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The Learners´ Voice 

The term Lifelong Learning is global. It not only enhances social 

inclusion, active citizenship and personal development, but also 

competitiveness and employability. 

Lifelong learning is about the citizens’ opportunity and ability to 

realize their ambitions and to participate in building a better society. 

The main elements when arguing in favour of lifelong learning is the 

rapidly changing labour markets, the need for upgrading skills and 

new technological challenges.  

Encouraging adults to take part in learning activities has become an 

undisputed principle in international policy discourse. 

What is important when laying the foundation of lifelong learning?  

In our view the answer is to give adults the best possibilities to get 

relevant and needed knowledge and to be motivated for learning.  

The best way forward is to involve learners in the planning and 

facilitating of adult learning. 

In this booklet we try to explain why and how. 

 

Ann-Sofi Backgren, Hille Schaffrik, Sirje Plaks, 

                   Jan Helge Svendsen, 

 Anete Maleja, Natalia Storm, Ellen Stavlund 

                     Berit Mykland 
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“Adult learners 

have the right to 

be involved in any 

discussions that 

affect their 

learning lives.” 

(Adult learners in the ALWinE 

report ; Beating the drums for 

attention) 

 

 

 

 

 

Anete Maleja tells her 

story 

  

 

Learning and motivation  

Providers of adult learning, and those who teach, have a responsibility to make 

sure that everything possible is put in place to welcome new learners. 

With lifelong learning we recognize 

that learning is not confined to 

childhood or the classroom, but 

takes place throughout life and in a 

range of situations. Learning can no 

longer be divided into a place and 

time to acquire knowledge (school) 

and a place and time to apply the 

knowledge acquired (the 

workplace). 

Learning can be seen as something 

that takes place on an on-going 

basis from our daily interactions 

with others and with the world 

around us. Learning could be 

understood as acquiring new 

knowledge, behaviors, skills, values, 

preferences and understanding. 

Many adults were pupils in very 

different types of school from those 
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of today. Bad memories colour 

motivation; getting back into 

learning could be like an obstacle 

race.  

We do not know all the reasons for 

lack of motivation for learning. But 

we are convinced that all people 

want to learn, want to strengthen 

their self confidence. They want to 

get on with their lives, to change 

their lives, to be engaged and to feel 

they are respected members of the 

society. We all have something in 

common, the dream of personal 

development and a good life. 

A broader picture on the motivation 

and benefits of learning in adult life 

can be gained by listening to adult 

learners. Their stories about the 

transformative and stimulating 

impact of learning on their lives 

provide evidence that learning is for 

all of us.  

Motivation is individual. It depends 

on experiences, personality, 

circumstances, influences and 

background. To start to learn in an 

organized way is a big step in life 

and requires changes: another use 

of time, economy, self esteem and 

answers to questions like “can I 

manage?”  

 

Adult Learners  

The learners are individuals; they are adults with diverse backgrounds and 

experiences, living in different conditions and with their personal aims in 

learning and life. 

Seriously facilitating of adult learning is to meet the learners on their own 

premises and to use their experiences as a pedagogical advantage. 

 

 Some Learners are adults who never got the basic education;- who for 

some reason or other dropped out of school or who never got the 

chance to go to school.  

 Some Learners are people who have had a secure working life until 

changes out of their control made them redundant.  
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 Some Learners are people which lives ended up on the wrong track - with 

drugs, crime and a lot of lost years. 

 Some Learners are refugees and people seeking asylum.  

 Some Learners are adults who want to change their lives; to give 

themselves a new chance.  

 Some learners are people who just want to learn. 

 Learners are people with different experiences, motivation, challenges 

and different life situations. They are the experts on their own learning. 

 

The learners voice  
The learners should be involved as much as possible in all aspects of 

learning decisions and planning. 

This involvement increases 
ownership and commitment and 
fosters an environment in which 
people choose to be motivated and 
to contribute. 
Adult learners should be considered 
as advisers for authorities, 
providers, educators and other 
learners.  

Listening to adult learners and 
making them partners in negotiation 
for both policy development and 
improved learning provision is 
imperative if we really want to 
achieve active citizenship and a 
democratic culture.  

 

 

The role Learning ambassador 

It is about how people are enabled to contribute to continuous improvement of 

adult learning, their role as citizens and how to strengthen democracy. 

Learning ambassador’s involvement 

will create an environment in which 

people have an impact on decisions 

and actions that affect their 

education and learning. Their 

involvement is not the goal, nor is it 

a tool. The main aim of the role of 

an ambassador is to motivate and 

encourage their peers with their 

own example and to give power to 
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adult learners so that they can take 

an effective part in the governance 

of their own learning provision.  

 Another part of the role is to work 

to influence the development of 

adult learning and heighten national 

awareness of the importance of 

adult education in general. 

The insights gained through listening 

to learners are at the same time 

very pragmatic and functional, in 

that they can help design policies 

and good quality learning provision 

based on the needs and aspiration 

of learners.

 

  

 

With their experience, learners can promote learning and advocate for learning 

  

 by speaking to potential adult learners,  

 

 by leading adult learners in local initiatives,  

 

 by speaking to local providers, to local media and to local organizations 
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Is there a need for Learning Ambassadors? 

Adult learners are experts of using current education system. They are the ones 

who have experienced the problems and challenges and know how to 

overcome them. 

Adult learners can say if what is provided does what it should do. As adults they 

should have the right to be listened to and have influence on their own learning 

situation.  

 Ambassadors can promote the advantage of learning to others by acting 

as champion and role model.  

 They can attract the attention of the media with their stories and 

thereby motivate others. 

 Learners can take part in activities at different levels and with different 

objectives, depending on their own circumstances and context.  

 The adult learners are the best promoters of learning and the benefits of 

learning. 

 They can act as mentors, as experienced and trusted advisers, as 

champions’ telling their stories in the media, as advocates to promote 

the advantages of learning to different groups and to highlight important 

issues to professionals.  
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Who can be a Learning Ambassador? 

Practically every learner can function as a learning ambassador, if she 

or he has a story to tell and an interest in helping and motivating 

others. 

Learning must have changed their 

lives, they need to know why and 

how that change came about and 

have an interest in telling their 

story. Ambassadors are learners 

willing to talk to groups of future 

adult learners about what learning 

has been like for them; on open 

days, at events, in classrooms. It 

requires courage and certain skills to 

put forward a message in a clear 

and convincing way. Most people 

need training to stand up in front of 

an audience or meet authorities in 

meetings and to act as board 

members. May be the learner 

already can fulfill some of the 

criteria or may be has to develop 

the necessary skills required with 

the aim to influence the 

development and decisions of adult 

learning.  

 

 

How to become a Learning Ambassador 

Learning champions and learning heroes are a great asset and they 

have great potential both in their own life, but also as motivators. 

 

Ambassadors can be identified by 

their teachers, classmates, relatives, 

friends, colleagues and others who 

have seen them as outstanding 

learners.  

A lot of countries are awarding 

learners. To award adult learners 

and learning achievements is 

encouraging for the learners and 

draws attention from the  

media, the public and authorities.  

Learners Awards could be granted 

during adult learning week, learning 

festivals or other relevant events. A 

learning hero or learning champion 

is a hero in a different way, he or 

she is not necessary the best, but 

has won a fight for their own life’s 

development and possibilities. The 

tool they used is education and 

learning.



10 

 

Ann Marie Carvallo Johansen 

from Gambia, who won the 

award Learning hero of the year 

2009 in Telemark, Norway says: 

“To be nominated and then win 

gives a great feeling. I was 

tremendously happy. 

I would want to be considered 

an example to other people who 

come into this country under 

similar circumstances as I did. 

 

Ann Marie was interviewed by the 

European magazine LLLine 2010 

 

Natalia Storm (to the right) was presented as learning Ambassador in  

Vasabladet i desember 2008. Together with her is Ann-Sofi Backgren 

from Korsholm Vuxeninstitut. 

 

Methods for training 

Essential to most learner involvement processes is the learners feeling 

of equality and self-confidence. To develop the role there should be 

guidance in communication skills, self awareness and problem 

solving. 

Those who want to be learning 

ambassadors probably are highly 

motivated for the role. On the other 

hand, in order to perform the role as 

learning ambassador in the best 

way, and feel confident with it, the 

learners should be offered help to 

feel safe in the role as a learning 

ambassador. 

 

 

 Ensure that adult learners have the means to make comments and 

thereby have influence on learning provision. 

 Ensure that the ambassadors can make leaders listen and act upon what 

has been agreed.  

 Ensure that the learning story is told in a reflective way and works as an 

eye opener for other reluctant learners.
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What is the message? Ann-Sofi Backgren listens carefully 

 

Communication skills 

A learning ambassador need to be clear about why they are 
communicating and what he or she wants to communicate. 

The audience 
The audience could be one, three or 
sixty people. Mainly the message is 
delivered to individuals. Each of these 
individuals enters into the 
communication process with ideas and 
feelings that will undoubtedly 
influence their understanding of the 
message and their response. 

 

The ambassador need to be 
confident that the information 
communicated is useful and 
accurate.  
The ambassador’s story and 

experiences are the main message. 
It is meant to motivate and advise 
others.  
To deliver the messages effectively, 
it is necessary to break down the 
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barriers that exist in the meeting 
between the sender and the 
receiver, or the ambassador and the 
audience.  
If the message is too lengthy, it can 
be a barrier.  

Ask for and look for feedback 
The audience will provide verbal and 
nonverbal reactions to the 
communicated message. If the 
message is disorganized, contains 
errors, or is in contradiction to the 
body language, it will easily be 
misinterpreted and the listeners will 

soon lose their interest. The 
feedback is the only thing that can 
give us confidence that the audience 
has understood the message. 
To be aware of is also what kind of 
actions or reactions we hope the 
message will get from the audience. 
To be a successful communicator 
some questions should be 
considered before delivering the 
message, who are the listeners?  

What do I want to tell these people? 
What do they want from me and my 
story? 

 

The context 

The context is the situation in which the message is delivered

This may include the surrounding 
environment, place and time, 
international cultures and individual 
cultures. To be aware of the context 
is to have in mind who the people 
are, what time of the day or year it 
is and how motivated they are.   

It is necessary to work to 
understand the audience’s culture, 
to make sure the ability to converse 
and deliver the message to people 
of different backgrounds and 
cultures 
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Committee skills 

Already there are Learning 
Ambassadors working on 
boards and taking part in 
meetings. No one should be 
asked to represent in a meeting 
without getting the chance to 
be prepared. 
It is essential for the learner to 
have a clear reflection about 
what is the mission and 
purpose; to listen actively and 
provide any negative feedback 
in a positive manner.   

 

 

 

Team working 

To work in a team or group is to 

be reliable, to communicate 

constructively, to listen actively, 

to be an active participant, to 

share willingly, to cooperate, to 

treat others in a respectful and 

supportive manner. 
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Examples on activities 

 Adviser for support and increase motivation  

Jan Helge Svendsen is as learning ambassador supporting disabled people in meeting 

new challenges. 

 Speak on the radio, in the press. 
Jan Helge Svendsen is dyslectic. He gave an interviewed to the Norwegian broadcasting 

about his life as learner, how he found his own learning path, how he advise others, 

especially disabled people, how to encourage them to meet challenges and cross borders. His 

story is also presented in different local papers. 

  Natalia Storm was presented in The Finish/Swedish television broadcasting (FST5)- in the 

program ”Samtal på Strömsö”. She was also interwieved in the magazine Opettaja (The 

teacher)  

 In 2008 Natalia Storm was presented as awarded learner and learning Ambassador in 

Vasatidningen. 

 Promote the advantages of learning to different groups.   

Natalia Storm gave a speech at the conference Lifelong Learning as a Right? 

European Perspectives in Helsingfors 2009. The listeners were authorities and 

facilitators of LL from Europe. 

Representatives on committees or boards  

Rita Rolandsen was once drug addicted. She is now an active adviser for people 

released from jail. Her purpose is to give advice and guidance for the road back to 

civil life. She is a member of the national board for The learner’s week in Norway. 
 

Hille Schaffrik is a member of the national Adult Learners Forum Initiative group. The 

main task for this group has been the development of the Adult Education Act. Hille 

has been in the role of expert and gathered information from many learners in order 

to make proposals for the respective legislation.  

 Advocate adult learners’ demands and needs  

Jan Helge Svendsen, the Nordic learning ambassador, told his story together with 

learners from different countries at Confintea VI, UNESCOs global conference on 

Adult Education in Brazil. 

Anne Lise Antonissen (Norwegian learning Ambassador) gave a speech on a 

conference arranged by the Nordic Council of Ministers About education, work and 

welfare. She is dyslectic and her subject was how to increase the quality in adult 

learning. The listeners were authorities, educators and facilitators.  
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Networks 

 

There is a need for Adult 

learners’ forums and adult 

learners’ network as 

mechanisms for consultation 

on the learning provision and 

policies in all countries, at 

local, national and 

international levels. 
 

 

Providers should actively support 

the development and sustained 

operation of Adult Learners Forums 

and Adult Learners networks by all 

means possible to them. 

The network should be part of the 

community or region and should be 

regarded as an added value to 

prospering and developing a lively 

powerful region.  

 

 

Adult learners should be recognized 

as partners and should be involved 

in all contexts where policy 

initiatives for adult learning are 

discussed and planned. A systematic 

network should be created which is 

continually provided with 

information and reminders and 

helps to extend the reach out 

potential. 
 

 

 

Learners’ Forums 

Across Scotland, local learners’ 

forums have been established in a 

few of the local authority 

geographies and Scotland’s Learning 

Partnership facilitates the National 

Learners’ Forum which brings 

together members from each of 

these local forums and other 

learning organisations who have 

learners associations. 

Membership of the learners’ forum 

is open to all learners and the 
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people who take up these 

opportunities reflect the wide range 

of groups we are trying to reach.   

We have adopted an open door 

approach to the participation of 

learners in the forum with a national 

coordinating group identifying the 

key areas of activity for events, 

communications and of course the 

local campaigns.  www.salp.org.uk

 

Winifred Hignell is talking to the audience (to the 

left) 

 

Hille Schaffrik is an active member of the  

Learners Forum in Estonia (to the right) 

 

 

Wales Adult Learners Network 
http://www.waln.org.uk/  

 

Global Adult Learners’ Network 

http://www.globallearnersnetwork.com/global_learners 

 

Estonian Adult Learners’ Forum (ALF)To introduce and carry on the good experience of 

lifelong learning –has been the mission of the Estonian Adult Learners’ Forum (ALF) since 2005. The 

ALF unites the learners that have been recognised during the Adult Learners’ Week and are willing to 

contribute in order to influence and change peoples’ attitudes and understandings towards learning. 

The ALF general assembly’s held in November and summer schools in June have become a tradition. 

In summer schools the learners share their experience, meet potential cooperation partners (from 

museums, libraries etc), train to improve their speaking and presentation skills. 

 

 

http://www.salp.org.uk/
http://www.waln.org.uk/
http://www.globallearnersnetwork.com/global_learners
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Learning Ambassadors 

From drug addicted to popular 

singer 

Rita Rolandsen was awarded as National 

Learning ambassador in 2008. 

Rita had turned her life upside down, or 

the downside up. Through learning, 

music and stubbornness she has fought 

herself back to life. Rita was often seen in 

the streets of Oslo, mostly intoxicated. 

Her housing was occasionally and 

everywhere. Now she is a vocalist in a 

band, Venjas Harem, has her own flat and 

is a resource for people who wants to 

change their lives. And she is a valuated 

member of the Learners Week Board in 

Norway. At last her voice is heard!  

 

Every adult has the right to have 

their achievments recognised 
(Adult learners charter) 

 

 

  My own way 

Jan Helge Svendsen is dyslectic. He sees 

learning as an exciting challenge and a 

way forward. He says: “You have to have 

the courage to change track. It actually 

gives you strength to make choices”. In 

Norway he is giving physically challenged 

people the possibility to experience 

exiting nature and to learn by taking part 

in activities while pushing their personal 

limits. 

Jan Helge was awarded in 2003 for his 

learning courage and since then he has 

encouraged others to participate  and 

learn 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All adult learning should be 

relevant to the needs and 

aspirations of learners. 
(Adult learners charter) 
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Immigrant and learner 

Natalia Storm came to Finland in 1994 

and was chosen to be the Learner of the 

year 2008. She says: 

I worked as an engineer at the Chernobyl 

Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine. It was 

difficult to live there after the accident in 

1986.  

I moved to Vaasa in Finland, but there 

was no work for me, in spite of my 

education and profession. I decided to 

study – first of all the language. I joined 

language courses for immigrants, then 

studied art and handicraft at a vocational 

institute. I studied for three years, and 

then I started to teach myself.  

Now I motivate people to learn, 

especially by using their hands, because 

that also stimulates the brain. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I try to make it interesting where ever I am 

and what I do.  

I love to be a Learning ambassador 

There is a need for a learner´s 

ambassador program 
(Adult learners charter) 

 

Thanks to the studies  
Hille Schaffrik lives in a small village, 
Habaja, in Estonia, and works as a librarian 
there. She was chosen to be the Learner of 
the Year 2008 in Harju County being 
nominated by the local government, now 
she is a Learning ambassador and tells us 
why:  
- After leaving secondary school, I gained a 
qualification in men’s tailoring. There were 
not many possibilities to work individually 
at that time, and I did not want to work in a 
factory.  
A friend spurred me to continue my 
education and become a librarian. I was 
nervous, but I overcame the fear and 
became a student of library ship and 
information studies at Viljandi Culture 
Academy. It has not been easy, but thanks 
to the studies my world opened up.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
My life is more interesting now, and I 
havee got much more selfconfidence 

All adult learners should be 
equal participants at the 
decisionmaking processes 
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From strawberry picker to masters 

degree  
I started to pick strawberries and raspberries 

in Finland and Norway in 1995. Now I have 

two professions: as an English teacher and as 

a project specialist in Balvi Municipality. And I 

recently got my Master’s degree in Public and 

Institutional Management. At the same time I 

gave birth to my lovely daughter and am rising 

her up on my own.  

As the teacher of English for unemployed 

people in Balvi town and region, students of 

branches of higher educational institutions 

and other groups of people, I have motivated 

many people to acquire the language, thus 

offering wider horizons and more possibilities 

to find job. I am sure that through acquiring a 

language and basic skills in project writing 

each person can make his/her life better and 

better! 

The process of learning for me was very 

challenging and interesting as it made me plan 

my time and activities precisely and targeted. 

Every lesson enriched the amount of my 

knowledge and made me think of issues 

unexplored before. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      
 
I am a learning ambassador because it is 

necessary to give encouragement for 

people to study throughout their lives and 

to be involved into the process of life-long 

learning, thus raising one’s self-confidence, 

welfare standards and competitiveness in 

the labour market. 

Make yourself invaluable – participate into 

life-long learning! 

The resourcing of adult learning 
is essential to the development 
of sustainable adult and lifelong 
learning systems 
(Adult learners charter) 
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What matters is who you are now 

Üllar Kütt’s road to learning has been everything 

but ordinary. During his teenage years he ended 

up in a company of friends who did not value 

education. 20 years ago his teachers thought that 

this boy will turn out no good. He got into all sorts 

of troubles and finally went to work without 

finishing basic school. 

„What you have done is not important. It’s what 

you are now that matters,” he says now, being a 

history student at Tartu University. „It was about 7 

years ago when the turning point came. I started 

work in a new company and went through 

training. It’s then that the idea of going and 

finishing my studies crossed my mind. I finished 

secondary school when I was 31 and now I am a 

student. Now that I’m infected with the learning 

virus I just can’t stop,” Üllar smiles. He has 

become a Learning Ambassador in true sense of 

the word – many young people who are on the 

verge of dropping out of school have heard Üllar’s 

story that he has been telling in many 

gymnasiums. Being a council member in Tartu 

Rural Municipality adds another aspect to his 

activities – we can be sure that the “learning 

virus” is spreading around him wherever he goes. 

 

 

 

Research and innovation are 

indispensable components of 

high quality adult learning 

systems  
(Adult learners charter) 
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A Nordic project 

The background for this handbook is the project: 
 
The Learners’ Voice (2008 – 2010) 
The Learners Voice is a project supported by the Nordic Council of Ministers' 
program in the area of lifelong learning, Nordplus Voksen. The purpose of the 
project is to increase the quality of adult learning and to promote learning by 
involving the learners in the development of learning methods. The learners 
are experts of using the education system; they have experiences which should 
be utilized in the development of lifelong learning provision. They can promote 
the advantage of learning to others by acting as champion and role model and 
attract the attention of the media. Together the project partners and the 
learners wanted to develop a tool for how and why to involve the learners. 
Important issues are communication skills, social skills, and team working skills. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contacts: 
Voksenopplæringsforbundet 

Berit Mykland 

berit.mykland@vofo.no 

Association of Estonian adult Educators Andras 

Sirje Plaks 

sirje@andras.ee 

 
Latvian Adult Education Association (LAEA) 
Anete Maleja 
anete.maleja@laea.lv 

Korsholm Vuxeninstitut 

Rose Heir 

rose.heir@korsholm.fi 

 

 

 

 

mailto:berit.mykland@vofo.no
mailto:sirje@andras.ee
mailto:anete.maleja@laea.lv
mailto:rose.heir@korsholm.fi
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Adult learning 

 

If a dream comes close to the dreamers,  

it happens  

because they have been organizing themselves  

according to their dreams;  

they have been acting with the dream on hand.  

A dreamer joins another dreamer,  

and,  

at that time, they close the distance  

between  

the dream and the dreamed life.  

For the same reason, day-by-day,  

we have been inventing  

adult learning  

 

Paulo Freire 
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