
Introduction

On 4 March 2021, the European Commission published the European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan

(Action Plan) centred around three headline targets, the second of which is to ensure at least 60% of

adults participate in training every year by 2030. The Action Plan also devotes one of its three main

sections to education and training and lists a series of actions to be taken both by the Commission and

the Member States with a leading focus on skills. The first principle of the European Pillar of Social Rights

(Pillar) is translated into reskilling and upskilling actions with the corresponding initiatives mostly related

to the green and digital transitions aimed at the working population of the EU. The Lifelong Learning

Platform - European civil society for education - detects a discrepancy between the first principle

expressed in the Pillar where lifelong learning is proclaimed as a right for all, and how it has been

translated in the Action Plan, i.e. as a right for those who are labour market participants. This disparity

between what is proclaimed and what the Action Plan upholds will form a central tenet of our reaction.

A right for all should ensue a right for all, irrespective of an individual's relationship to the labour

market1.

The damage induced by the Covid-19 crisis on education2, but also in other social arenas, calls for a

strong commitment towards prioritising social cohesion and ensuring that the subsequent policy

direction is rooted in a rights-based approach. The Covid-19 crisis has brought sharply into focus the

fragility of our social structures, in fact many pre-existing educational inequalities cutting through our

education systems have been laid bare. Recognised by European citizens, calls for a Social Europe that

puts forward measures to reduce poverty and inequalities, but also that promotes access to quality

education have gained momentum3. The Pillar offers a valuable foundation from which these calls can

be answered. The principles set out in the Pillar are wide ranging and cover many of the most pressing

issues in the EU today with regard to social exclusion. It is imperative that these principles, however, do

not lay dormant, remaining as mere words on a page, devoid of action. Bridging the gap between the

principles set out in the Pillar and their actual implementation denotes a pressing task, requiring wide

multi-stakeholder cooperation, if we are to realise a Social Europe.

3 Europarlemeter 2020,
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/files/be-heard/eurobarometer/2020/parlemeter-2020/en-key-findings.pdf

2 European Commission, 2020, Report The likely impact of COVID-19 on education
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/likely-impact-covid-19-education-reflections-based-existing-literature-and-recent-inter
national

1 According to Eurostat in 2020 the working population (aged 16 to 64) represented 64.4% of the total EU27 population
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/tps00010/default/table?lang=en
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In light of this, the Lifelong Learning Platform (LLLP) welcomes the European Pillar of Social Rights Action

Plan as a key step towards making the principles set out in the Pillar a reality. It is our stance that lifelong

learning is one of the key tools available to us as we deal with the social and economic fallout of

Covid-19, and demands due regard.

Education beyond jobs

While the Action Plan identifies the importance of lifelong learning, its value tends to be primarily

understood within an economic orientated discourse focused, first and foremost, on employability.

Lifelong learning, when reduced to this particular conception, loses much of its transformative capacity

to incite active citizenship, life skills, social entrepreneurship, civic competences and social cohesion as

well as personal self-fulfilment. Indeed, this is not to say that lifelong learning is not an important

means from which labour market participation can be achieved; it is to say, however, that its value

transcends such narrow confines. Building on this point, it is crucial that we move beyond pitting the

instrumental value of education (i.e. employment tool) against its intrinsic value (i.e. education for

education's sake). These can be reconciled. Evidence suggests that the most effective way to advance the

instrumental value of education is to fund it for its intrinsic value - as a public good. To this end, confining

education to an employability cage is, to a large degree, counter-intuitive.

We believe that learning in all its forms and for all its purposes and benefits needs to be valued and

promoted across EU policies - this starts from shifting the narrative put forth by the Commission which,

as it stands, does not sufficiently support the aforementioned view. This can be clearly observed, for

instance, in the value attributed to Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) which the Action Plan

upholds. Here, ECEC is presented as a means to incite women’s labour market participation; little

emphasis is given to the worth and wider benefits of ECEC in and of itself4 and its important impact on

child rights. This is unfortunate given the wide ranging benefits attributed to widely accessible and

quality ECEC5, which has been shown to have a profound and long-lasting impact on the lives of

individuals and societies as a whole. This one-dimensional view, observed in the example above, runs

through the Action Plan, adopting a narrow approach to social rights, such as education and training,

viewing them as means to an end (i.e. higher employment rates) rather than an end in themselves.

Transforming societies: education for sustainability

Reskilling and upskilling is, without a doubt, crucial to transition towards a green and digital economy,

especially for individuals working in segments of the economy that are unsustainable and most exposed to

automation and adaption, for instance low-skilled and low-wage workers. It is imperative that these groups

are not left behind and saddled with the burden induced by the twin transitions. A just transition entails

safe-guarding workers by ensuring an institutional response whereby strong social protection and security

policies as well as accessible training and skills development are put in place to negate the negative impacts

induced by the transitions. In light of this, it is positive that solutions such as Individual Learning Accounts

5 Alliance for Investing in Children, 2021, Statement to the European Pillar of Social Rights Action
Planhttp://www.alliance4investinginchildren.eu/eu-alliance-for-investing-in-children-statement-to-the-european-pillar-of-social-
rights-action-plan/

4 EU, Benefits of early childhood education and care and the conditions for obtaining them, 2018
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/14194adc-fc04-11e7-b8f5-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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and micro-credentials are being explored so as to support workers in gaining the skills required for the world

of work of tomorrow. While this is positive, the approach taken by the Action Plan raises concern as its

discourse implicitly reduces individuals and learners to mere passive subjects of the twin transitions i.e. it is

maintained that people need to adapt through reskilling and upskilling or else face being left behind.

An alternative discourse might emphasise an approach more centred around the notion that citizens are

active agents of change recognising individuals as agents capable of both driving and shaping the transition.

In order to reconcile these two sides of the coin, we believe lifelong learning should be the guiding principle

for sustainability policies in education and training. Policies should promote a green attitude and mindset in

skills and competences, while programmes should go beyond labour market needs, considering green and

digital competences as an important area of citizenship competence6. To fully unlock the potential of

education and training as key policy tools for navigating the twin transitions needed to realise a sustainable

Europe, a transformative education approach is a must.

Initiatives that support learning aimed at promoting climate and environmental literacy in the European

Education Area (EEA)7 are welcomed, but there is a dire need to extend them beyond school and into

non-formal and informal education sectors too. This is especially true given that organisations operating in

these sectors have been at the forefront of sustainability initiatives and thus a lot can be learnt and gained by

supporting them. Furthermore, sustainability needs to be understood in a holistic way: environmental

sustainability is just one side of it, we need to include social and economic sustainability in the equation due

to their strong interdependencies. In all this we need to capitalise on the potential for education to transform

societies. When it comes to the digital transition we must also ensure that we address both the hard skills

needed but also soft and basic skills and competences, for instance related to digital media literacy8.

In sum, while the green and digital transitions pose major challenges to the future of work, and thereby call

for an adaptive workforce that habitually (afforded the capacity to access) engages in reskilling and upskilling;

it is equally important to build the capacity of citizens to actively shape and participate in these transitions.

Adopting a true lifelong learning approach

A true lifelong learning approach would chart an entirely different course from that articulated in the

Action Plan. It would be constructed and understood as a means for achieving personal fulfilment,

active citizenship, democracy, well-being, as well as for empowering people in their life transitions,

both in and out of the labour market9. Lifelong learning is often understood as continuous education or

adult education for the purpose of reskilling or upskilling the workforce, while in fact it consists of a

holistic vision to learning where education and training are just a part of it. The shape of this approach

would, as a point of departure, reach beyond and seek to include those outside of the working age by

9 LLLP Manifesto, 2015
http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/manifesto_lllplatform_building-the-future-of-learning_web.pdf

8 LLLP, 2017, Position Paper Reimaging Education for the Digital Age
http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/DigitalPaper_final-1.pdf

7 The foreseen Council Recommendation on education for environmental sustainability, the European Competence Framework
for climate change and sustainable development, the Education for Climate Coalition, among others.

6 LLLP, Lifelong Learning for Sustainable Societies, 2020 http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LL4SS-4.pdf
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taking into account all sectors and levels of education such as formal, non-formal and informal, spanning

from early childhood education to adult education, including for older people.

Today’s reality shows that the participation of adults has been stagnating for years - in fact the EU fell

short of achieving its adult education participation target set for 2020 10- and it still remains the case that

a large part of the working age population possess low literacy11 and numeracy skills12. The ramifications

of which are to be found in not only severely impacting an individual's employment chances, but also

on their access to basic welfare services which the Pillar promotes as rights. Their opportunities to

participate in democratic life and social cohesion are also hampered. Taking this into account, it is

disappointing to see that non-formal and informal education and training are not explicitly present in the

Plan. This is especially so since evidence clearly suggests that the majority of adult learning takes place

in non-formal education settings13 and therefore, in order to achieve the 60% target of adults in

education and training, non-formal education must be supported and promoted. This should be more

so the case as often, non-formal education providers are community learning non-profit organisations

are closer to marginalised people and to individuals who have had adverse past experiences within

formal education settings. For these groups, non-formal and informal education provide a vital

re-introduction to education and training.

Leveraging LLL for equality and equity

The Commission recognises the positive role of education for children and the implications it has on

social, economic and cultural rights later in life with the Action Plan mentioning two initiatives in this

field: the ‘Pathways to school success’14 set out in the EEA which aims at supporting all pupils, with a

focus on those who are more at risk of underachievement and early school leaving, to reach a baseline

level of proficiency in basic skills; and the revision of Barcelona Targets in 2022 as announced in the EU

Strategy on the Rights of the Child15. Having noted this, it is worth mentioning that the decoupling of

educational achievement and socio-economic well-being in the Action Plan stops at initiatives for

children and young people at school. There is a missed opportunity to leverage lifelong learning for

equality and equity for adults - that could have found its place in the Skills and Equality chapter of the

Action Plan - which does not consider education and training as part of and enablers of social welfare.

LLLP considers that the Action Plan should be in line with the Commission Communication A Strong

Social Europe for Just Transitions where it states that “quality education and training creates equality of

opportunities, and can break the cycle of low achievement” and is thus given its due weight.

15 European Commission Communication, 2021, EU Strategy on the Rights of the Child, COM(2021) 142,
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/1_en_act_part1_v7_0.pdf

14 European Commission Communication, 2020, Achieving a European Education Area by 2025, COM(2020) 625
https://ec.europa.eu/education/sites/default/files/document-library-docs/communication-european-education-area.pdf

13 Eurostat, 2020, Adult learning statistics,
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Adult_learning_statistics

12 Cedefop, 2012, Skills Panorama Level of proficiency in numeracy
https://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/dashboard/level-proficiency-numeracy?country=EU

11 Cedefop, 2012, Skills Panorama Level of proficiency in literacy
https://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/dashboard/level-proficiency-literacy?country=EU#1

10 European Commission, 2020, Education and training monitor,
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2020/en/chapters/foreword.html
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Validation and recognition of prior learning

In the Staff Working Document for the EC evaluation of the Council Recommendation on VNFIL (2020), it

is mentioned that “the results of the evaluation will feed into the policy debate to put in practice the

European Pillar of Social Rights, namely the first and fourth principles with particular reference to the

updated Skills Agenda” (page 4, Staff Working Document). However, validation is only briefly mentioned

twice in the Pillar Action Plan, which does not clarify how this implementation is going to take place. The

further development of the validation of non-formal and informal learning systems in EU countries

should be an important focus in the framework of the Action Plan. As the Council Recommendation of

2012 on VNFIL underlined “The validation of learning outcomes, (...) can play an important role in

enhancing employability and mobility, as well as increasing motivation for lifelong learning, particularly

in the case of the socio-economically disadvantaged or the low-qualified.” But in spite of progress, most

validation arrangements in the EU have limitations to access16.

The Action Plan considers the topic of validation in relation to the Individual Learning Accounts and

micro-credentials, initiatives foreseen by the Revised Skills Agenda17 which should be used to boost the

validation of a wider range of learning. However, it will be important to go beyond these initiatives and

take into account validation and recognition across all types of learning not exclusively related to one

single policy action18. Such initiatives should be framed avoiding any tokenism temptations and with the

learners’ needs - not employers’ - front and central. Also, as recalled by the aforementioned 2012

Council Recommendation, a rich variety of stakeholders play an important role in facilitating validation

of non-formal and informal learning, such as youth organisations, youth workers, education and training

providers, social partners and civil society organisations. Therefore strong cooperation and involvement

of these key stakeholders at all levels will be paramount, as these are the actors who are mostly best

placed to reach individual citizens, especially those who are most marginalised, to inform and engage

them in learning.

Fundamental change is made with civil society

We are glad to see that civil society organisations’ role in implementing the Action Plan is recognised

and valued. Undoubtedly, cooperation with all stakeholders including education and training providers,

at all levels - European, national, regional and local - is key to turn the Pillar’s principles into reality. The

call for Member States which have a Country-Specific Recommendation in this area, to fund capacity

building of civil society organisations (CSOs) and social partners through the European Social Fund Plus is

also a welcome recommendation. We would go further and call for Member States to seize the

opportunity from the Recovery and Resilience Facility and other EU funds to improve systems and

provisions, so that stronger and up-to-date learning initiatives can be developed in all sectors of

18 LLLP Feedback to Individual Learning Accounts Roadmap Open Public Consultation
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1rQTiMipll1ZnbtwVyAijw0zR5Jh3M2Kv/view?usp=sharing

17 European Commission 2020 Communication for Sustainable competitiveness, social fairness and resilience,
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223&langId=en

16 Commission Staff Working Document: Evaluation of the 2012 Council Recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal
learning (2020)
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education (formal, non-formal and informal learning included), also taking into account the need to

finance civil society organisations engaged in education and training, with the aim of capacity building

and operational support19.

The meaningful involvement of CSOs in monitoring and reporting the progress of the Action Plan is

vital to gain insights of the situation on the ground through the eyes of learning providers and civil

society who are best placed to offer a qualitative perspective20 as they are often involved in the

implementation phase or they scrutinise implementation at national level. It is also a fundamental

component in ensuring a healthy multi-stakeholder approach at the implementation level. In this sense,

CSOs active at all levels should be consulted both for the Social Scoreboard and for the review of the

Action Plan foreseen for 2025.

Intertwining principles: creating synergies

Synergies between the principles can be found within the Action Plan, although more could have been

made, especially in the areas of education, health and inequalities, which are inextricably linked21. To

notice these synergies would entail recognising that both health and educational outcomes are rooted,

first and foremost, in socio-economic inequalities. The number of years completed in formal schooling,

for instance, as determined by socio-economic status is regularly sighted as one of the most important

determinants of health. To give an image of this relationship we need look no further than the steep

social gradient cutting across the EU’s life expectancy level: by age 30, people with the lowest education

levels can expect to live 4-8 years less than those with the highest 22.

Alongside paying these intersections due regard, it is equally important to take stock of the policy tools

best placed to achieve their reconciliation. Lifelong learning provides one such tool which can have a

positive impact on healthy ageing and well-being. It has been shown to promote healthier lifestyles and

social inclusion23. In fact, taking learning courses can also be viewed as a form of civic participation and in

turn can bring about involvement in voluntary activities as well as extend an individual’s social network -

all of which are associated with better health24.

Education beyond all borders

When it comes to the global dimension of education and training LLLP suggests to move beyond a

unilateral perspective based on attracting new talent to the EU. Such an approach is short sighted, and

consolidates a one way exchange. We believe that the international aspect of lifelong learning should

24 Eurohealthnet, Healthy Ageing,
https://www.healthyageing.eu/?q=steps/education-and-life-long-learning

23 EAEA 2021, Non-formal education fosters social inclusion and participation of the elderly,
https://eaea.org/2021/02/12/non-formal-education-fosters-social-inclusion-and-participation-of-the-elderly/

22 Eurohealthnet, 2020, Policy Précis
https://eurohealthnet.eu/sites/eurohealthnet.eu/files/publications/PP_Health-Education_online_0.pdf

21 Making the link: health, education, and inequality,
https://eurohealthnet.eu/sites/eurohealthnet.eu/files/publications/PP_Health-Education_online_0.pdf

20 See for instance LLLP’s ET2020 Shadow Report 2020, A view from learning providers and civil society on European cooperation
in the field of education and training http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/ET2020_SR_Complete.pdf

19 LLLP, 2021, Statement on Investing in Education and Training for the Recovery of Europe,
http://lllplatform.eu/lll/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Joint-statement_NRRPs_investment-in-skills-.pdf
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be present in EU policies and aim to promote and strengthen the EU’s role as a global knowledge hub.

Simultaneously, it should be ensured that EU education and training policies and practices are not

confined to a Eurocentric paradigm but are culturally sensitive and internationally oriented. Fostering

an exchange between European education and training systems and neighbourhood countries and

regions needs to be prioritised in the coming years as it can enhance peer learning, support

international learning mobility, as well as intercultural exchange and dialogue. A paradigm shift, with

strong sensitivities, in how this would be approached would need to be considered. A point of departure

may revolve around getting to grips with the place of education in dismantling unequal global relations.

To this end, support for global citizenship education25 - not limited to environmental education - to build

inclusive and democratic societies should figure among the EU’s actions for the geopolitical dimension of

education26 and contribute towards the achievement of the UN 2030 Agenda, especially SDG 4.

Conclusion

With the great ecological, social, demographic and digital challenges ahead, today represents a pivotal

moment for the EU which must ensure the Recovery really does contribute to creating a Social Europe

with people at its heart. For LLLP, it is clear that the future of Europe is a learning Europe27, which

recognises access to quality lifelong learning as a right and has social inclusion at its core. The Action

Plan is a step in the right direction but needs to revisit how it views lifelong learning and must embrace

and equally value the richness and diversity of the European education and training landscape. If we

are to increase the number of adults who participate in learning every year, give greater access to digital

education for older people, reduce early school leaving, we must first and foremost ensure all policies

work in the same direction - reinforcing each other - and that the root causes are addressed with a

rights-based approach marked by the equity principle.

LLLP wishes to see a more emphasis on lifelong learning and see a stronger focus on all learning

environments (including formal, non-formal and informal) and flexible learning pathways; robust

investments, including for Member States to invest at least 10% for education and training in their

National Recovery Resilience Plans28; and closer cooperation and involvement of civil society

organisations in the design, implementation and evaluation of education and training policies at all

levels, as well as financial and structural support. Lastly, we wish for Member States to recognise the

right to lifelong learning, as proclaimed in the Social Pillar, in national education and lifelong learning

systems.

28 European Parliament, 2020
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0045_EN.pdf

27 LLLP, Statement 2017, The Future of Europe is a Learning Europe
http://lllplatform.eu/news/future-europe-learning-europe/

26 As it figures in the European Education Area Commission Communication

25 SOLIDAR 2021 Citizenship And Lifelong Learning Monitor 2020 Civic Competences And Lifelong Learning For The Green And
Digital Transitions: Is Europe Ready?
https://www.solidar.org/system/downloads/attachments/000/001/310/original/CLLL_Monitor_2020_EuroOverview_SOLIDAR_
Foundation_online.pdf?1617695521
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For more information, please contact the LLLP Secretariat: policy@lllplatform.eu +32 289 32 515

The Lifelong Learning Platform (LLLP) is an umbrella organisation that gathers over 40 European

networks active in the field of education and training, coming from all EU Member States and beyond.

Currently these organisations represent more than 50 000 educational institutions covering all sectors of

formal, non-formal and informal learning. Established in 2005, LLL-P promotes a vision of lifelong

learning based on equity, social cohesion, active citizenship and personal development. The Platform

works as a space for knowledge exchange between its member networks and uses their expertise to

discuss and feed in EU policy-making, making sure that European citizens have their voice heard. In that

sense LLLP contributes to a better understanding and dialogue between the grassroots level and

European institutions.
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