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Executive Summary
The EPALE community conference was held on the 6th, 7th and 8th October 
and brought together more than 3,800 unique viewers, which means 
roughly 1,250 adult learning practitioners on average per day.
The participation peaked with more than 1,700 persons watching on the first 
day. 500 likes and 465 comments were registered in total while 123 
people participated to the workshops and 150 to the national panels. 
2 Keynote speeches, 4 panel discussions and 4 workshops have been 
held, involving a total number of 30 speakers.

The four immediate key content takeaways are:
Blended learning. There is no way back, adult education of the future is 
blended.
Train the trainers! Now, more than ever, it is key to train adult educators 
to adapt the new challenges brought up by digitalisation, distance learning 
and a brand-new context.
Inclusion and digital divide. One big challenge ahead is how to 
reach adults from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. In 
particular those with no access to the internet, no tablets/PCs, or 
who lack basic literacy and digital skills.
Personalised and tailored learning. Adult education needs to 
be adaptive, customised to the learners: to different target groups, 
to different needs and time schedules. In this respect, artificial 
intelligence will play an important role.

EPALE Community Conference – overall results



In this report you will be able to get a bit of the flavour of the conference, reading about the ideas that were 
exchanged during the three days, the conference main outcomes and results. And, if you weren’t able to 
attend the conference, don’t worry: you can watch all the recordings on EPALE website at this link!

EPALE Community Conference 2020
MAIN OUTCOMES
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Some keywords resonated throughout the conference, as a fil rouge 
connecting the keynote speakers and debates held during the panels, 
workshops and commentaries by the public.

Blended Learning

All the speakers and participants 
agreed on this point: as COVID-19 
crisis has forced adult educators in 

Europe and all over the globe to shift online, it has 
definitely changed the rules of play.
And now there is no way back: adult education 
of the future will need to be blended. One 
of the speakers, Joe Houghton, an educator 
himself, made clear how this reality is already 
acknowledged widely, when recounting that even 
his elderly learners have already familiarised with 
this concept and methodology. 

Inclusion and digital 
divide

With the abrupt change of 
paradigm that we are currently 

experiencing, it is paramount to be aware of the 
risks of leaving behind those who do not have 
access to digital tools, who lack basic digital skills 
and/or who are at risk of social exclusion. If it is 
true that online environments can potentially reach 
citizens living in remote areas, the challenges 
cannot be overlooked. The focus should then be on 
access to technology, on improving and widening 
digital skills, conceived within a broader set of soft 
skills, and on designing new outreach strategies.

Train the trainers

Now, more than ever, it is key 
to train adult educators to 
adapt the new challenges 

brought up by digitalisation, distance learning 
and a brand-new context. Training is needed at 
different levels: educators need to boost their 
own digital skills, they need new or renewed tools 
and methodologies; they need guidance to adapt 
their content; and they need new content, already 
adapted to new needs and a changed context.

Personalised and 
tailored learning

Adult education needs to be 
adapted and customised to 

the learners: this is something that always 
needs to be acknowledged, by educators and all 
stakeholders. Educators must be sure to know 
and be ready to address different target groups 
– an open and perceptive attitude from the 
educator is needed, but also AI can be of help, 
providing personalised learning systems. This 
tailoring of education, as many pointed out, must 
go along with the involvement of the learners in 
participative processes of co-creation. And finally, 
as the moderator of the conference, Tamsin Rose, 
incisively stated at the end of a session, “learners 
should be able to walk their own path”.

https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/epale-community-conference/all-the-contents


Day one – 6th October 2020

Digital Learning and Skills:
managing change, embracing transformation
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The need for digitalisation (both of learning and of skills) was in the 
backdrop of the whole conference. During the first day, particularly 
focused on this topic, we had the chance to go in-depth and to consider 
the different aspects of this transition.

THE OPENING

The Conference was opened by the European 
Commission, by Chiara Riondino (DG EMPL) and 
Michael Teutsch (DG EAC), who gave an overview 

of recent policy developments and the broader EU framework for 
education and skills, into which Adult Learning must position itself. 
They highlighted the centrality of education in the EU policy for 
sustainable and fair economic and social development and recovery, 
underlining the first principle of the European Pillars of social rights 
stating: “Everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, 
training and life-long learning”.

Adult education in the age of 
Artificial Intelligence

We then kicked off with the EdTech entrepreneur 
Donald Clark, who delivered a compelling and thought-provoking 
keynote speech on Artificial Intelligence – in whose company, he 
reminded, we have been living for 20 years, although it has only 
recently become a hot topic. In his vision, AI can and will increasingly 
be a key component for Adult Education, now that it has become 
sophisticated enough to be able to create and curate content, design 
personalised and adaptive smart learning systems, provide quick 
feedback and assessment. 

The conference then hosted a short but incisive interview to the IT 
scientist Linnar Viik, who gave his recipe for an inclusive innovation: 
it should be diverse, adapted to different situations, country-based and 
grounded on participation (“People must be part of the change”).



Day one – 6th October 2020

Digital Learning and Skills:
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EPALE Talks

But how do these keywords (AI, Digitalisation, 
Innovation…) resonate with the practical work of 
educators? How are adult educators adapting to new 

ways of working and adopting innovative methods of providing education 
and training? During the first panel discussion, three brilliant educators 
from the EPALE community shared their inspirational stories. Henrik 
Zipsane, director of the European Museum Academy, reported how the 
museum sector is reacting to the changes forced by COVID-19, digitalising 
the collections, but also offering online lectures addressed to schools and 
educators – thus proposing customised experiences, curated by experts. 
Daniela Drandić, Head of the Reproductive Rights Program at Roda, 
Parents in Action, explained how they managed not only to launch online 
courses for expectant families, but also to increase their outreach, making 
prenatal education available also to parents in remote areas of the 
country. Joe Houghton, Program Director at UCD Smurfit Graduate School 
of Business, shared with the audience both the challenge of supporting 
students in their educational path while they were experiencing fear and 
concern, and some of the solutions he found to keep the interaction (even 
striving to keep eye-contact with the individual students) and the human 
element in online teaching.



Day one – 6th October 2020

Digital Learning and Skills:
managing change, embracing transformation

6

Upskilling for life after the 
pandemic: digital tools and 
practices

In the second panel discussion we heard different prominent actors 
debating about the digital tools and practices that can be used by adult 
educators. Clara Centeno, Senior Researcher, Human Capital and 
Employment at European Commission, described the main features of 
DigComp, the EU Digital Competence Framework, focusing in particular 
on the assessment of digital competences. Celia Sokolowsky, Project 
leader of VHS-Lernportal, described in detail how the German and 
literacy courses for immigrants were held during the lockdown, with 
surprisingly good results. Oliver Simko, Founder and lead designer at 
Luducrafts, then drew some lessons from gamification for a successful 
online learning – such as setting achievable goals, the importance of 
narrative and challenge-based learning, giving immediate feedback, and 
building a team with different roles. Another noteworthy insight was 
proposed by Radek Czahajda, Evidence Based Trainer, who focused on 
the quality of learning experiences – which must be accessible, inclusive 
and leave space for attention and for “digesting” the new knowledge. 



Day two – 7th October 2020

Joining forces to provide
Lifelong Upskilling
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The Community Conference’s second day was devoted to lifelong 
learning and upskilling, cornerstones of an empowering Adult Education.

The example of Upskilling 
Pathways

The key appointment of this day was the public panel 
discussion The example of Upskilling Pathways, aimed at assessing 
the status of basic skills provision in Europe and at discussing what 
are the advances made and the challenges ahead, in the light of the 
Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways and the EU Skills Agenda. The 
inevitable question at stake, again, was the impact of COVID-19 on the 
implementation of the Upskilling Pathways.

A first perspective – coming from a Member state – was provided by 
Christianne Fenech, from the Ministry of Education in Malta, who 
described a situation in which Adult Learning – and basic skills in 
particular – have been set aside, and ended up in the backstage, at 
least during the initial phases of the crisis. In this changed situation, 
Fenech stated, “we have to unlearn learning” and imagine new ways 
for a resilient Adult Education. Graciela Sbertoli, Secretary General 
of European Basic Skills Network, expanded the perspective to the 
European dimension, highlighting how the crisis has made clear the 
vital need of basic skills in European societies (“the best awareness 
campaign we could have!”), showing how the less basic skills you have, 
the less you are prepared to a crisis. In this situation, she maintained, 
one of the priorities should be to invest in teachers’ training, to give 
them the capacity and skills to change and adapt. With Martina Ní 
Cheallaigh, EC, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion, the 
perspective broadened again, analysing how the policies at EU level 
have been implemented and can be re-enforced also in light of the 
current crisis. While acknowledging that COVID-19 has given a big 
shock to the basic skills sector, where personal links and relationships 
between learners and educators are especially crucial, she also outlined 
numerous virtuous examples of Member states adopting specific 
strategies and policies on basic skills provision.
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Workshops
The second day also featured two workshops, which, 
with their participative approach, managed to debate 
crucial issues such as Education and health and 

Basic skills and resilience. The first one, with a clear focus on the 
current need to limit the spread of the virus, orientating people to 
virtuous behaviour, raised attention on the importance of considering 
the interdependence of motivation, skills, ownerships and follow-up in 
Health education; it also opened up the need to counteract fake news, 
through media literacy and communication campaigns. The second one, 
focused on basic skills as a key to resilient communities and inclusive 
development, outlined some possible innovations and best practices to 
improve these processes, such as outreach measures, networking and 
media campaigns. 



Day three – 8th October 2020

Social Inclusion and Democracy
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The third and final day of the Community Conference dealt with another 
topic which was transversal to many discourses and debates we heard 
during the conference: the need for social inclusion and democracy in 
Adult Education.

Re-thinking education: fostering 
social inclusion

The many intersections between digital education and 
social inclusion were the focus of the keynote speech delivered by Koen 
Timmers, award-winning educator, lecturer and researcher. Describing 
fascinating global education projects such as the Kakuma Project and 
Climate Action, he underlined that, as digital as they are, these projects 
are not “about technology” but their focus is on a specific pedagogical 
approach, based on collaborative learning, learning by doing, creativity 
and problem solving.
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Taking adult education forward

The global perspective opened up by Timmer’s speech 
had a follow-up and a completion during the panel 

discussion Taking adult education forward, during which diverse 
voices and experiences, coming from different contexts and parts of the 
world, interplayed to examine the role of adult learning as a driver for 
change in the areas of Sustainable Development, Social Fairness and 
Democracy. The point of departure of this session was the European 
Skills Agenda: are the priorities set up in this ambitious EU plan also 
valid for other parts of the world? José Roberto Guevara, Associate 
Professor of International Development at the Royal Melbourne 
Institute of Technology, while praising the Skills Agenda for proposing 
a holistic approach, underlined that, from an Asian-Pacific perspective, 
it is important for Europe to look outside and to advocate for the same 
things in different parts of the world. Yet another perspective, from 
Latin America, was delivered by Timothy Ireland, Vice-president for 
Latin America International Council for Adult Education (ICAE), who 
raised attention on the very different challenges this part of the world 
is tackling, if compared to Europe: devastated by a dramatic increase 
in poverty, the priorities revolve around survival. So, he maintained, 
the question is: how do we make these contexts closer, how do we 
redistribute wealth more equally? He also reminded that, in particular 
in challenging contexts, adult education has to rely on its own spirit of 
adventure and invention. On a similar tone, Shirley Walters, Professor 
Emerita at the University of Western Cape, South Africa, reflected on 
inequalities, on the power relations influencing policies in South Africa 
and advocated for a broader agenda, also including those who are 
striving with poverty. Uwe Gartenschlaeger, President of The European 
Association for the Education of Adults, pledged for the access to the 
digital world as a common good. Drawing on his long experiences in 
development cooperation, he also stigmatised the somehow patronising 
tendency of talking of lifelong learning for Europe and primary 
education for the rest of the world: we should not divide the concepts 
between what is good for us and what is good for others. David 
Atchoarena, Director of the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 
finally focused on adult education as a powerful tool for building 
resilience, also in disadvantaged areas of the world, and, reflecting on 
the impact of COVID-19 on adult learning, mentioned the need of new 
tools but also the rediscovery of old ones, such as community radios.



Day three – 8th October 2020

Social Inclusion and Democracy

11

Workshops

The conference closed with two workshops, one 
on Digital Citizenship and the other one on 
Democracy and Values. The first focused on the 

benefits but also the obstacles brought by the digital transformation, 
especially for those from disadvantaged backgrounds: the importance 
of basic digital skills and media literacy, the need of building a 
community and a sense of belonging, the centrality of access, were 
among the issues discussed. The second one focused instead on 
how adult education can help democratize society, through a lively 
discussion on public space and learning spaces, on equality as a value 
and on critical thinking, collaborative learning and how to foster it in 
an online environment.

Closing
Finally, it was again the European Commission’s task 
to close the conference, with Markus Rester, Head of 
Sector, DG EAC, sharing the first impressive results of 
the Conference and thanking the EPALE community 
which made it possible.
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The EPALE community conference brought together more than 
3,800 unique viewers, which means roughly 1,250 adult learning 
practitioners on average per day. The participation peaked with more 
than 1,700 persons watching on the first day. 500 likes and 464 
comments were registered in total. 

Results collected during the 3 days

Thanks to all those who have made it possible – and especially to 
our wonderful community!  The 2020 EPALE Community Conference 
has been a huge success, allowing a fruitful and lively debate on the 
future of Adult Education.

We will draw on this positive experience to organise a brand-new 
conference for 2021. In the meanwhile, let’s keep in touch on the 
EPALE platform!

 https://epale.ec.europa.eu

https://epale.ec.europa.eu
https://epale.ec.europa.eu
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