walter Cole purchased the house at 3 Mountjoy Square, 
becoming its last and most notable private owner who was involved in politics. 
During the War of Independence, his home hosted three secret Dáil meetings 
following its suppression in 1919 and welcomed figures like Michael Collins 
and Kitty Kiernan (Walker, 2021). It thus seems preordained coincidence that 
DALC would come to deliver voter education work in this setting.    

DALC, funded by City of Dublin Education and Training Board (CDETB), 
took over the delivery of the Active Citizenship Voter Education from the 
Vincentian Partnership for Social Justice (VPSJ) in March 2023. DALC 
continues the important work in civic education for democracy and social 
justice started by Sr Bernadette McMahon, director of the Vincentian 
Partnership and a member of the Daughters of Charity, and her colleagues 
(Vincentian Partnership for Justice, 1997, pp.310-312). This, however, is very 
much in line with the work DALC has always carried out. Adult literacy and 
wider adult and community education play a crucial role in fostering active 
citizenship by equipping individuals with the skills needed to navigate complex 
political systems, critically assess information, and confidently participate in 
civic life (Harris, 2010, pp. 227-243).  
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Course Structure and Methodology 

The DALC programme has its origins in a social justice lobby group based 
in Washington, D.C., called NETWORK (Irish National Organisation of 
the Unemployed, 2023). Their aim was to educate and organise people to 
confidently and actively participate in the political process affecting their 
lives. With the permission of NETWORK, the VPSJ adapted the programme 
for use in Ireland, and has been running it for almost three decades. It is the 
experience of the VPSJ that this programme has provided a valuable resource 
for community leaders and for all who are committed to addressing the 
situation in disadvantaged areas where a relatively small number of people vote 
in elections. As a consequence, their views are not taken into consideration by 
many of the political parties as they formulate and implement their policies.  

The course is based on sound principles of social justice and is underpinned by 
these values. It is non-party-political: it shows people the importance of voting 
and how to vote, but crucially not who to vote for. It helps participants clarify 
their issue(s) of importance and to identify their values. It makes people think 
about who and how people hold power and, more importantly, brings the 
participants through the process of registering to vote. Moreover, the course is 
about making the system of voting and democracy more inclusive. 

The course is made up of four units. Unit 1 explores with participants the 
reasons to vote and demonstrates how to register and how to vote. Unit 2 
considers ways of taking an informed stance on important issues facing people 
today. Unit 3 outlines a process for evaluating election manifestos in the light 
of a more just society and presents an approach to choosing candidates on an 
informed basis. Unit 4 focuses on the functions of local government. As part 
of the wider project in continuing this work, DALC devise resources targeted 
at adult literacy and English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) students 
to support the course and voter engagement in general (DALC, 2025a). These 
resources include content on EU elections, referendums, participation, and 
engagement in society and around elections.  

Programme Implementation and Case Studies 

In 2024, DALC trained around 180 tutors across 14 “Train the Tutor” sessions, 
working in various adult education and community settings. Additionally, 
DALC delivered the course directly to 36 adult learners across three groups, 
which is the focus of our case studies. AONTAS, the National Adult Learning 
Organisation of Ireland, secured funding to support the training and delivery 
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of the course across their CEN Community Education Network (CEN) 
groups. Educators in the Education and Training Boards (ETBs) were trained 
across all ETB areas, leading to regional sessions in Limerick, Cork, and 
Dublin, focusing on voting and democracy-related issues. ETBs are statutory 
authorities in Ireland responsible for delivering publicly funded education 
and training, including secondary schools, further education, apprenticeships, 
and community-based learning services.  In addition, training was provided 
to various community groups through the Social Inclusion and Community 
Activation Programme (SICAP), library services, and other local agencies. All 
those trained rolled out the programme within their own settings.  

The pedagogical approach is rooted in Freirean methodology (Freire, 1970, 
p.31) and models participatory methods by actively engaging participants in 
the learning: collaborating within each task to enhance meaning, and coming 
together in dialogue to discuss, reflect, and make meaning of our world. Freire 
presented the idea of problem-posing education as opposed to what he called 
the “banking model” of education. Central to the Active Citizenship Voter 
Education programme is the process of dialogue, discussion, holding different 
views, and being given the opportunity to think and learn together. For example, 
one of the exercises entitled the Election Issues Road Map encouraged students 
to think about the causes, effects and solutions of a particular societal issue 
posed by the group, such as lack of housing or hospital waiting lists. Therefore, 
participants were encouraged to critically examine their social reality and 
recognise their agency in effecting change. One participant said, “It was a brain 
grinder, remarkably challenging of my thoughts on voting and politics and 
society as a whole” (Connaughton-O’Connor and Hawkins, 2024, p.13). 

The focus on Freire’s concepts of dialogue, praxis, and collective action 
provided a coherent framework for the course. By situating learning within 
participants’ lived experiences, the programme facilitated the shift from critical 
reflection to transformative action. The course takes people where they are at. 
The facilitators deliberately positioned themselves as co-learners.  

The participatory approach is a core method in the delivery of the Active 
Citizenship Voter Education Programme. For instance, during the “Create a 
Bumper Sticker” activity of the programme, participants came up with messages 
on why people should vote. They used slogans and visuals to express civic 
messages in their own words. Similarly, one exercise titled “The Way Things 
Are vs. The Way We Want Things to Be” encouraged participants to “name 
the world” by contrasting present realities against their vision of a just society, 
thereby reinforcing Freire’s principle that imagining alternatives is the first 
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step toward “transformation”, (Freire, 1970, p.61). Both activities empowered 
learners to engage creatively and critically, shifting from passive observers to 
active participants. These, along with other participatory strategies—such as 
the “Wall of Issues” and “Government Cheques”—will be further explored 
within each case study to illustrate how Freirean pedagogy was embedded 
throughout the programme. 

DALC delivered the same programme in many different settings and here 
we will focus on three projects and link each one with a separate spotlighted 
theme, namely inclusion, integration, and empowerment.  

1. Hill Street Family Resource Centre Dublin 1 - Integration  

In 2024, DALC commenced weekly workshops in advance of the local 
elections scheduled in June 2024. The groups comprised 12 participants from a 
variety of backgrounds and experiences. Participants were from wide-ranging 
countries of origin including Somalia, Brazil, Poland, Italy, China, Ukraine, 
and the Congo. The group was a mix of Irish-born and new communities: 
recent migrants settled in Ireland within the previous two years as well as 
migrants who had gained citizenship and had settled in Ireland many years 
previously. Importantly, what they all had in common was that no one in the 
group had previously voted in any elections in Ireland. As residents, they all 
had voting rights in local elections in June 2024. Furthermore, if they held 
citizenship, they were eligible to vote in a General Election later that year 
(November 2024). 

Many insights from this group emerged during the “Gallery Walk” element 
of the course. This involved reading stories of how people in different parts 
of the world had fought for the right to vote. The group connected this to 
the fact that, in some parts of the world, voting is not a right but a privilege. 
They became eager to use their voting rights in local elections to engage with 
local councillors and services on issues such as school placements, playground 
facilities, and access to permanent, more suitable housing. Additionally, as their 
own feelings and identity about being new to Ireland came out strongly during 
the course, they discussed the importance of voting to counter candidates with 
anti-migrant views. They strongly believed in electing representatives who 
embraced inclusivity, supported multiculturalism, and recognised their part of 
Dublin as a diverse and thriving community.  

Another exercise used in the workshop, called the “Wall of Issues”, invited 
participants to identify and visually represent issues affecting their lives using 
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news clippings and images. For many, the issues were centred on integration 
opportunity, option for work, childcare, and housing. This method mirrors 
Freire’s use of “codifications” — representations of real-world problems that 
serve as entry points for critical discussion, (Freire, 1970, pp.96-98). Participants 
moved beyond passive learning to co-create a visual representation of their 
collective reality which they then analysed and discussed. This dialogical 
method helped build critical consciousness by encouraging learners to reflect 
on systemic problems and see their own experiences as valid knowledge. 

2. DALC, Dublin 1 - Social Inclusion   

From September to December 2023, we delivered a course at the DALC for 
a group of 10 local adults who had been attending literacy, numeracy, and 
basic digital skills classes. The course was well-received for its interactive and 
participatory approach to learning. However, for many participants, topics like 
politics and voting stirred feelings of anger, cynicism, and apathy. They felt 
disconnected from the political process, believing that all politicians were the 
same and that their struggles with poverty, inequality, and intergenerational 
marginalisation in North Inner City were not represented. 

Despite this, they were highly engaged when discussing issues that directly 
impacted them, such as the rising cost of living, inadequate hospital services, 
and a lack of activities for teenagers. The conversations were at times emotional 
and challenging, particularly when exploring differing perspectives on issues 
like the housing crisis and the causes of low levels of community participation. 
Offering solutions proved difficult, but the space for open dialogue and 
collective reflection was invaluable. 

The course gave participants the tools to better articulate their views when 
potential election candidates came to their doors, empowering them to engage 
with the political process in a meaningful way. 

One example of a participatory exercise was entitled “Government Cheques for 
a Day”. This activity gave participants symbolic control over public funds, asking 
them to allocate money to address key social issues. Learners had to reflect 
critically on societal priorities (from the Wall of Issues we created as part of 
Unit 2 of the course) and make decisions that simulate real-world governance. 
For this group it was housing supply, mental health services, and facilities for 
teenagers in the local area. This not only encouraged active participation but 
fostered an understanding of the political and economic structures that shape 
their lives, nurturing a sense of responsibility and collective power. 
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3. National Learning Network, Arklow, Co. Wicklow - Empowerment  

Another example of the participatory approach was a course delivered in 2022 
to a group of adults with specific learning difficulties, many of whom were 
returning to education to pursue career opportunities, further their studies, or 
enhance their social development and confidence. 

The course was delivered through weekly sessions over several weeks. The 
participants, all in their early twenties, had never voted before. Many of 
them had previously been relatively passive in their learning, but through the 
course’s discussions and activities, they began to find their voices and build 
confidence. They engaged in important conversations about topics such as 
disability payments, disability rights, the lack of suitable pavements in the 
town for wheelchair users, and other issues that were personally relevant to 
the group. 

During an activity called “Campaign Promises”, participants role-played as 
political candidates, crafting promises based on their own values and the 
community’s needs. For them, it was a regular bus route from the town as 
many in the group had mobility issues and had to rely on a taxi to participate. 
This exercise breaks the traditional “banking model” of education (where 
information is deposited by the teacher), replacing it with an experiential and 
dialogic approach.  

The impact of the course was significant, helping foster greater confidence 
within the group and empowering members to articulate their views more 
effectively. While some participants did not vote in the elections, the course 
laid the foundation for future civic engagement. To take just two examples: 
on her own initiative, one participant contacted her local candidate about the 
condition of the pavements; while another, a young woman, decided to write a 
letter to her local town councillor about the issue. 

Programme Testimonies 

The testimonies from participants highlight the transformative impact of the 
voter education course on individuals, communities, and their critical thinking 
skills, aligning strongly with Freire’s theory of education. Freire emphasized 
dialogue, critical reflection, and active participation in the learning process 
(Freire, 1970, p.31), all of which are evident in the responses of the participants. 

One participant shared, “Better than I expected. Loved the interaction and 
the hands-on approach,” reflecting the importance of engaging, participatory 
learning that Freire advocated. The interactive nature of the course encouraged 



179

participants to engage actively with the material, fostering a deeper 
understanding of the political process.  

A particularly striking comment, “The importance of having one’s voice heard. 
Don’t leave it up to everyone else,” underscores the power of the course in 
awakening participants’ sense of agency and ownership over their civic 
responsibilities. Another participant emphasised, “That I have a voice which is 
much more significant than I previously expected.” This realisation speaks to 
the empowerment that comes with understanding one’s own role in the civic 
landscape. It reflects Freire’s notion of conscientisation, the process by which 
individuals become aware of their ability to challenge the status quo and take 
action for change. Participants were not only informed but also motivated to 
engage more critically with the political process: 

I am more interested in the political process than I thought I was! As 
a citizen, I am delighted that I was able to share my knowledge with 
others less knowledgeable than me such as our migrant learners with 
low-level English. (Programme participant)  

A tutor who participated on the course highlighted, “This was one of the 
most valuable pieces of work we have done in a long time as it opened doors 
to conversations about so much more than voting.” This remark points 
to the course’s broader impact, opening up critical conversations on civic 
participation beyond just voting. By expanding the scope of the dialogue, the 
course cultivated a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of civic 
engagement and social issues, embodying Freire’s belief that education should 
empower individuals to challenge and transform their societies through 
divergent social design (Freire, 1970, p.24). The impact on learners was equally 
evident, with students reporting that they “looked forward to the session every 
week” and loved the interactive nature of the workshops. This enthusiastic 
response suggests that the course created a learning environment that fostered 
curiosity and engagement. 

In conclusion, these testimonies demonstrate the positive, far-reaching impact 
of the Voter Education Programme on individuals and their communities. 
By fostering critical thinking, reflection, and active participation, the course 
embodied the principles of Freire’s pedagogy, empowering participants to 
not only understand their roles in the political process but also to become 
advocates for change in their communities. Participants were able to engage 
with diverse perspectives, thereby expanding their political understanding, 
fostering empathy, reducing apathy, and ultimately encouraging more 
informed decision-making.  
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Conclusion and Future Recommendations 

In conclusion, to continue advancing voter and civic engagement efforts, 
several key recommendations should be prioritised. First, ongoing training 
at all levels—including upcoming sessions at DALC, through the ETB and 
Community Development network—will be crucial in building capacity and 
fostering deeper involvement. Additionally, it is important to offer continued 
support to those already engaged in this work, through community-of-practice 
meetings, resource-sharing, and responsive connections (via email or Zoom 
sessions) to capture national collaboration. Our established Voter Voices 
Conference (DALC, 2024; 2025b) could continue to serve as an ideal forum 
to unite practitioners and students, various organisations and perspectives, 
further strengthening the movement. Identifying “voter champions” within 
communities can also enhance local leadership and engagement, while 
lobbying for additional spaces and funding will ensure sustained momentum 
in these efforts. Moreover, using a more participative approach in educational 
and community spaces is essential, as it starts with the individual, groups and 
communities coming together in dialogue.  

Finally, the establishment of the Electoral Commission, as provided through 
the Electoral Reform Act 2022, has a core emphasis on providing information 
on voting procedures, registration requirements, and the importance 
of participating in democratic elections (Government of Ireland, 2022). 
This objective is to be achieved through outreach campaigns, educational 
programmes, and partnerships with civil society, with a particular emphasis on 
increasing public awareness, especially among first-time voters, marginalised 
communities, and youth. The DALC Voter Education Programme offers 
a ready-made mechanism through which this can be achieved and must be 
considered as a model which could be replicated nationally with specific 
resourcing to be made available reflecting the programme’s emphasis on 
social inclusion through education towards affecting change both locally and 
nationally to empower communities.  

Together, these initiatives will help foster a more inclusive and active civic 
landscape, and will offer the opportunity to think about the kind of world we 
want, particularly with the rise of centralised and authoritarian governments. 
It starts with people in a room together: listening to different views; sharing 
conversations; sharing power in equal voices; and holding a space for varied 
perspectives and a broad spectrum of ideas, underpinned by values of social 
justice and inclusion. To paraphrase Freire, to “read the world” but to ensure 
that we are all ready to listen and be heard (Freire and Macedo, 1987, p.35).  
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SECTION THREE   
Book and Policy Reviews  
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Book Review: Education and Training Boards: 
Shaping the Future, Leaving No One Behind 

KATHERINE DONNELLY (ED) 2025 
EDUCATION AND TRAINING BOARDS IRELAND (ETBI) 
ISBN: 9781068410208 
REVIEWED BY NUALA GLANTON 

This book captures the impressively diverse range of education and training 
provided by Education and Training Boards (ETBs). It brings together case 
studies and academic and personal reflections showcasing the progress made 
since the formation of ETBs, particularly in the formation of Community 
National Schools. Edited by journalist Katherine Donnelly, the book provides 
a valuable snapshot of the perspectives on ETBs, 12 years after their formation.  

There are intriguing insights into the formation of the ETBs by John Walshe 
and George O’Callaghan. Walshe describes the formation of the ETBs as the 
end of the “turf wars” between training and further education and portrays 
the changes as being driven by “politics, personalities, opportunities” (p.52). 
He discusses the consideration of privatising training and introducing 
a voucher scheme, reflecting the neoliberal thinking of the time, until a 
“third way” of placing training centres under “revamped VECs” was agreed 
(p.53). O’Callaghan also highlights the role of politics in how 33 VECs 
were amalgamated into 16 ETBs and where headquarters would be located. 
Significantly, he explains how VECs were not allocated any additional funding 
to support the process of amalgamations and the integration of training 
services within a short timeframe. This was unsurprising, given the economic 
circumstances, as Paddy Lavelle, Education and Training Boards Ireland 
(ETBI) General Secretary, reminds us that we were “under the ‘troika’ cloud” 
and that the prevailing directive was to “do more with less” (p.3).  

The lack of funding to support the formation of the ETBs may have been short-
sighted, especially in FET, where two very different cultures were merging after 
a “turf war”. There was no opportunity to reflect on the core values or purpose 
of the new sector, which possibly led to a potential persistence of a “this is 
the way we have always done things around here” attitude (p.9). Unlike the 
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school sector of the ETB, little work has been done, so far, on defining the 
values and purpose of the FET sector. Professor Anne Looney describes the 
ETBI’s Patron’s Framework on Ethos (ETBI, 2022) as outlining “what schools 
ARE, rather than what they are NOT”, with “five core values of excellence in 
education, care, equality, community and respect” (p.21). Looney suggests 
that other school networks should “set about the hard task of articulating their 
ethos with similar honesty, purpose and conviction” (p.21). The same could 
also be said for the FET sector, which was traditionally defined by what it is 
not, rather than what it is. 

The FET section of the book emphasises innovation, including 3D-printed 
houses, new training centres, apprenticeships, tertiary degrees, Skills to Advance 
micro-qualifications, and centres of excellence. Colm McEvoy sheds light on 
the concept of the College of the Future as integrated colleges of excellence that 
will “rise as beacons of learning and skills development in 12 locations around 
the country” (p.70). The focus for FET is on sustainability, digital transitions, 
and aligning training with emerging trends and technologies. 

There are some interesting case studies, illustrating the variety of ETB 
provision, including a Roma Youth Service in Roscommon, prison education 
at Shelton Abbey, teaching English to adults with literacy difficulties or visual 
impairments. The FET sector is generally described very positively, with Touria 
Jouilla-McKee noting that FET is no longer viewed as the Cinderella of the 
education system as it was historically, but has now “entered a new Goldilocks 
era, where pathways for many learners are ‘just right’” (p.54).   One notable 
exception to the acclaim for ETBs is the contribution by Justin Rami and Jane 
O’Kelly, which highlights the precariousness of contracts and lower pay rates 
for some FET staff. 

A major gap in the book, considering the scale of provision, is the absence 
of contributions specifically related to adult literacy or community education. 
There is no input focused on either of these significant sectors. If the next 
FET strategy is to fulfil its “unique social and economic mandate”, as Andrew 
Brownlee, CEO of SOLAS, states, it must be supported by “a set of principles 
that service this, including being a major driver of social cohesion and equality 
and ensuring that all skills are valued equally both in terms of personal and 
professional development”. Recognising the importance and value of adult 
literacy and community education in fostering social cohesion and equity in 
Ireland could be a good starting point.  
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Book Review: Restorative Practices That Heal School 
Communities 

MIRKO CHARDIN, PAMELA CHU-SHERIFF, AND EDGAR VASQUEZ 
(2025) 
CAST 
ISBN: 9781943085125 
REVIEWED BY TRUDI BARNETT 

The book’s authors, Chardin et al. (2025), offer a timely exploration of how 
education needs to shift from punitive approaches to relational ones, focusing 
on healing, trust, and a sense of belonging. This review considers the book’s 
content through the lens of inclusion, equity, and lifelong learning. In the 
context of increasing far-right discourse, the role of adult education in creating 
inclusive communities becomes even more urgent. How might restorative 
practices challenge racism and expand our collective understanding of 
inclusion? 

The authors discuss how restorative practices are not a simple programme 
of interventions but a cultural shift. One that is rooted in values of respect, 
dialogue, and responsibility, to repair harm, strengthen relationships, and co-
create a sense of community and belonging. For adult learners, especially those 
from marginalised and/or racialised communities, isn’t belonging and trust 
necessary for learning engagement? Doesn’t this reflect the emerging discourse 
within Irish adult education, where inclusion can be reduced to questions of 
access and compliance, rather than understood as the deeper relational work 
of connection, belonging, and learner agency? 

Restorative practices present a framework for adult learning that not only 
challenges racism but also supports learners to be co-creators of the educational 
environment. This involves moving from transactional teaching to a culture 
where every learner feels seen, heard, and valued. The alignment between the 
book and the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework is striking. 
UDL’s Engagement Guidelines 3.0 (CAST, 2024) emphasise the importance of 
emotional safety, cultural responsiveness, and cultivating empathy. Restorative 
practices operationalise these principles by focusing on relationships and 
ensuring learners’ identities and lived experiences are welcomed and affirmed. 
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For instance, the authors emphasise the need for emotionally safe learning 
environments where difficult (and brave) conversations can occur without 
fear of retribution. Within adult education, this translates into pedagogical 
practices that provide learners with multiple means of participation, voice, 
and reflection, echoing both UDL’s commitment to structured flexibility and 
restorative practice’s call for relational trust. 

In the Irish Further Education and Training (FET) sector, inclusion is often 
discussed in terms of access routes, reasonable accommodations, and/or 
compliance with equality legislation. While important, doesn’t such framing 
risk narrowing the concept of inclusion to a checklist rather than an ethos? 
Shouldn’t we view inclusion as a matter of belonging and community? 

Embedding restorative practices into FET policy and quality assurance 
frameworks will mean moving beyond measuring learning outcomes to 
actually valuing the climate of learning environments and learner experiences. 
This requires integrating principles of dialogue, trust, and learner agency 
into programme design, validation, assessment processes, and professional 
development. Couldn’t the Draft Quality Assuring Assessment Guidelines for 
Providers (QQI, 2021) be extended to emphasise inclusion by design and 
multimodal evidence of engagement? Similarly, initiatives such as The Altitude 
Charter (ALTITUDE Project, 2024) could be leveraged to embed a restorative 
ethos as a system-wide standard. One particular strength of Restorative 
Practices That Heal School Communities is its grounding in lived experience. 
The authors use narratives from educators and students to illustrate how 
restorative approaches transform learning. For adult learning, these examples 
offer transferable insights, although adaptation is necessary. The school-centric 
approach may underplay the complexities of adult education, including part-
time participation and diverse motivations. 

Nonetheless, the book provides a compelling call to action: educators need 
to move beyond transactional pedagogy toward a restorative culture where 
inclusion begins with a consciousness of barriers and evolves through a sense 
of agency and belonging. Chardin et al. (2025) remind us that inclusion is not 
simply the doorway into education but a sustained relational practice. For the 
Irish FET sector, the challenge lies in embedding this ethos into policy, quality 
frameworks and practice. When restorative practices truly intersect with 
UDL, we are presented with a blueprint for education that creates a genuinely 
inclusive experience. 
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Policy Review: Learner Support in Further Education 
and Training: Towards a Consistent Learner 
Experience – Position Paper 

SOLAS 2024 
REVIEWED BY TONI LAMBE 

This Position Paper, produced in July 2024, is the result of a collaboration 
between SOLAS, the state agency responsible for funding Further Education 
and Training (FET) in Ireland, and the Education and Training Boards Ireland 
(ETBI), the national representative body for 16 local statutory FET providers. 
Published by the ETBI/SOLAS Learner Support Programme Board, the paper 
includes six case studies from four Education and Training Boards (ETBs) and 
one case study from SOLAS. Additionally, it comes with a framework guide for 
further reference. 

The SOLAS FET Strategy, Future FET: Transforming Learning 2020-2024 
(hereafter referred to as the FET Strategy), emphasises the importance of 
consistent learner support as a key priority for fostering inclusion within FET 
(SOLAS, 2020). This Position Paper aims to fulfil that commitment. It outlines 
the authors’ proposed approach to promoting and enhancing consistency in 
the learner experience across the FET sector. 

The Position Paper is fifty-three pages long and is organised into four main 
sections. The first three sections address various aspects of learner support, 
while the final section focuses on funding. The opening section situates 
learner support within the context of the SOLAS FET Strategy and includes 
a conceptual diagram (p.9) that highlights six key areas for coordinating 
supports within each ETB to enhance the learner experience.  

The second section draws upon both theory and practice from the FET sector 
to propose a shared understanding and broad conceptualisation of “Learner 
Support”. This includes direct, indirect, universal, and targeted support. In this 
section, the authors present a diagram (p.14) that categorises learner supports 
by type, source, and degree of integration. 
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The wide range of available supports underlines a crucial element of the authors 
proposed approach: the establishment of a “Central Coordinating Resource 
Developed at ETB Level”. This resource would serve as a central reference 
point for information about learner supports and promote the development of 
best practices regarding learner support within each ETB. 

The third section of the paper is the most comprehensive, elaborating on 
the proposed approach. It includes a conceptual diagram called the Learner 
Support Pyramid, which categorises different levels of support: support for 
all learners, support for some, and more individualised support for a few. 
Additionally, it illustrates a continuum of support that distinguishes between 
academic and study-related assistance and personal, social, and well-being 
support. 

In this section, the authors effectively use case studies to highlight best 
practices in providing support across various levels and throughout the 
continuum of supports. However, they do not specify the criteria for selecting 
these case studies, which is disappointing, especially given that only four out 
of the 16 ETBs were included. Furthermore, there is an overrepresentation 
of apprenticeships, with two out of the six case studies focusing on this area. 
A broader range of case studies would have provided readers with a more 
comprehensive understanding of effective learner support practices in other 
areas of FET. 

The final section of the paper discusses funding and clarifies that no additional 
resources will be provided to support implementation. It states that since 2022, 
1.6% of core funding has been specifically allocated for consistent learner 
support. Additionally, a table on page 35 outlines potential allocations from 
other FET funding streams aimed at supporting learners. This section also 
includes information about alternative funding avenues, their access criteria, 
and details regarding supports available in the broader environment, which 
many readers will find valuable. 

Overall, the Position Paper is a valuable resource for the sector, serving as a 
“stepping stone” (p.3) toward creating a more inclusive learner experience 
in FET. Its proposed approach broadly conceptualises support in a manner 
that aligns with the learner-centered, holistic philosophy prevalent in the 
sector. The suggestion to establish a “Central Coordinating Resource” within 
each ETB is well justified and provides practical implementation guidelines 
without being overly prescriptive. However, it is disappointing that the paper 
lacks guidelines for measuring and evaluating the effectiveness of this resource 
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at ETB level. Additionally, the inclusion of a roadmap or key performance 
indicators would have strengthened the paper and offered ETBs clearer 
guidance. This is particularly relevant, as these elements are also missing from 
the accompanying framework guide (Brennan and O’Grady, 2024, p.231). 
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The Adult Learner is the Irish journal for adult and community education founded 
in the mid 1980s and is published by AONTAS, The National Adult Learning 
Organisation.

Its aim is to serve the needs of the adult education and lifelong learning  
community both in Ireland and internationally by providing a forum for  
critical discussion and reflection. The Adult Learner seeks to make new knowledge 
easily accessible to the widest possible audience through emphasising the 
importance of describing and critiquing practice and through publishing the 
results of research. The Adult Learner gives priority to subject matter that 
addresses issues of community, citizenship and learning and which focus on 
disadvantage, literacy and equality.  It also includes contributions on how 
adults learn in formal, non-formal and informal settings including life and 
work contexts.

The Adult Learner provides a forum for publication and dissemination 
of reflections on research, policy and practice in the broad field of 
adult and community education.

The Adult Learner can also be viewed on the AONTAS website, 
where further details on how individuals can make contributions 
are made available each year.
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