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Lifelong Learning – a Concept or a Slogan?  LLL in the mirror of 

educational history 

Philipp Gonon�

Lifelong Learning (LLL) is a demand which has been very popular for years also in German 

speaking countries. As an educational policy claim, LLL refers to social, economical and 

technical changes. Looking at its history (presented through the example of Switzerland) 

shows that Lifelong Learning has a much longer tradition than might be assumed. 

Concerning the need for a reform of the education system, LLL proves to be a concept which is 

difficult to be made precise. 

Generally, Lifelong Learning (LLL) or, more extensively, the vision of “Learning Society” is a 

demand which is aligned to the future. Dealing with the reform of the education system, the 

reason for making new efforts in order to keep up with or develop international competition, 

the connection to lifelong learning is quickly seen. So LLL is a demand which is taken up by 

reformers. This also happened in 1996, the “European Year of Lifelong Learning.” According 

to the paper “Leitlininien einer modernen Bildungspolitik” (guidelines for a modern education 

policy), written by Günther Dohmen and edited by the German Federal Ministry (of 

Education, Science, Research and Technology), self-determined, competence-developing 

learning should be supported in order to react to the demands of modern life and work. Man is 

only able to cope with “dramatical changes”, when he learns lifelong in “fast changes of 

situative challenges” (Dohmen 1996, p.4 and p.90f). Here the special role of adult education is 

stressed which should be more than correcting school’s education. (Knoll 1997, p.36). Likewise 

the White Paper, published in 1995 by the European Union “Teaching and Learning – 

Heading Towards a Cognitive Society” stresses that access to education has to be guaranteed 

lifelong in order to make Europe fit for the radical changes of globalization and the 

information age. (1996, p.37/80) In order to support democracy and competitive capacity, a 

policy of “lifelong general and vocational education” should be carried out in Europe (Cresson 

1996). The whole education system is to be committed to such a view to be judged by the many 

comments. It has to be noted that global claims are often connected to very specific reform 

suggestions.

Likewise the statements which have been made for years by international organizations such 

as UNESCO, World Bank and others emphasize with different stress the importance of 

learning beyond school days. As early as in 1973 the OECD was in the focus of attention with 

its paper: “Recurrent Education – a strategy for lifelong learning.” (OECD 1973). 
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LLL as a slogan of education policy 

Dennis Kallen, co-author of the above mentioned paper and grand seigneur of international 

education policy characterizes LLL as a mixed concept. 

LLL legitimizes “both smaller corrections of education and social policy and general, 

innovative or even revolutionary ideas: its aims concerning social policy go from radical 

equality to conservative attempts which confirm the prevailing order. Among its target groups 

are the old and young, working people and pensioners. Its organization structures reach from 

wide ranged educational programs for adults to educational measures which are carried out 

at the job or are job-related (today’s field of furtherance) to integrated models of general and 

vocational education” (Kallen 1995, p.17). 

It is exactly this variety of aspects that is reminiscent of the characterization which Israel 

Scheffler assigns to pedagogical language in his survey “The language of education”; it is  

often characterized by slogans. Besides stipulative, descriptive and programmatic definitions, 

Scheffler distinguishes between slogans and metaphors (Scheffler 1971, p.139). 

According to Scheffler, slogans in pedagogics are symbols around which the most important 

thoughts and attitudes are grouped. They are not concerned with serious reconsidering and 

systematizing but with benevolent repetition and solemnity. Thus we can also regard those 

slogans as formulas which only vaguely refer to a concept. “We say that definitions are 

explaining/clearifying; but we do not say this about slogans. Slogans can be infectious, 

definitions cannot.” (ibid., p.55). 

The special thing about a slogan is the fact that it can combine different meanings and 

therefore mirrors poorly defined concepts. Not the statement as such but its practical 

meaning and usability are in the focus of attention. Referring to LLL it can be stated that this 

expresses the desire during the sixties. It is especially the reevaluation of adult education 

which is in accord with this demand. On the other hand, the criticism of school or making 

school-like in structure receives new support. So we can perceive the demand for an 

institutional extension of the education system in the LLL slogan. On the other hand, the 

emphasis of LLL should modify the results of this historical structure in society. 

LLL in the 19th century and the case of Switzerland: Bonstetten, Zschokke and Scherr 

In contrast to many papers and some self-stylizations, LLL is not a recent idea but is part of a 

debate on the construction of the educational system as shall be shown by the example of 

Switzerland. Establishing an educational system in 19th century by prominent figures like 

Pestalozzi, Fellenberg and Stapfer, there was also a debate about learning after school and 

outside school-rooms. 

As a consequence of the French Revolution Bonstetten propagated learning through the whole 

life course. Karl Victor von Bonstetten (1745-1832) was born into a patrician family in Bern. 
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He received his education by traveling the whole of Europe and was friends with Frederike 

Brun, Matthisson, Lord Byron and Madame de Stael. He was engaged in the reform of 

education in Switzerland. In his work published in 1802 “On National Education” he wrote 

that no Enlightenment was possible without people and its government trusting each other. 

Even a benevolent government as during the French Revolution is no of much use if they 

want to push through their principle and do not listen to reason. The Good requires a good 

constitution united with functional Enlightenment. Without the latte, freedom is impossible 

(Bonstetten 2000, p.307). This freedom emerges from reason, thus the stimulation of reason is 

necessary. In contrast to Rousseau, Bonstetten does not connect reason to an unenlightened 

will of the people, but relates it to science. Rather it would be necessary to merge science with 

society, to bring it back to the people. True Enlightenment should connect democracy and 

Enlightenment. Two kinds of prejudice have to be countered: that only young people can be 

educated and that only school-teachers are able to do that: 

“Our education lasts as long as we are effected by our surroundings, as long as we feel and 

live.”(Bonstetten, 2000, p.318) 

True Enlightenment is eager to bring intellectual and manual labour, experience and science, 

working class people and scholars together. The common use of the products of science is  

only possible where it is corrected by continuing experience and labour is brought into steady 

connection by verified principles (323). All parts of the nation through constant endeavour 

would contribute to the perfection of reason and morality. The thinking and exploring part of 

mankind has a triple duty: to enlarge science, make it known and use it. It is made explicit 

that this is not meant to happen as reason from lecture rooms or in solitude cells (but in broad 

public). Only such an attitude could overcome isolated scholarship. 

Bonstetten criticizes the school system of his days not only due to the methodological 

shortcomings, but also because of the fact that school time ended too early and abruptly. That 

is why it is necessary to keep the learning mind awake through friendship and sociability, 

joining societies, clubs and organizations. Furthermore, it is essential to grant freedom of the 

press.  

A speech published in 1836 by the politician, educationalist and editor of numerous 

magazines and journals Johann Heinrich Zschokke (1771-1848), can be put into this tradition. 

During a meeting of the Swiss People’s Education Society in Lausen (near Basel) he coined 

the slogan “Educating the people is liberating the people” (Zschokke 1836), which has been 

used by many others later. According to Zschokke, it is the task of people’s education to 

overcome ignorance and superstition. Only then are a people liberated from all their bonds of 

slavery and beyond the state of “savagery”. The people have to be lifted from the state of 

mental immaturity to maturity (ibid., p.173). Therefore the People’s Education Society is an 

association for people’s liberation; which follows directly after political liberation. Besides the 

improvement of education, it is necessary to provide “good” books in the local clubs  for 
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people’s education. Political issues should be discussed there and useful information taught to 

the ignorant mass by teachers and scholars. Zschokke thinks of domestic and agricultural 

knowledge, furthermore examples of noble taste and good moral could be useful. (186).  If 

good and honest citizens stick together, happiness and wealth at home are more guaranteed 

than through “all sermons, laws and decrees” (187). 

It was this strongly political determined motivation which gave useful knowledge to the early 

reading circles and clubs. These were marked by their local or regional character in city and 

countryside. But as they were hardly institutionalized, they depended on chance and private 

initiative.

In his work “The Necessity of a Complete Organisation of Public Schools; derived from the 

inappropriate limitation of lessons to childhood and the insufficient effects of children’s  

school on a nobler life for the people”, which was published in 1842, Ignaz Thomas Scherr 

(1801-1870), educationalist and politician from Zurich demanded a “school of civil life”. 

Although such an institution was not established until the 20th century, his plea for learning 

through the whole life course was clearly shown. 

On the other hand, a furtherance of adult education was developed from charitable attempts, 

from clerical circles and the forming of the workers’ movement in the 19th century which 

mainly focused on the recruiting and spreading of respective interests (Bachmann-DiMichele 

1992).

Pflügers evaluation of LLL at the end of the 19tu century 

Paul Pflüger, pastor from Zurich “evaluated” in his paper “On the improvement of Swiss 

people’s education”, published in 1896, quite skeptically the way things were standing at the 

end of 19th century. The nature of the clubs for people’s education  (as propagated by 

Zschokke) was heterogenous, the topics discussed often arbitrary and of low profile. Often 

leisure was important than teaching. Pflüger also considered the press, the church and 

libraries to be part of the people’s education. The influence of the church is valued as being 

hardly existent, the press could not offer coherent articles and libraries would not grant 

access to a broad public. He judges benevolently the University-Extension-Movement which 

came into fashion during those days, but considers universities and their subjects to be too far 

away from the interests of the common people. Adding to this, Pflüger saw a problem in the 

lack of qualified teachers for such a people’s education. 

The picture presented above would be corrected if the attempts of single cantons were 

presented. In 1855, the canton of Geneva established educational classes for adults which 

were to be held by university professors. These were legally established as “cours publics et 

gratuits” (Schärer 1998). All the same Pflüger demonstrated with his paper that the endeavor 

to establish a learning culture for adults outside schools were not sufficient. 

� ���



Further vocational education and the development of adult education in 20th century 

Nevertheless a modest adult education arose after schools were legally established on 

cantonal level (1874). 

Besides such a political and scientific oriented adult education, the furtherance of “further 

education” which results from further vocational education of young adults from industrial 

and trade backgrounds has to be referred to. From these Sunday- and evening schools which 

were initiated by commercial, domestic-economic and industrial associations developed on  

the one hand professional training schools. On the other hand a vocational education and 

furtherance of adult education was established which was finally legalized by a law for 

vocational education in 1930 in the whole of Switzerland (Gonon 1998). 

On the other hand the adult education was given an impetus by the institutionalization of 

university extension in Basel, Bern and Zurich during the years 1919-20. These evening 

schools asserted themselves on the Danish model of home schools with vocational regard for 

young adults which were strongly preferred by Fritz Wartenweiler (1889-1935), 

educationalist and pioneer of adult education. Even though the development of extension 

universities (“Volkshochschulen”) followed those in Austria and Germany, it has to be noted 

that after the Second World War adult education in Switzerland developed independently. 

This is mainly due to the commitment of the food company Migros to adult education!  

Besides selling food, Migros continually strengthened their own further education program 

and extended their classes for people outside the company. Their concept of “club schools” 

which favoured leisure and social interaction thus became more popular than the 

“Volkshochschulen”. So Migros mutated to the biggest provider for adult education in 

Switzerland – but their classes are nowadays quite similar to those of “Volkshochschulen” 

based on linguistic and cultural classes. 

LLL in the mirror of Swiss educational history 

Bonstettens ideas on education incorporate the program of people’s education of the 19th

century: Enlightenment, democracy, the inclusion of science into society and the spreading of 

research beyond a close circle of scholars. Furthermore, this perspective on reform of 

education is astonishingly modern. 

In his work “On National Education”, Bonstetten stated his criticism of current school which 

is still of interest in our days. As can be observes with many later reformers, it is a central 

point in his thought that current school system can only provide, the fundament for a general 

education. If people are considered able to learn beyond the time of childhood and  

adolescence, learning can never be finished within a limited period of time. But also 

concerning social questions, the limitation of knowledge does not make sense. It must be the 

aim of democratic society to grant access to education for everybody. Here social and  

scientific elites are made responsible: they should be concerned with providing knowledge. 
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That is how they can contribute to the legitimacy of science, to the use of certain knowledge  

at work – and so they learn from this task for their own job. The requirement to constantly 

keep the leaning mind awake for the benefit of both individual and society sounds reasonable 

reconsidering the demands for a “learning society”. 

Less obvious in Bonstetten’s thought is the question of institutionalizing lifelong learning. 

The cantonal establishment of the school system in 1874 was not followed by a strengthened 

adult education as such. Paul Pflüger’s critical judgment of the state of institutionalizing and 

professionalizing adult education at the end of the 19th century can easily be found in the 

latest analysis on the state of adult and continuing education (Schäfli/Gonon 1999). The legal 

basis for furtherance of lifelong learning in Switzerland is still not clear and there are mainly 

(male) educational elites which benefit from these offers. Much has to be done concerning the 

education of instructors (Gonon 2000). Adult education as such gas not been established 

institutionally nor is it based exclusively on science. Besides a social enlightening role/ a 

specific furtherance has gained importance which puts stress on vocational progress. 

Concluding remarks 

The historical review on the Helvetian course of discussion shows lifelong learning as a 

demand treating (adult) education and its furtherance beyond a time limited to school with a 

long tradition. 

From today’s point of view the shift of interest regarding the contents of further education 

with identical claims is important. The close relation between scientific knowledge, 

Enlightenment and social progress which is regarded by Bonsteten and, though less 

enthusiastic, Pflüger, fades during the 20th century in favour of a perspective stressing 

prosperity and an international competitive capacity. Today the need for lifelong learning is 

not connected with political perspectives but with professional and vocational requirements in 

order to adjust to the changes in technology and working conditions. Thus we can emphasize 

that lifelong learning has become much more job-related today. There has been a shift from a 

primarily political to an economic background. As a “realistic aim” it has been reduced to a 

concept of flexibility for adults and – according to Kallen – therefore it has lost much of the 

“large scale and extensive concept” which it has during the 70s (1996, p.24). Active 

participation of the citizens on a national level remains in the background with regard to a 

collective effort for participation on a global level.  

Even if current LLL-presentations emphasize self-determined and informal learning of adults, 

many scholars refer to the fact that experience at school are the central resources of later 

learnering (Gorard et al. 1999). Learning as such cannot be learned (see Ruhloff 1998), but 

attitudes towards learning acquired at school characterize and stabilize further readiness of 

learning.

If we want to emphasize a conceptional core behind the slogan of LLL, it must be that 

individual education is freed from the boundaries of time. The concept of LLL, especially in 
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current forms, which favour job-related perspectives grounded on informal learning and a 

“model of learning within the life course” (Alheit et al. 998) over formal school education,  

call traditional education system into question. Paradoxically said, the claim for LLL 

promotes further the creation of school-like structure as well as the tearing down of such 

structures in society. It is especially the freedom in time and place of learning which shows 

the popularity or the possibility of this demand. It is the task of a historical perspective to 

show clearly the balance between making school-like in structure and new ways of learning, 

economic and political aims. 
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