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Adult Learning and Museum Education 
 

Gina Hello everyone, my name is Gina Ebner from the European Association for the 

Education of Adults, and today we are talking about adult learning and education and 

museums.  

Now, some people will probably be quite familiar with that combination, those of us 

working in and with cultural competencies, creativity and so on. For others, it might 

not be that familiar a topic. Generally, I think when we go to a museum, we often see 

information, interactive things that are interesting for children. And very often we also 

see children in a group, so, I think museum and pedagogy, didactics for children is 

fairly obvious and visible. But how is it for grownups, for adults? What is there? So 

that's the topic for today, we'll have some examples and ideas of that combination of 

museums and adult learning. And I have three colleagues with me who come from 

different sides of that question, but I'll ask them to introduce themselves, maybe 

Margherita, you want to start? 

 

Margherita Yes. Thank you very much, Gina. My name is Margherita Sani. I come from Italy. And 

I've worked all of my career, most of my career at the Institute of Cultural Heritage 

in the region Emilia Romagna. And that is where I started working on European 

projects, some of which have been on museum education, lifelong learning, so also 

adult education in museums and so on. And then now, I don't work at the Institute 

anymore, because I retired, but I lecture at the University of Bologna, and I'm still 

active in different European networks, mainly NEMO, the Network of European 

Museum Organisations. 

Gina Okay, great. Thank you and adult educators don't really retire. We keep going. Thank 

you. And I have to say maybe that we as EAEA have already worked with NEMO and 

with Margherita in the past and are looking forward to continuing that connection. 

Thank you.  

I'll move now to the north of Europe. And I have two colleagues with me from 

Finland, Lauri and Nina. And they will introduce themselves now, maybe Lauri, you 

want to go ahead? 

Lauri Thank you, Gina. Good to see you, Margherita also and all the listeners of this 

podcast also.  

So my name is Laura Tuomi, I as Gina said, I and Nina, we come from Finland. I'm 
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the CEO of Finnish Lifelong Learning Foundation. And also I have the honour to work 

as vice president at EAEA today also.  

All my working career I have worked in different sectors or education. I started my 

career in adult education and continued at the Finnish Ministry of Education and 

Culture and Finnish Agency for, National Agency for Education. So educational 

politics has been close to my heart also during all my career. And today I have the 

opportunity to concentrate on lifelong learning and adult education.  

I am also a friend of museums. So that's also close to my heart. So that's really nice 

to discuss the topic today. 

Gina Brilliant. Thank you, and Nina? 

Nina Yes, hello, everybody. My name is Nina Hjelt and I work at the Finnish Lifelong 

Learning Foundation as well. And I work as a project manager, but I'm a passionate 

educational scientist. And it's very, very inspiring to be here talking with you about 

museum didactics to adult audiences. 

Gina Okay, great. So let's maybe stay in Finland for the moment and we've invited you 

specifically, because you are working on an initiative, which is called Bildung 

Museum, Museum for Building. And I, it's a new initiative. So I'm very curious to 

learn more about that. Because obviously, there is a very clear connection between 

adult education and the museum. So will you please tell us more about that? 

Lauri Okay, that's a very good question. And and also, maybe if I start, so Nina can 

continue. I would like to tell you shortly about the background, why this initiative 

came into our minds.  

In Finland, Finnish Lifelong Learning Foundation will have its 150 years anniversary 

in the year 2024. And a couple of years ago, we started to discuss with the national 

authorities, also how we could kind of bring the Bildung idea and the civic society to 

a wider audience, what could we do for that? Would there be any kind of concepts 

which could support the idea to bring it to the citizens’ notice, and also invite the 

citizens to learn more about lifelong learning, civil society and, and also Bildung on 

itself. So after the first idea, of course, the concept of a museum came into the 

discussion with the Finnish authorities, the Finnish National Agency of Education, 

and also Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, and also the Finnish Innovation 

Fund representatives. They all actually were very enthusiastic on the idea that we 

could do something which could be kind of new for them, to raise it, the lifelong 

learning aspect to the citizens’ knowledge. And also… 
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Gina … could I quickly come in? And because we are currently talking about Bildung, which 

the German speakers will go: Yes, I know exactly what that is. But maybe not 

everyone. Could you say a few words about what you mean by Building when you 

use it? While you speak English? Yes. 

Margherita Exactly. And why you use a German term? 

Lauri Yes, actually, in Nordic countries, in Scandinavia, we call it liberal adult education, it's 

a concept on which lifelong learning is, of course, the base. But the idea is also to 

kind of empower all the citizens to be active, active in, in a society. So in this 

respect, the education itself is not the issue, it's education, can be in a form on 

which it provides opportunities for individuals to become active, to learn how to 

learn, and also to support the society.  

So in this respect in Finland, we have a specific educational sector, which is called 

the liberal adult education. And those educational institutions provide kind of 

grassroot based education and courses. And also not only courses, but also are kind 

of citizens, their own ideas can provide opportunities to form a kind of communities 

to learn. So this concept is quite wide. And in this respect, also it can be, in a way 

also hard to understand what it is all about. And that was also the reason that of 

course in Finland, even though there's 150 years tradition for Biludng and liberal 

adult education, somehow, we even ourselves, don't understand the wholeness of 

the concept.  

So, in this respect, the idea of the Bildung museum could be a kind of experience or 

even scientific centre that provides opportunities to learn more, how we have grown 

from the one of the poorest countries in the world. Finland 150 years ago was one 

of the poorest countries in the world and today it's one of the best countries in all of 

the measures. And, and we see that the education and, and also the opportunities to 

every citizen to learn has been one of the secrets for the success of the society and 

in this respect we see that the Bildung museum could be one of the ways to kind of 

celebrate the the success of the society and bring also something new to the 

citizens.  

So we think that, and Nina can provide more aspects how, what will be the building 

museum, but it's not only the museum, but it's more like the experience centre to 

experience and, and learn more. And in, in this respect we really hope that this 

concept will also be a kind of forum for all of us, all of us in Europe to to learn more 

together. So it's not targeted only to the Finnish citizens but all of us also.  

And I would like to also say that the year 2024 has been announced to be the year 

of Bildung in Finland. So we invite you or listeners to come to Finland that year. And 

we hope that pandemic is not there anymore. 
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Gina Yes, true. And I guess you just will, you will increase the number of people who come 

to Finland to learn all about your education. 

Lauri Yes, that’s true. 

Gina Okay, great. Nina, you wanted to add something?  

Nina Yes, please, I could continue a little bit from here. Because a lot of us very well 

explain the topic of Bildung already a bit. But as we see Bildung, first of all, as a 

concept is dynamic, it's not something static. On the contrary, it's something that we 

need to discuss over and over again and decide together, what we, what it should 

contain, and what is important, what are the values that we are aiming towards, and 

so on.  

So, Bildung is very much an individual process, but also a joint process, in which first 

of all, the person develops himself or herself, and also participates in transforming 

the culture and the existing world. So while this modern concept of Bildung that we 

still base our idea of Bildung, on it has its roots on the European enlightenment. We 

need to have re evaluation and redefinition of what we what we what kind of 

Bildung we need in this our time.  

And with, in that sense, at the moment, we see that we are facing these global 

challenges that are critical for our future. And we have wicked problems such as the 

climate crisis and its consequences to all living creatures, as well as persistent 

inequalities, which all demand this deeper understanding and solving of complex 

issues.  

And at the same time, this idea of Bildung is seen to be in a state of crisis, which 

can be evidenced for example by the rise, rise of populism and the threats that it 

poses to democratic societies. So I might mean, as an example, that it's often seen 

that the importance of education is reduced to learning useful skills for the labour 

market, but this Bildung, idea of Bildung is much more holistic approach of growing 

as a person and being able to make responsible choices and actions and so on. Also 

it emphasises the role of ethics and aesthetics. 

Gina Very, very interesting. Let me, I think, Margherita, you look like you had a question at 

some point. 

Margherita Yeah, because I am. First of all, I'm very fascinated always and I admire the 

approach of the Nordic countries with regard to lifelong learning and building as you 

were explaining it now, and also the opportunities that have always been available 

in Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Germany, even with the volkshochschulen, a wide 
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range of courses that adults could take to just, you know, learn new skills or learn 

more about themselves or so.  

And so, the concept is clear to me, it's less clear to me how you think that a 

museum could actually explore this or present to others this concept, how, because 

if you think of a museum, now, the museum is an abused word, so to say, you have 

you know, lots of institutions like to call themselves museums. And then of course, 

there is an agreed definition by ICOM International Council of Museum International 

what is a museum, but in this sense, how, why have you decided to call it the 

Museum of Bildung, what is, what is there in it that resembles a museum? 

Lauri Nina could also tell about the process, how we have started to, to kind of plan what 

will be the concept. And in this respect the concept, this is a kind of model which is 

formed from the concept of a museum and also connected to the science centres 

also and also learning environment. So, in this respect, kind of three different 

concepts are now brought together with the experts and expert groups and we have 

had the process with us, with Nina has been the project manager and the project 

has been funded by the Finnish Foundation for Lifelong Learning and also Finnish 

Innovation Foundation. So these expert groups have actually created the first kind of 

ideas, what could be the form of the museum and now we are realising it with the 

experts on museum planning and design.  

But Nina, maybe you could elaborate that a bit more, because this is very 

interesting. And the question is the core question. 

Nina Yes, it is very true what Margherita said, and we have this very well functioning field 

of, of adult, liberal adult education. But we realised a short while ago, was that while 

there are many kinds of kinds of museums and science centres in Finland, there's 

not one that has Bildung as its topic. And as we've discussed here, already, it's, it's a 

phenomenon which is very central and very important to the formation of the 

Finnish society. So in our belief, there should be a museum or an exhibition that 

focuses completely on this, this topic. 

And why a museum? I believe was your question. We basically believe, first of all, 

about, that our idea of museum work is that it's not something that is from top 

down. On the contrary, it's very much enabling participation. And so far, our 

audiences with our actions in, in our foundation, they are targeted very much to 

experts. But this is something new, this is something that we target to experts, to 

decision makers, to researchers, as well as any person who is interested in thinking 

about our society, and also participation in envisioning the future. Because, as I said, 

the idea of Bildung that we are based our society on it, in a process of change, this 

has been addressed from many different, different points of view at this, at this 

moment, and many different organisations. And this is at the core of our idea as 
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well, as I was pointing out, we have very great challenges that we are facing, and 

that has to have an impact on the way we perceive Bildung. And as I said, we want 

to make it a democratic process. We want to open the discussion to all of the public 

and the citizens. And we think that this museum, which is communicative and 

participatory, we will try to make it work as such, as a co-creation hub and get new 

ideas and inspiration and be a part of the change. 

Margherita I have no doubt you can do that. I'm familiar with the participatory process of 

creating the National Library or the City Library, probably in Helsinki. And that was a 

fascinating process, also participating in the budget decided, you know, from the 

people how the money should be spent. And so I have no doubt, so it's going to be a 

building, right? You're going to open it in 2024. Is that correct? 

Lauri Yes, in a way, it's also a dynamic process, we actually will open the first version of 

the Bildung Museum in our premises here in Helsinki on the 16th of June next year. 

So the first it will be a minor kind of form, it will be a kind of form, which will be 

further developed during the next few years. But we think that today the 

development process should be kind of connected to the practices. So we invite the 

visitors to join the development also. And it will be a continuous process. So the first 

version will be open in six months. And we have started the planning, but we are 

really kind of, in a way, really kind of inspired in a way how, what we could do, but 

we actually don't know yet what will be the first person. So that will be the next few 

months will be very, very interesting months for us. And we of course would like to 

share the idea and also discuss also maybe Margherita with you also about your 

experiences. 

Margherita Very, very interesting. I’d love that. 

Gina I do want to come in because I would like to now move to Margherita and her 

experience. So we now look at adult education, lifelong learning, Bildung and how it 

creates a museum. But Margherita, you basically come from the other direction: 

museum, but then going in the direction of lifelong learning. So can you tell us about 

your experience, maybe give us examples what kind of work you have been doing? 

So that we see the other side? 

Margherita Okay. Yeah, I've been working with museum professionals in, in, say, a museum, 

umbrella organisation, or museum support organisation active at regional level in 

Italy. That is where I developed my, my experience and also at European level.  

And Gina, when you mentioned that, you know, we met in fact, it was probably 2004 

or so. And at that time, we were just starting a European project, which was called 
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Lifelong Learning in Museums, which ended up in a handbook called the Lifelong 

Learning in Museums, a European handbook, which was a practical guide for 

museum professionals to engage with adults. And in fact, we started out then, by 

researching the museum field and finding out that most of museum professionals, 

museum educators were working with school children. And there was not enough 

knowledge about how to deal with adults at the time. So that, that was the reason 

why the project was developed and the handbook was produced. And ever since it's 

been translated in several languages. It's been successful. And I think it's still valid 

nowadays.  

So when thinking of this conversation this afternoon, I was asking myself: what has 

changed since then? And is this still a topic? Are we still discussing adult education in 

museums or we take it for granted? And I found myself thinking: maybe no, it's not 

the topic anymore. Maybe because I did browse, I did look at websites of museums, 

some do still offer activities for adults, but in general, you know, the categories of 

visitors are blurred. Of course, of course, the schools is a clear target group. But as 

for the rest, I think that what has changed in the meanwhile, has been first of all, a 

big investment on the buildings and on the exhibitions. Because that is in fact, the 

first element of learning. You know, most of us adults visit alone or in groups, in any 

case, not in an organised form. So the fact that, that museums are conduced, that 

the building is, is a learning environment is an environment that is conducive to 

learning, that's very important. And a lot of work has been done on buildings, I'm 

just thinking of the recently opened Naturalis Biodiversity Centre in in The Hague, in 

Leiden, I'm sorry, in a new building, which was just built exactly to be conducive to 

learning. To be touched, to be because the, the exhibitions are very much hands on 

also. And so the building itself should encourage this kind of approach to science, to 

nature. And they also have in the, in the museum, these different spots that are 

called Life Science; corners, where museum professionals work at restoration, at 

preparing the collections and so you can actually interact. That's very informal, you 

know, learning and, and for anyone going through. So I think that one thing has to 

do with the, with the investment that was made on the on the environment and the 

importance that the environment has.  

And also I think that there are examples, not only if I think of examples, with adult 

audiences, I think of opportunities that are given to adults not only to learn about 

heritage, but to learn through heritage. And I think that is a very important change 

that has been made over the years, that learning in museums is no longer learning 

facts or figures. So sort of like conveying information, transferring information, but 

it's much more of a personal, say, journey, which can be, you know, learning about 

yourself, learning about the current topics. Nina was mentioning the environment, 

environmental issues, climate change, these are some of the, these are, of course, 

very interesting for adults, not necessarily organising an activity around it, that just 

presenting the topic, the social development goals of the UN, all these, the gender 
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equality, all these topics that they are crucial for adults living nowadays.  

So I think that both the development and the improvement of the buildings and the 

choice of topics, or also the choice of how to use heritage to actually activate some 

kind of further learning, which not necessarily certainly has to do with the heritage 

itself. I'm thinking of language learning in museums, there are many, many 

examples, easily in the UK, all these programmes, or learning to write creatively, you 

learn something else through cultural heritage. So I think all of this has, in a way 

widened, the audience of adults, at the same time has blurred the differences 

between adults and school groups. I mean, I could elaborate more, but I'm stopping. 

Gina Yes. I mean, I think you, you have used quite a few terms that I think are really 

crucial. You were talking about informal learning. And I think that, that nails, a lot of 

experience in museums, you, you go there, and you can just look at things, but what 

you learn is very informal.  

And I was quite fascinated by your approach on the architecture. Because, yes, I 

mean, we're talking now about intuitive learning as well, whether it's in a digital 

context, and you have now brought in buildings and so that is a very, very 

interesting approach. I mean, it meshes a bit with… whoops, now I got lost. No, it, it 

really meshes a bit with learning environments. You know, there is that a trend or 

that, that direction that is that exists in adult education, which is in more and more 

policy texts as well, that you know, you don't necessarily need a training centre on 

education centre, but that you can have different learning environments and 

museums is one of the venues, the places where learning can take place. So that is, 

I think, quite an important part.  

And the third one, and that is I think the strong connection to the Bildung museum is 

heritage, cultural heritage, because this is also where we learn when we come from, 

where we are, where we could go. And that is what do you want to achieve in 

Finland with Bildung Museum, to create or make visible that heritage of that. 

I first very rudely interrupted Nina, who still wanted to say something. So I still want 

to give her the opportunity to maybe add some, some information or comment. 

Nina No worries, Gina. But I do very much agree with what you said. It's exactly what we 

aim to do, we want to raise the awareness of the present and the future. But we 

want to do that by bringing in the lessons from the past. It's not about stopping 

there: Okay, now, we know that historical facts, it's about just the beginning of the 

creation and the thinking.  

So, no, when I was, what I meant to say, say earlier was just a little bit about the 

process of how we are building this Bildung Museum in the process. It has two main 

parts. First of all, there is the, the expert work on the contents. And to that work we 
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have gathered together, brought together a wide range of experts from the field: we 

have people from representing museums, the libraries’ liberal adult education, as 

well as teacher education, and also researchers, and educational scientists from 

different universities. So, together with this group, we are putting together the main 

main messages and the main things that we hope to raise into the discussion.  

And the second part is then how to communicate this, and this is about the museum 

pedagogics. And there we also think of things that, such as Margherita brought up, 

this physical environment, because if we think of museum as a media, then what it 

enables us to do is, is to use all of our senses, and see and experience and touch 

and participate in, in many ways. So in that sense, the physical surroundings are 

very central and the possibilities. And all of this all together, aims to raise the most 

important question of Bildung Museum, which is, what kind of Bildung do we need to 

take care of each other and our planet? 

Gina Yeah, yeah. And I think that corresponds very strongly. Also with Margherita’s 

experience of, you know, working with lifelong learning in adult education. 

Margherita, another question for you. You, you have said there have been 

developments, partly because of investment and so on. But what would you 

recommend to adult educators who have now listened to the podcast so far and 

think: actually that challenge interesting museums and adult education? What could 

they do? What would you say are possibilities for them? To go further in that path? 

Margherita Yeah, I think that, I mean, there are some areas where museum educators are active 

with adults in museums nowadays. And I would like to mention these, because they 

refer to current needs of people.  

It is now a fact there's evidence that cultural organisations in general and museums 

contribute to wellbeing, to the wellbeing of people. So going to a museum can 

increase your wellbeing. And there are many, many examples of activities than well, 

some specifically with people with particular needs, like the Alzheimer groups, 

Alzheimer. People with Alzheimer, and their caregivers, many examples in many 

European museums, many European museums do this. And there are benefits 

accruing from these activities, both for the ill person and for the caregiver, and for 

their relationship, that they have something to talk about, about after the, the 

museum visit.  

And also, the other thing I would like to mention as something emerging recently is 

the role in, in general, the role of emotions for learning as a precondition for 

learning. So now we are at a time of recovery. And, and so I see more and more 

museums going into empathy. Developing also, I mean, there is one example we 

have recorded the webinar of the Head of Education of the Minneapolis Institute of 

Art on the NEMO website, the webinar is there, who started a project on teaching 
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empathy at the museum. We are at a time where empathy is lacking. So the 

museum is playing its part, it's doing its share to fill this gap. And so there are also 

in other museums, there are these mindfulness tours, where you actually take your 

time, you can relax, you look at artworks, etc.  

So my, my suggestion would be start from the, from the needs of people, of course, 

and because adults can express their needs, and learning, whatever we mean by 

learning, which is not, as we said, just acquiring knowledge, it's a transformative 

process. So this formative process can surely be guided also, by the beneficiaries 

themselves. If they're adults, starting the dialogue, exactly like me, I was saying, you 

know, we start a dialogue with the people. And, and, and there you see which needs 

emerge. And at this time, I think these need to recover, to feel better, to be 

empathetic. I think that these are some of the needs that would, and museums are 

already taking care of that in many different ways and with many different 

activities in different institutions. 

Gina Very, very interesting and very inspiring. And I think, sort of, there are similar 

developments in adult education as well, or sort of overlap with that. Unfortunately, 

I have to stop now because we are going beyond the time and hopefully everyone 

has stayed with us because I have so far, thoroughly enjoyed the discussion and 

taking great inspiration from, from it. So let's suggest to adult educators interested 

in what you've heard. On the one hand, have a look at the NEMO website. What is it 

at? Well, it's a network… 

Margherita European of European museum organisations and it's www.ne-mo.org. And if you 

look at about us - working groups, there's the working Group LEM, the learning 

Museum, which is the working group working on adult education, not only adult 

education, but there, you will find these resources that I mentioned there, the 

webinars and the publications that, that we developed in the, in the past years. 

Gina Maybe I could also say, those of you in adult education organisations, and in 

museums, there is, of course, within Erasmus+ the possibility of mobility. And we 

have mobility for adult education staff, but for the last couple of years, also mobility 

for adult learners. So, and adult education staff, not not only but also other people 

working in adult lifelong learning, in a wide sense. Also, people who work in 

museums with adults in learning could also be involved in that. And maybe that is 

an interesting idea to maybe for a group of adult educators or for a group of 

museum pedagogues, andragogues, to get together and maybe try a mobility in a 

different European country to learn more about that. Of course, there are other 

possibilities with Erasmus+ too, back when Margherita, and EAA and I were working 

together, it was still Grundtvig. 

http://www.ne-mo.org/
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Margherita But very useful opportunities. I think those are, yeah, small scale projects, 

manageable, but where a lot of peer learning happens, and that's very important for 

educators. 

Gina Absolutely. So please feel inspired to do that. And for the bigger museum, we have 

heard, there will be a first opportunity to already get involved in June next year? 

Where can we find more information? 

Lauri It will be delivered in our website, the website will be opened and of course, to 

follow our social media channels also. And of course, through EAEA, also something 

will be there, of course, because, of course, it's very important to share the 

information and also start discussing the topic also with you to find ways to 

collaborate more. And I'm also really, really happy to have this discussion because 

we, I see somehow that museums and adult education organisations, they have a 

lot of in common, thinking about learning of adults. 

Gina And we will, of course, also put more information on EPALE. And yes, please feel 

free also to contact us or one, you know, the speakers on further ideas about 

museums and adult education.  

And unfortunately, we have to stop here, maybe we will pick up something, I'm 

currently thinking maybe we should go also maybe do more about cultural heritage 

and maybe some of the new trends. So we will continue the discussion internally. 

And once we have decided there will be a follow up either through a new podcast or 

an article or blog post on EPALE.  

Thank you for listening. Thank you to our brilliant speakers. Margherita, Lauri, Nina. 

It's been really, really interesting. And thank you very much. Have a good day. Thank 

you.  

 


