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I am honoured to be with you here 
today to share with you some of the 
things I have learnt and that I have 
grown to value about adult education 
in a decade of research and practice 
in community settings.  
One can say I treaded the threshold 
of adult and community education 
back in 2007, when - as a newly 
Masters in Sociology graduate - I 
started working as a research 
assistant on the European Union 
Sixth Framework Programme 
Project Includ-ED – more 
specifically - the project Strategies 
for inclusion and social cohesion in 
Europe from education.  
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It was in the early days that definite 
contract basis positions started being 
offered at the University of Malta. 
So I resigned from my very well 
paid, arguably high status, surely 
indefinite, managerial post in the 
private sector; to work on a definite 
three-year EU research contract. I 
was young-er, I had textbook 
knowledge but relatively minimum 
hands-on research experience. I was 
also pregnant and unmarried; and 
though in a stable relationship and 
with an academic, the relationship 
entailed differences of social, 
economic and cultural capital.  
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As said, I had textbook knowledge 
on sociological research but I had 
negligible textbook knowledge on 
pregnancy - particularly on the part 
that recommends not to make 
radical changes when pregnant! Are 
you familiar with that part? Like 
moving house or moving country 
or…starting a PhD? Well, I wasn’t. 
So since the research assistant job 
description emphasised the relevance 
of reading for a PhD, I embarked on 
my PhD studies on adult education 
in community settings. A 
longitudinal action research project 
comprising participatory 
observation. 
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The implications? I was a researcher 
and a research participant….more 
accurately, I was a young, female, 
pregnant, unmarried, Masters 
graduate, PhD candidate, employed 
on a definite contract, researcher and  
research participant. 
In other words, this was a point in 
my life when, to say the least 
(although the idiom ‘to say the least’ 
does not do justice to what 
followed), but yes, let us say that, it 
was a point in my life when I was, 
‘to say the least’ vulnerable.  
 
Thus I set out – with a research 
design comprising the engagement 
of a number of adults (including 
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myself) enrolled as participants 
and co-investigators of a 
community-based educational 
participatory action research 
project.  
 
The community participating in my 
doctoral research comprised a 
densely populated town surrounded 
by rural but also industrial areas. It 
was, and still is, challenged by issues 
such as unemployment, housing and 
illiteracy problems. Notwithstanding, 
it is also associated with resilience, 
resourcefulness and initiative, 
particularly through the efforts 
invested by the local council (the 
municipality). 
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In this context, back in 2007, I 
started off with the aim to see if and 
how adult education may address 
vulnerability as commonly 
understood – or rather, as I gradually 
discovered, as I had always 
misunderstood. I was in search of a 
pedagogy for adults that would 
overcome vulnerability/ies by means 
of empowerment. In other words, I 
was researching vulnerability as the 
antonym, as the opposite of, being 
powerful.  
 
Drawing on the work of the 
Brazilian educator Paulo Freire1, I 
collaborated with the local council of 
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the community and other relevant 
stakeholders to set up a community-
based educational initiative, that 
brought together folk singers, 
writers and cultural enthusiasts of 
the community. All participants 
were adults, the majority were older 
adults, pensioners and coming from 
a working class background. There 
were also significant internal 
differences: a minority had tertiary 
level of education and digital 
literacy; whereas another minority 
was semi-literate2. 
 
The research project was embedded 
in a critical theory framework, 
fostering culture circles of which 
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members problematize common 
experiences3, such as climate 
change, unemployment, illness, state 
and private provision of healthcare, 
education and so forth. By means of 
a Freirean-based pedagogy of 
problem-posing dialogic education4, 
as research participants we 
questioned these phenomena; we 
questioned if and how our immediate 
experiences of these phenomena 
(such as waiting in a  queue, getting 
a bad service, feeling trapped by 
bureaucratic red-tape) are linked to 
broader social power structures and 
processes that often entail systematic 
manipulation. We also questioned 
how we positioned ourselves vis-à-
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vis these phenomena or if and why 
we abstained from positioning 
ourselves – so we questioned our 
own biases – religious, partisan, 
ideological. In other words, we 
engaged with problematization and 
change that goes beyond self-
empowerment5.  
 
To make ourselves even more 
vulnerable, we disseminated this 
community-driven pedagogy that we 
had formulated together. We 
disseminated it within the 
community itself; but we also 
capitalized on participants’ home 
grown social capital (i.e. we used our 
networks, connections). For 
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example, we capitalized on my role 
within the University of Malta and 
beyond to disseminate the cultural 
circle’s work in international 
scholarly fora, such as the Popular 
Education Network Conference. 
Consequently, my role as a research 
assistant, a junior academic ‘at the 
bottom of the academic food chain’ 
(so to say), a role that could be 
generally described as precarious 
and associated with vulnerability, 
was transformed into an 
opportunity.  
 
Why? 
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Because as the months unfolded 
(remember this was a longitudinal 
research project), within this 
community-based educational 
initiative the desire became “to 
educate for socio-political activation 
and individual/collective liberation 
vis-à-vis the existing oppressive 
structures, with the view to 
transform these structures in the 
process”6.  
 
The research data obtained 
comprised evidence of critical 
awareness, critical individual 
articulations and critical group 
discussions of systematic 
inequalities and issues7.  
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This engagement was then 
artistically expressed. The artistic 
expressions took the form of Maltese 
traditional folk song, prose and 
poetic compositions in Maltese and 
dialect because such artistic 
expressions were traditionally valued 
in the context of this particular 
community; yet had never been 
used to express Freirean-based 
critical engagement with the issues 
I mentioned earlier, such as climate 
change and public services. 
Moreover, the use of folk song and 
prose in dialect also gave voice to 
the underlying, predominantly silent 
struggle of the community against 
depreciation of such artistic forms 
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within a broader commercialized 
artistic scene8.  
 
In this sense, my action research 
comprised an adult education 
intitiative that used the community 
setting to foster the “often repressed 
tradition” of adult education “that 
extends beyond the restricted domain 
of welfarism”9. 
 
But how is this related to 
vulnerability and to vocational 
educational training? How is this 
related to my personal and 
professional narrative, my life-story 



	 15	

and my career progression in 
academia? 
 
Well, some years later, while I was 
struggling with preparing a powerful 
defence for my doctoral study, I 
stumbled over the work of research 
professor Brené Brown. One of the 
numerous yields of her fifteen years 
of research on vulnerability, courage, 
worthiness, and shame is a manifesto 
entitled Manifesto for the Brave and 
the Brokenhearted [sic]. It starts like 
this: 
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There is no greater threat to the 
critics and cynics and 
fearmongers [sic]  
Than those of us who are 
willing to fall 
Because we have learned how 
to rise10. 

 
Adult education is emancipatory 
when it provides safe spaces for 
people (learners and educators) to 
put themselves ourselves out there 
- willing to invest time and energy to 
make a contribution they believe in; 
willing to have their work judged; 
“willing to fall”11. As adult learners 
and educators, we show up, we put 
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down our defences. In other words, 
we become vulnerable.  
 
Eventually, the findings of my own 
doctoral research confirmed that, not 
only there is no escape from 
vulnerability because “we are all, or 
can all be vulnerable”12 but also that, 
escape from vulnerability is not 
recommended because vulnerability 
can translate into opportunity.  
 
Yet, where does this leave us? 
Where do we go from here? Some of 
the opportunities that may sprout 
from vulnerabilities are indeed 
worrying. To mention one example, 
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when widowed at just 21 years of 
age, Zehra Duman emerged as a 
recruiter of jihadi brides using apps 
to send encrypted messages13. 
Hence, as testified by this and other 
current events, vulnerability may 
be an opportunity that beacons 
terror; as well as our terrified 
responses to that terror.  
 
My doctoral research delved into 
how education – and more 
specifically adult education in 
community settings – is pivotal to 
experience vulnerabilities as 
constructive opportunities - 
particularly when engaging with 
Otherness, with what is strange and 
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unfamiliar. On this I concur with 
education professor Gert Biesta, who 
argues, when this occurs within an 
educational (and not just a learning) 
context, we get an emancipatory 
opportunity for coming into 
presence14. 
 
This approach antagonizes another 
type of so-called ‘adult education’: 
The type that frames the call to 
pursue efforts and achievements on a 
lifelong basis; yet, only to fuel what 
social policy analyst Tony 
Fitzpatrick refers to as the “hedonic 
treadmill”15 that hooks us on to 
the challenge of “an unwinnable 
race...”16.  
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To be fair, one definition of the term 
‘challenge’ is “to prove or justify 
oneself”17. Yet the genuineness of 
the contexts within which we are 
being asked to prove ourselves is 
highly arguable. Indeed the maxim 
that urges to ‘get out of one’s 
comfort zone’ is increasingly being 
deployed as ‘a control meme’18. In 
other words, a catch phrase that has 
gone viral to reinforce an oppressive 
status quo. For what comfort would 
we be getting out of in the first 
place when many of us embark on 
lifelong learning, particularly in 
adulthood, in vain hope of 
overcoming pre-existing 
difficulties?  
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In this sense, lifelong learning is not 
emancipatory education, but simply 
an exploitative ladder to climb up a 
“downward escalator”19 of 
institutions that - constrained by the 
Post-Fordist brunt of globalisation 
and marketization – are increasingly 
resourced by a fragmented, 
peripheral, precarious, secondary 
labour market model, that constantly 
depreciates the value of our efforts 
and achievements, and in so doing, 
our dignity. 
 
My research agenda prioritizes the 
identification and understanding of 
challenges in adult education that are 
genuine because they are 
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‘emancipatory’20. My understanding 
of ‘emancipation’ draws on the 
sociological analysis of Tom 
Inglis’21 that distinguishes between 
‘empowerment’ – which implies 
improving one’s condition within the 
existing system – and ‘emancipation’ 
– that is, “struggling for freedom by 
changing the system”22.  
 
In turn, this position is rooted in the 
works of Paulo Freire, who argued 
that, it “is not possible to be 
unfinished beings, such as we are, 
conscious of that inconclusiveness, 
and not seek. Education is precisely 
that seeking movement, that 
permanent search”23 for 
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alternatives. And as David 
Livingstone and Milosh Raykov put 
it, once alternatives “begin to be 
seen as needed, the previously 
inevitable can become 
intolerable”24. 
 
In conclusion, I urge decision-
makers present here today – of any 
level and any context – present and 
future - be it the family member, the 
activist, the educator, the manager, 
the director or chief executive, the 
Minister or his representatives. I 
invite collaboration from people who 
are concerned about the need for our 
society to challenge our 
vulnerabilities in a genuine, 
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constructive  and emancipatory 
manner; people who would like to 
learn about one way of doing this in 
a small community context; people 
who would like to enhance their role 
of educators.  
 
I believe this needs to be addressed 
with immediate effect and starting 
from our immediate contexts: Our 
families, our communities, and, last 
but not least, our universities. 
Because we should, but also 
because we can. For I concord with 
Freire also when, in attributing 
historicity to human beings, he 
explains that, 
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It is living the dialectic of being 
able to and not being able to 
that satisfies my presence in the 
world, of a being that, at the 
same time – and for that reason 
– is the object of history, and 
once self-recognized as such, 
can come to be the subject of 
history25. 
 

Finally, allow me to dedicate this 
keynote to the memory of the Mayor 
of the community that participated in 
my doctoral research - Mayor Joe 
Attard, who passed last Saturday 
after serving as Mayor of his 
community for twenty-one years. I 
could not attend his funeral as it took 
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place on the same day I had to make 
my way to address you here today, 
but this is my tribute to him: For the 
support and trust he gave me; for 
welcoming me as a researcher, a 
scholar and a friend; for walking the 
talk by valuing and investing in the 
indigenous capital of his community; 
and for the outstanding whole-
hearted lifetime contribution he gave 
to his community…till the very end. 
 
Thank you. 
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