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The right to education of adults in Portugal
Rosanna Barros

CIEd – Research Centre on Education, UM, University of Algarve, Faro, Portugal

ABSTRACT
The subject of this article is the right to education of adults, which is
a central issue in the humanistic approach to Adult Learning and
Education (ALE) that we are supportive of. From this angle we
discuss human rights as an overarching framework for citizenship
in Portugal, a country with a high number of low-qualified adults.
The text provides a historical context, and for the analysis of the
selected and specific current documents in recent policy agendas
we use Tomaševski’s1 theoretical 4A framework, built mainly for
school contexts, and apply it to ALE policy. This heuristic exercise
makes a significant contribution to advancing knowledge in the
policy studies of ALE. The objective is to understand ways of
realising the right to education of adults by means of policy
measures undertaken by national governments, against the
backdrop of today’s neoliberal trends in Europe. Therefore, the
focus of this paper is to assess the degree to which the twenty-
first century Portuguese policies have been adhering to the UN
principles on the right to education in relation to ALE. From the
discussion of the results, we conclude that the realisation of the
right to education of adults has been successfully achieved.
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Introduction

We understand education as a right and consider ALE as a goal itself as well as a foun-
dation for democratic citizenship.2 Nowadays, as in the past, this assumption could mean
that we might be ‘in and against the state’3 governance concerning educational priorities
and mandates. Indeed, the ‘in and against the state movement’ states that it is possible to
support national public and free basic educational agendas but at the same time to cri-
ticise them, to expand the vision of a quality public education for all. We use this meta-
phor here, first, to make clear our involvement in the issue of using educational and
scientific work to support popular struggles for greater democracy, equality, and social
justice; and second, to express the idea that the governance of education must make it
a lifelong right.

From that binding nature of our approach, the degree of global attention to ALE as
human right can be considered through a policy analysis exercise. In this article, we
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take policy analysis mainly as a process of systematic investigation of the national
implementation of selected existing ALE policy measures.4 In this aspect, our framework
takes previously accepted conclusions, from political science and sociology on the impor-
tance of the Lisbon Agenda as a turning point, to consider, on the one hand, the complex-
ity inherent to the concept of today’s governance as Bevir elaborates it, ‘at the most
general level, governance refers to theories and issues of social coordination and the
nature of all patterns of rule. More specifically, governance refers to various new theories
and practices of governing and the dilemmas to which they give rise’.5 And, on the other
hand, we understand global governance6 as referring to the fact that ‘the global polity is
an evolving set of processes and interactions (…) that by definition involves hetero-
geneous private and public actors at (…) local, national, international, and transnational
levels’.7 In fact, in the most recent Eurydice report it is stated8 that,

In the area of adult learning, ‘governance’ refers to the way in which responsibility for pol-
icies and measures is distributed between public authorities, agencies or organisations
within a country. Evidence from across Europe shows that adult learning is a complex
policy field. In fact, responsibility is often shared not only horizontally, i.e. across
different national policy areas (e.g. education, employment, social affairs), but also vertically,
i.e. between different decision-making levels (national and subnational) and stakeholders.9

Those are analytical ideas that shape what we stand for when considering global, Euro-
pean, and national attention to ALE. However, that multilevel rationale,10 and the new
governance architecture operating today in Europe, is not going to be developed much
in the analysis presented here, as we have chosen to focus, mainly, on the ALE policies
in Portugal and on the type of national attention given to ALE as a human right.

Therefore, by focusing on the specific research problem, namely the current state of
ALE as a right in Portugal, this article describes and explores Tomaševski’s 4A framework
as a tool for analysing Portugal’s commitment to, compliance with and implementation
of the ALE provision and its effects on improving the participation of vulnerable adults in
educational activities. In another words, it was our intention to develop an analysis to
understand possible ways of realising the right to education of adults by means of
policy measures undertaken in Portugal. According to this approach, we realise that
availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability is not necessarily the standard
four attributes used in every international treaty for public education policy agendas.

Based on that aim, the scope we are interested materialises in discussing the right to
education of adults in Portugal as a broad issue of democracy and social justice, in a con-
temporary context of a significant number of low-qualified adults and youth school drop-
outs, an economic crisis and the emerging disruptions of the recent pandemic crises.
Against this backdrop, the Portuguese state, in close articulation with ANQEP,11 has
developed measures for ALE and declared it as an issue in terms of policy agenda. Con-
sequently, our study intends to answer the following research question: to what degree
have Portuguese policy developments met the principles for Human Rights to Education
in relation to ALE?

To generate insights about the current state of ALE as a right in Portugal, we have
decided to give analytical attention to three selected and specific current measures,
that constitutes our object and empirical issue, as the focus of this article is to assess
the degree to which the Portuguese policies have been adhering to the UN principles
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on the right to education in relation to ALE. The selected measures, and inherent docu-
ments, were chosen from other possible measures present in the democratic period (See
table on the contextualization section further ahead). Thus, the documental corpus of
ALE measures regarded here was (i) the Knowing Plus measure; (ii) the New Opportu-
nities measure; and (iii) the Qualify measure. Hence, we have applied Tomaševski’s
model to the ALE field. That 4A tool considers availability, accessibility, acceptability,
and adaptability as factors with substantive different evidence and are used in this
article as a framework for discussion.

Finally, the paper comprises five sections. In the first one, some short methodological
considerations are made, followed by a second section with a detailed description of the
4A theoretical framework and explanations of the way we have adapted it to the field of
ALE. The third section, intended to show the main socioeducational specificities of the
Portuguese society, is dedicated to developing a historical contextualisation of the
main landmarks of the Portuguese policy agenda of ALE, during the Dictatorship
State (1926–1974) and the Democratic State (1974 to the present time). In the fourth
section we engage in a discussion of the realisation of the right to education for adults
in Portugal, accordingly with the empirical data interpreted with the hermeneutic poten-
tial of the 4A tool, and in the last section some concluding remarks and recommen-
dations for ALE governance are made.

Methodological options of the research

This article concentrates on the different meanings, implications and outcomes that
occurred in Portugal concerning the policies of ALE. It examines how this country has
declared, in different official discourses embedded in policy texts, an interest in taking
specific measures to cope with low-qualified adults’ issues. It also analyses, using Toma-
ševski’s 4A framework, how ALE has been governed and regulated in relation to the
human rights principles. To underline the research problem findings and to answer the
research question, we carried out a triangulation of two different qualitative and interpre-
tive methods of analysing the documental texts associated with each selected ALE measure:
(a) a qualitative content analysis (QCA),12 used to determine the presence of terms related
to the 4A concepts, i. é., availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability; and (b) a
critical discourse analysis (CDA),13 used to make interpretations based on both the details
of the text itself and on its contextual relations to a political agenda of human rights. and
present some evidence from the analysis of these documents. This methodological path was
inspired by Jørgensen and Phillips14 when they underline the possibilities for combining
different discourse analytical and nondiscourse analytical approaches in empirical study,
however, we did not intend to mobilise the post-structuralist discourse theory, but only
to search for partial connections between the 4A categories and discursive emphasis
made by policy actors about proposals and decisions for action in the field of ALE
public supply, and in relation with the human rights premisses.

Thus, the central national policy documents for ALE, were selected by two criteria: (a)
only operating during the Democratic Portuguese State and (b) just after the Lisbon
Agenda. The reason for choosing the measures of this period relates with the importance
of the multilevel newmechanisms of educational governance that had emerged in Europe
by the beginning of twenty-first century,15 and their political purpose of convergence in
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common targets, as lifelong learning for all has gain protagonism implying surveillance
of resource strategies implementation of political priorities, particularly in what concerns
the increment of RLP practices for low-qualified adults.16

With this time frame, three ALE programmes with official policy documents were
found, namely: (i) the Knowing Plus measure17 (1999–2006); (ii) the New Opportunities
measure18 (2006–2012); and (iii) the Qualify measure19 (since 2016). In this regard it is
important to underline, as clarified before, our agreement with a previously accepted
conclusion from recent policy studies debate, that identify the Lisbon Agenda as a
turning point in the European and global educational governance.20 That’s way those
political measures, and inherent documents, were discussed keeping in mind the empiri-
cal evidence showing the relevance of supranational entities influencing the Portuguese
political agenda during that period, particularly UNESCO and, mainly, the EU reports,
surveys, communications, and recommendations, as supranational levels of governance
can no longer be separated from national (and subnational) ones. An example from
documental analysis can be observed here,

The Memorandum on Lifelong Learning, resulting from the Lisbon European Council held
in March 2000, launching a debate at European and national level on a comprehensive life-
long learning strategy at individual and institutional levels in all spheres of public and
private life, shows that Europe is in a process of transition to a knowledge-based and inno-
vation-based society and economy (…) The National System of Recognition, Validation and
Certification of Competencies (RVCC) subscribes, specifically the European employment
strategy. (Law: Portaria 1082-A/2001, of 5 September)

Aiming to generate insights about the current state of ALE in Portugal from an inno-
vative analytical approach we use Tomaševski’s model and apply it, as a heuristic device,
to adult education policy. The objective is to understand ways of realising the right to edu-
cation of adults by means of policy measures, and priority aspects of policy discourses on
ALE undertaken in this national state. Empirical data come from official policy documents
(sources include laws, political actors’ speeches and other public political instruments and
tools, including official websites of the ALE Programs or measures) of the Portuguese
policy agenda on ALE. A significant part of the data corpus for the recent democratic
period was collected in the broad study context of two research projects we were involved
with: (i) an international action-research project21 on the European key-competences for
ALE; and (ii) a national multicase research project on transformative education.22

Theoretical framework

The subject of this article is addressed in two complementary ways: (i) from the review of
some international organisation discourses, particularly the UN and UNESCO argu-
ments, highlighting that the states have the obligation to protect, respect, and realise
the citizens’ right to education as a matter of public concern; and (ii) from a case
study of Portuguese concrete policy agenda and discourses; developed through the adop-
tion of the 4A Model of Tomaševski23 and its application to ALE policy.

We take these complementary approaches because, as mentioned in the previous sec-
tions, the right to education of adults must be understood and discussed by dovetailing
the supranational, the national and the subnational scale of analysis. However, in this
article our focus favours, on the one hand, the supranational lens by considering the
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existence of the international human rights background, grounded in the Universal
Declaration on Human Rights (1948, UDHR) and, on the other hand, by considering
national responsibilities arising from treaties adopted by Portugal to reaffirm and guar-
antee these rights legally. Interestingly, it means that this subject is basically still an issue
of a national right despite the efforts of international organisations such as UNESCO.
Thus, concerning the UN role in this topic, Article 26.2 of the UDHR states that:

Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the
strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote
understanding, tolerance, and friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups,
and shall further the activities of the UN for the maintenance of peace.

In accordance with this framework, UNESCO has performed a very important role in
this field of research by developing a vision of educational policy and governance as a
vehicle to promote the human right to literacy and ALE as something more than mere
alphabetisation and free basic Education for All.24

Indeed, the UNESCO Recommendation on ALE states that: ‘all Member States,
according to their specific conditions, governing structures and constitutional provisions,
should develop comprehensive, inclusive and integrated policies for ALE in its various
forms’.25 This quote makes it clear that embracing ALE as a human right is fundamen-
tally a responsibility and an obligation for democratic governments. Based on that, this
article considers the case study of the Portuguese national state’s responsibilities to
reaffirm and to guarantee the right to education of adults.

To develop this analytical dimension, we resort to the theoretical contribution of
Katarina Tomaševski, who was, from 1998 to 2004, the first UN special rapporteur on
the right to education of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights.26 Toma-
ševski’s inspiration is deeply linked to an equalitarian perspective of human and social
development that includes a strong criticism of human capital approaches to education.27

Tomaševski’s approach argues that education as a right is an indispensable means of rea-
lising other rights.

This root cause implies agency and compromises because ‘the right to have rights, or
the right of every individual to belong to humanity, should be guaranteed by humanity
itself’.28 Thus, the performance of national states on this subject should be kept under
regular public observation. Indeed, this is an important part of the mission of critical
adult educators and researchers, as we can choose to use educational and scientific
work to support popular struggles for greater democracy, equality, and social justice.29

In this sense, Tomaševski’s approach to this subject is very useful because it improves
the way the right to education (or the denial of the right to education to several social
groups in many countries) is understood in analytical terms. However, her contribution
remains anchored in relation to child learners and their contexts.30 Nevertheless, we
believe the 4A framework could represent an important heuristic device also in the
field of ALE for those researchers committed to the vision of ALE as a human right.31

Therefore, our analytical exercise could be an opening output to reframing policy
studies in ALE considering human rights, giving clarity to, and concretising our work
as social justice educators, because it refocuses attention on a broader array of fundamen-
tal rights to be accomplished by national states, particularly in post-welfare European
democratic regimes and post-pandemic crises.
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In this light, we agree with Tamez (2012)32 when he states that Tomaševski’s 4A
scheme represents a valuable tool to (i) analyse ALE as a human right in the context
of states’ obligations, and to (ii) evaluate national policies, measures, and programmes
in this field. According to this author,

Thinking the [ALE] EPJA as a human right implies a change of perspective. You need the
distancing of the common logic of unsatisfied basic needs and ‘educational backwardness’,
and the recognition of the obligations and responsibilities of the State for the guarantee of
this right; that is, that the right to education only can be guaranteed when educational ser-
vices are available to all persons; When are affordable universally; When the obstacles have
been removed (economic, cultural, structural, gender, etc.) for access, enjoyment and use;
When are adequate and relevant not only to the educational needs of the groups who are
aimed, but also their desires, interests and aspirations of learning.33

With that having been said, we consider Tomaševski’s analytical proposal a useful way
to clarify the right to education in terms of tangible factors. Presented in more detail
below, it is our central tool for a better understanding of the realisation of the right to
education of adults on the Portuguese policy agenda. The 4A scheme assumes that gov-
ernments have an obligation to make education available, accessible, acceptable, and
adaptable. These 4A are to be respected, protected, and fulfilled by the governments of
each country, as the prime duty-bearer.34 In fact, this main assumption enables us to
undertake such a study beyond the school environment, particularly in a national
context with significant percentages of low-qualified adult population. The implicit
aim is to expand the role of research whilst reinforcing government responsibility for
ALE. Furthermore, this scheme gives us a lens through which we can also better consider
the national tensions coming with the shift that occurred in Europe, from the Keynesian
mandate (with lifelong education political priorities) to the post-Keynesian mandate
(with lifelong learning political priorities) advocated for the field of ALE policy.35 This
kind of information is required for governments willing to develop ALE as a human
right in current times.

The 4A framework shortly revisited

In Tomaševski’s terms, education is a meaningful right in national contexts if it is avail-
able, accessible, acceptable, and adaptable. These four attributes must then be present as a
guide for policy development and implementation. Indeed, both before and after her role
in the UN, with relevant work done on this matter, those 4A were considered as essential
to monitoring ways of realising human rights in several different domains. For example,
Anyinam (1987)36 has drawn attention to the need to re-examine these attributes as
applied to ethno-medical policy and practices in Africa. And a considerable amount of
work has been done subsequently to develop the 4A framework on literacy around the
globe.37 However, in the field of ALE there is a scattering of contributions and therefore
this article seeks to examine those four attributes as applied to ALE national policy
measures in more detail.

Considering Tomaševski’s work on the 4A scheme, Availability

embodies two different governmental obligations: the right to education as a civil and pol-
itical right requires the government to permit the establishment of educational institutions
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by non-state actors, while the right to education as a social and economic right requires the
government to establish them, or fund them, or use a combination of these and other means
so as to ensure that education is available.38

This should mean that education has adequate territorial coverage, as well as infra-
structures and trained teachers able to support the delivery of education. When adapting
the 4A to monitoring ALE national policy agendas, we considered the nature and extent
of availability by the presence of different types and modalities in the contexts of public
ALE national offers. Particularly we think that availability of ALE can be viewed in two
main ways: availability in terms of total supply of practices and trained educators, and
availability as a geographical distribution.

Considering Tomaševski’s work on the 4A scheme, Access

is defined differently for different levels of education. The government is obliged to secure
access to education for all children in the compulsory education age-range, but not for sec-
ondary and higher education. Moreover, compulsory education ought to be free of charge
while post-compulsory education may entail the payment of tuition and other charges and
could thus be subsumed under ‘affordability’.39

This should mean that the national education system is free and non-discriminatory,
and positive steps are taken to include all, particularly the most marginalised and poor.
When adapting the 4A to monitoring the ALE national policy agenda, we considered not
simply the geographical proximity of practices but also the presence of measures that
allowed, with concrete criteria, the practices to explore cultural, social, and psychological
proximity with heterogeneous adults, looking for the adequacy of ‘accessibility
coverage’.40

Within the context of Tomaševski’s work on the 4A scheme, Acceptability is an impor-
tant facet of education that has to be

highlighted by the addition of ‘quality’ before education in policy documents, thus urging
governments to ensure that education which is available and accessible is of good quality.
The minimal standards of health and safety, or professional requirements for teachers,
thus have to be set and enforced by the government.41

This should mean that the indicators for the quality of the education system as a
whole (including schools and related bodies, teaching and learning environment,
etc.) have been adequately achieved. But also, the quality and relevance of contents
of education, monitoring what the system offers to the students (i.e. quality of teach-
ing and learning process, curriculum, etc.). When adapting the 4A to monitoring
ALE national policy agendas, we considered acceptability by studying reports on
the relevance of ALE by adult learners and practitioners. Public discourses of policy-
makers giving importance (or not) to the quality of public educational offers in this
sector also provide information on the ways ALE as a human right for adults is
accepted.

Finally, in Tomaševski’s 4A scheme it is pointed out that Adaptability

has been best conceptualized through the many court cases addressing the right to education
of children with disabilities. Domestic courts have uniformly held that schools ought to
adapt to children, following the thrust of the idea of the best interests of each child in the
Convention on the Rights of the Child.42
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This should mean that formal education systems evolve with the changing demands of
society and adapt to suit individual specific needs. When applying the 4A to monitoring
the ALE national policy agenda, we considered that ALE systems are generally regarded
as open and flexible, usually falling into a non-formal educational paradigmatic
approach. This openness of ALE, therefore, makes it more adaptive, varying in nature
and degree, and thus being capable of incorporating new elements to meet new contex-
tual pressures upon society in different ways.

The above exercise has borne in mind the main structural and cultural differences
between schooling and adult education, highlighting what the 4A framework could
look like in the specific context of ALE. Thus, in this article we undertake an analysis
of the availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability of the current Portuguese
policy agenda of ALE.

By focusing the discussion on the framework of human rights in the present-day
democratic political arena in a national context of Southern Europe, a historical contex-
tualisation of the main national realities is needed. In view of that, the next section pro-
vides a historical context for adult education policy with the purpose of underlining key
measures through time. We draw attention to Portuguese specificities rooted in socio-
political backgrounds, and how current educational policy agendas have considered
the right to education of adults in the context of the democratic regime. Therefore,
the next part of the text is dedicated to this description and analysis.

The Portuguese policy agenda of ALE – historical contextualization

To introduce the analysis of the ALE policies in Portugal from the dictatorship state
period until today, Table 1 displays the policy measures undertaken by governments.
Administratively, Portugal is de jure a unitary state and the public policies have a national
scope despite the existence of two autonomous regions.

(I) During the Dictatorship State (1926–1974)

In Portugal, the fascist government lasted four decades (48 years). During this regime,
the ‘education of the people’ was likely to turn into subversion. Consequently, the agenda
of public policy concerning the education of adults did not go beyond a discursive inten-
tion43 of promoting literacy and numeracy to a certain extent. The education of adults
was explicitly designated by the dictator Salazar himself as a ‘method of the poor’,
which was based on ideological manipulation and curricula simplification. The general

Table 1. Portuguese ALE policy measures through time.
1952 Popular Education Plan
1953–1956 National Adult Education Campaign
1971 Primary School Supplementary Courses for Adults
1979 National Literacy Plan for Basic Education for Adults
1986 Second Chance / Recurrent Education for Adults
1999–2006 Knowing Plus Program
2006–2012 New Opportunities Program
2016 Qualify Program90

+ National Adult Literacy Plan (2022)
+ Accelerant Qualify (2022)
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vision was connected to the idea that the regime should not teach the people how to read.
And, indeed, in 1930 a total of 62% of the population over the age of seven was unable to
read.44 Thus, the educational mandate was clearly geared towards the creation of
qualified elites at the expense of mass literacy.

However, in the 1950s two literacy programmes were on offer for adults, namely the
Popular Education Plan in 1952, and the National Adult Education Campaign, promoted
between 1953 and 1956. Regarding this agenda, Melo and Benavente comment that ‘for a
little more than two years, these adult education courses delivered about 150 000 certifi-
cates of elementary primary studies’,45 and underline the compulsive nature of the
measures taken, by remembering that ‘to get a driver’s license or to get a place in a
factory, it was necessary to have ‘the paper’’.46 Those were policy instruments used by
the regime to obtain statistical improvements in the Portuguese literacy panorama, as
required by the European Free Trade Agreement (EFTA), which Portugal joined in
1959. By 1960, according to Candeias & Simões (1999),47 the regime statistics intended
to prove a significant progress, showing that only 30% of the population over the age of
seven could not read.

In the final phase of the fascist government, between 1960s and 1970s, a general ‘shift
in the Portuguese education policy’ occurred.48 Indeed, educational policy promoted the
overall increase of compulsory education for all, and in 1971 the Primary School Sup-
plementary Courses for Adults were launched. However, those courses were not adequate
for adults and mostly repeated the format of the courses of elementary basic education
for children but were delivered in the evenings. Therefore, a stigma has been associated
with adult education policies and practices, in such a way that when the dictatorship suc-
cumbed it could be said that the education of adults did not have a past in Portugal. And
as happens under a dictatorship state, people were deprived of the enjoyment of many
rights and freedoms, and the right to education of adults was particularly denied.

(II) During the Democratic State (1974 to the present time)

Throughout this 48-year-old regime the policy agenda of ALE was intermittent and
had some contradictory mandates. This panorama is mush connected with the specifici-
ties of the party-political system in Portugal as it was established soon after the Revolu-
tion of 25 April 1974. In fact, the centre-left Socialist Party (PS – Partido Socialista,
founded in 1973) and the centre-right Social Democratic Party (PPD/PSD – Partido
Social Democrata, founded in 1974) promptly became the country’s largest parties and
PS and PPD/PSD can be considered as catch-all parties.49

Relevant to our historical contextualisation is just to keep in mind that these two cen-
trist parties have been alternating in government (either alone or in coalition) since 1976,
and although PS and PPD/PSD have a less consistent and coherent programmatic agenda
compared with ideological parties,50 in what concerns the policy agenda of ALE we can
found substantial differences between the measures put forward by them.51 Indeed, basi-
cally, if a right-wing party takes the approach, the field of ALE becomes instrumentalised
and taper for market political priorities against a neo-liberal background and logic, were
public discourse points to the need for individual people to guard against possible
changes in the markets and ‘benefits include better matching between labour demand
and supply, availability of a more qualified workforce in support of modernisation and
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growth processes’,52 then in these context the outcome in the Portuguese scenario has
been the stop of humanistic policies and investment in vocational education and training
(VET) programmes, as it could be observed in the influential 2015s OECD Skills Strategy
Diagnostic Report for Portugal,53 where it is stated, ‘VET stakeholders have made a con-
tinuous effort to remove the negative stigma surrounding the system and to present it as a
pathway that leads to quality employment opportunities’; however if a left-wing party
takes the approach, then the field expands, and humanistic policies come back, as it
could be observed in the influential 2021s UNESCO Report Reimagining our futures
together: a new social contract for education,54 where several recommendations are
made based on ‘guiding principles for dialogue and action, of special interest to govern-
ments and civil society organisations alike, including: emphasising the importance of
inclusive adult education; imagining new learning spaces; strengthening funding; and
broadening the right to education’. Indeed, this vision is reflected in the most recent
legislation for the ALE field in Portugal, which indicates ‘a consistent response to the
qualification of the population, in particular low-skilled adults, needs to be strengthened,
deepening the role of the Qualify Centers as a gateway to adult qualification offers’ (Law:
Portaria n. ° 62/2022 of 31 January).

That been said, and still as part of the post-revolutionary educational agenda (1974–
1979) several political measures of literacy can be mentioned,55 albeit without tangible
impact or implementation.56 Therefore, the first framework-law appeared in 1979 and
was concerned with the elimination of illiteracy and the creation of basic education of
adults.57 It led to one of the most important Portuguese political measures in the field
of ALE: the National Literacy Plan for the Basic Education of Adults. The main policy
documents and discourses that had an influential role in delivering this Literacy Plan
were, at the national level, the new Constitution of the Republic of 1976, and, at the inter-
national level, the UNESCO Report Learning to Be – the world of education today and
tomorrow of 1972; the UNESCO Report Towards an Education Policy in Portugal of
1975; and UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Development of Adult Education of
1976. This Literacy Plan reflected, then, the humanistic mandate promoted by
UNESCO, and it was important because it expressed a view of experts and policy
makers that accepted and valued the right to education of adults, in relation to demo-
cratic principles, for the first time in the Portuguese contemporary policy context. In
this measure it is stated,

Alphabetization and Adult Education should be understood from a dual perspective, the
personal self-appreciation of adults and their progressive participation in cultural, social,
and political life, with all this in view of the constitution of a democratic and independent
society.58

This Literacy Plan had an open scope for conceptualising the field, with several open
and flexible modalities, from popular education to local development, and was designed
to be available and free with widespread geographical coverage. It was to be implemented
over a period of a decade with two phases of execution of five years each. However, as a
political right turn in government took place in 1985, this Plan was abandoned, being
considered by national policy discourses as not in line with the required modernisation
of education, viewed as necessary for a country that had just entered the European Econ-
omic Community in 1986.
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As a result, a new political period started where the sector of ALE was marginalised
and not considered a political priority, despite the new possibilities coming from the
access to European social funds. Hence, the educational agenda embraced a vocation
mandate59 and the Basic-Law of the education system60 was created, through which
adult education was mostly confined to a second chance formal education. Indeed,
during this decade the public provision available for adults was known as recurrent edu-
cation, developed as free compensatory evening courses for adults delivered at schools
and, as Pintassilgo (2016) pointed out, ‘adult education was too attached to the school
model and had essentially utilitarian and vocational purposes’.61 Consequently, by the
last decade of the last century, the educational qualification level of adults was still
very low. In this respect, Villaverde Cabral (2002) highlights the fact that ‘in 1950,
about half of the Portuguese population was simply illiterate (…) half a century later,
in addition to those that were not caught by the literacy process (about 15% of the popu-
lation), there were nearly 50% functional illiterates’.62 To emphasise how much this Por-
tuguese educational reality becomes worrying, from a framework of human rights, he
sustains that ‘at the beginning of the twenty-first century there is nothing remotely com-
parable with this fact in Europe’.63

After being governed by a right-wing ideology from 1985 to 1995, a left-wing govern-
ment took office and its agenda included relaunching the ALE policy and practices in
Portugal. Indeed, between 1996 and 1999 several preparatory political initiatives occurred
with this purpose, such as the new Educational Pact for the Future, the Carta Magna for
Lifelong Education and Training, the strategy document entitled A Bet on Educational
Participation of All, and the constitution of an Official Delegation to participate in the
5th CONFINTEA of UNESCO. Together these multilevel elements operated as the build-
ing blocks for the second most important Portuguese political measure in the field of ALE
that took place in the democratic period: Knowing Plus: programme for the development
and expansion of adult education and training, 1999–2006. This political programme
introduced in Portugal the innovative idea of shaping the national ALE agenda by
having the recognition of prior learning (RPL) as a central pillar to realise the right to
education of adults. Indeed, we can observe a clear definition of it in these policy measure,

The competence recognition axis is the process of personal identification of previously
acquired competences which is embodied in the set of activities, based on a logic of
balance of competences, using for this purpose a diversity of instruments that allow
adults opportunities to reflect and evaluate their life and professional experiences (…)
The case referred to in the preceding paragraph does not have a previously determined
time and takes place according to the specific situation of each adult or group of adults.
(Law: Portaria 1082-A/2001, of 5 September)

In this measure, one of the main purposes indicated is to ‘diversify, bring flexibility to
adapt and develop education and training devices for adults, creating conditions for the
exercise of everyone’s right to lifelong education and training’.64 Therefore, since its
implementation in 2001, the practices of ALE have been diversified,65 although
keeping, as a common characteristic, the experiential learning of adults as an adaptable
attribute and departure point for a new type of educational processes mainly based on
tutorial practices and biographical approaches, falling into a non-formal educational
approach.
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With this in mind, and back to the democratic historical context, a third Portuguese
political measure in the field of ALE took place in 2006, theNew Opportunities Program –
2006–2012, and was responsible for expanding the availability of the RPL system while at
the same time creating a marketing campaign through which a completely new public
visibility and acceptability of the field of ALE was obtained. However, that political
measure66 also introduced some new tensions and ambivalences in the framework of
twenty-first century renewed public Portuguese panorama of ALE.67 Some shifts in the
main vision supporting the mandate for ALE, recently reshaped by the influence of
the European Union’s paradigm of lifelong learning, have been expressed in related pol-
itical discourses, as illustrated below,

The central importance of qualifications for economic growth and the promotion of social
cohesion is now widely demonstrated by various indicators published by various inter-
national organisations (…) We have to do more; we have to do better, and we have to do
it faster. We need to strongly accelerate the qualification of the Portuguese, with a view
to convergence with the most developed countries.68

Consequently, policy priorities changes were visible by the adoption of new politics of
measurement in the field of national ALE, mainly supported by a rational of outcomes-
based assessments in the RPL System.69 Thus, several risks emerged for the humanistic
ethos previously existing in the policy agenda. The main risk of instrumentalization of the
process of RPL has been extensively debated in scientific-academic policy studies litera-
ture since then,70 with the intention of creating a basis for a public debate more critically
oriented to avoid the political manipulation of the ALE national provision in order only
to achieve statistical demands, as was the case in the past during the dictatorship regime.

Despite the paradoxes referred to, the whole course of ALE’s recent public policies has
been shaken by the crisis. After a dark period when the ALE agenda was suddenly sus-
pended within the austerity policy context introduced in Portugal by a right-wing gov-
ernment between 2012 and 2015, a turning point has currently happened through the
fourth Portuguese political measure in the field of ALE that was introduced in 2016:
the Qualify Program. In this regard, it is worthy to mention the disruptions introduced
by the austerity political discourse that was used in the media to discredit the previous
educational measures.71 In fact, the policy devaluation of RPL and biographical
approaches, consistently used in the practices of this field since the beginning of
twenty-first century, double contributed to (i) deepen a stigma against low qualified
adults; and (ii) diminish the perceived emancipatory role of ALE in society, as was the
case in the mid-1970s, when alphabetisation and holistic adult education activities
were much related with organised collective resistance, for example, aiming to reverse
processes of territorial stigmatisation.72

Taking in concern that the stigma associated with ALE public policies, particularly in the
period of recent austerity, can be better apprehended, and seized, through the general data of
participation in different kinds of educational activities, by the adult population, then it is
also essential to make it clear that ‘the decrease in participation between 2011 [10.4%]
and 2016 [4%] should make us reflect on the impact of the extinction of the New Opportu-
nities programme in 2011/2012, and the exclusive reliance on European funds for ALE’.73

This is a relevant issue, although not representing our focus in this article, about every-
thing because the contradictions that can be found between a period of emptiness in the
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policy agenda for ALE and the persistent Portuguese context of a significant number of
low-qualified adults (and youth school dropouts) are associated, as the literature on soci-
ology of education shows, with diverse realities of social inequalities and educational
injustices, that pose threats to the enjoyment of the principles enshrined in the
Human Rights Statement. In the words of Pinto Carvalho da Silva (2022), it is highlighted
that,

The void (…) of measures and offers, during the period of time that preceded the extinction
of the [new opportunities] programme followed by the stigma and discredit that were at the
discursive basis of the political arguments for its closure, kept the adults away from formal
education and left again on the shelf [in standby] the problem of the Portuguese popu-
lation’s lack of qualifications.74

Against the risk of widen the abyss of educational injustices, flourishing on the floor of
recent public stigma, a new political priority and importance, in the framework of human
rights, has been given again to the field of ALE by the Qualify Program, and previous
practices have resumed, being once again available throughout the country. Thus, for
example, on the website of the programme it is stated,

The Government has established the revitalization of adult education and training as a
national political priority, operating as the central pillar of the qualifications system and
ensuring the continuity of lifelong learning policies and the permanent improvement of
the quality of learning processes and outcomes. In order to relaunch this priority, the Gov-
ernment has created the Qualify Programme which is an integrated strategy for adult train-
ing and qualification75

Also in the most recent law76 intended to update the Qualify Program, and the regu-
lation of the Portuguese RPL, we can observe that two significant new actions, from a
humanistic point of view, have been introduced: (i) the possibility of granting, with an
incentive of a financial nature, for adults who obtain a school or professional certification
under the RPL procedures; and (ii) the intention of strengthening the flexible character of
this modality and to underline the need to adapt the process to the profile of adults.

From this historical contextualisation, it seems clear that the democratic Portuguese
national policy agendas have considered education for adults differently, however,
only after the implementation of the RPL policy and practices in 2001, has the right to
education of adults been consistently considered as a framework for Portuguese ALE
policy measures. Bearing this in mind, we have selected the three policy objects
present in this period, as previously justified, namely: (i) the Knowing Plus measure;
(ii) the New Opportunities measure; and (iii) the Qualify measure, to be analysed and
discussed with the Tomaševski theoretical and analytical framework adapted, as pro-
posed in previous sections, to the major characteristics of the ALE field. In another
words, we present, in next section, the main results of the application of the 4A tool
to monitoring today’s ALE national policy agenda.

Discussion on the realization of the right to education for adults in
Portugal

Portugal has focused on ALE mainly through twenty-first century policy programmes
dedicated to the purpose of increasing the level of basic and secondary education as
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well as the professional qualification of low-skilled adults. In this context, adults were
considered as the active working part of the population who needed specific strategies
to increase their key competences, update professional (re)skills, and improve commu-
nicative capacities for civic participation. Therefore, since the Lisbon Agenda, three
policy programmes have been succeeded in creating a nationwide network of specialised
ALE centres,77 where public and free ALE practices are offered. A characteristic mark of
those measures has been the focus on RPL and the value of experiential learning.

How these different policy agendas and mandates have affected the realisation of the
right to education of adults is what the Tomaševski’s model applied to ALE reveals. The
4A considers availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability as factors with sub-
stantive different evidence and are used in this article as the framework for discussion.

When the RPL was introduced in Portugal as public provision, the levels of school cer-
tification of the adult population were very low. According to public data of the National
Statistical Institute, in 2001 in a universe of 4.892.000 active adults, 8.9% had no instruc-
tion, 33.9% had only 4 years of basic education, 21.4% had 6 years of basic education,
14.6% had 9 years of basic education, and just 12% had the secondary education level
of instruction. Data revealed that 69.9% of literate active adults had not completed
basic education but had diverse professional and life experience, nonetheless.

Thus, according to that current statistical panorama a key feature clearly emerges: a
low – qualified person is the profile for an ageing national adult population, and this
reaches a significantly high number. Against this backdrop, in this section of the
article we intended to draw attention to the possible ways through which those policy
agendas (with concrete RPL programmes) met the principles to realise the right to edu-
cation of adults, in accordance with the adapted framework of the 4A scheme.

Concerning availability of ALE

By targeting vulnerable adults with low or no qualifications, the RPL policy in Portugal,
according to its main pedagogical scope, has regarded the right of adults to education as a
path of social justice. The main expression of this has been the innovative characteristic
of Portuguese practices of RPL that have been strongly connected to validation activities.
In the content of all three ALE policy measures analysed, the methodological processes
seek to give social value to experiential learning, reinforcing (self – and hetero-) recog-
nition of adults’ experiences. In this framework, providing counselling and guidance to
low-skilled adults has been a major priority. Adult educators were trained by national
public initiatives to engage in the RPL processes and pedagogical practices.78 Thus, in
the Portuguese case there is evidence of availability, in terms of trained educators’ cri-
teria, and it represents an effective contribution to the promotion of social inclusion
by means of personalised support provided before, during and after validation. We
can observe this aspect, for example, in the current measure at work, where it is
stated, as a policy priority, the need to accomplish a clear.

strengthening of the teams that are part of the Qualify Centers and consequent strengthen-
ing of funding through Community funds (…) strengthening teams and introducing flexi-
bility in the functional articulation between the elements that constitute them seeks to
provide greater stability which, desirably, leads to an improvement in the quality of the
operation of the centers. (Law: Portaria n. ° 232/2016 of 29 august)
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Indeed, since the creation of this educational modality, Portuguese adult learners can
go through a RPL process by two main routes79 that can be followed in a separate (single
certification) or in an integrated way (double certification): (a) the academic process –
aiming at improving the qualification levels of adults who do not have basic or secondary
education certificates; (b) the vocational process – for adults who do not have formal qua-
lifications in their occupational areas to improve their professional qualification levels.

Concerning accessibility of ALE

Portugal has a low-income social context, so it is also important to highlight that there has
been no cost for learners. RPL could even be organised in an itinerant way, with adult
educators doing sessions in local associations, recreational clubs, parish boardrooms,
etc. with the intention of helping populations with accessibility problems, with fewer
resources or with other limitations operating as barriers. Further, a specific system of gui-
dance for immigrants has been developed, intended to be culturally sensitive and to go
beyond access, promoting an inclusive climate and building networks for successful
enrolment levels. That specific measure was implemented in cooperation with the
High Commissariat for Migrations in national and regional centres of support for immi-
grants.80 In recent years, foreign workers with low qualifications arriving in the country
have used the RPL to upgrade their qualifications and, complementarily have currently at
their disposal a network of 23 Professional Insertion Offices81 (GIP Immigrant).

There was also a specific RPL procedure for the disabled, although only for the basic
level certification, in the Inclusive RPL Centers, with complementary support in the
current network of 6 Professional Insertion Offices82 (GIP Inclusion). A specific meth-
odological guide,83 with a non-discriminatory focus, was created for practitioners to
develop the RPL process for disabled candidates, being geared towards specific disabil-
ities: mental disability, sensorial disability, blindness and deafness, neurological diseases,
mental health, and learning difficulties. We can observe this aspect, for example, in the
New Opportunities measure, that claims,

the two axes of intervention of the Government’s public policies presented herein must be
associated, defining a set of guidelines on the qualification of adults with disabilities, where
there is a normative scarcity that is urgently to supplant. As part of promoting opportunities
for education, training and lifelong work, this order contains the guiding principles of access
for persons with disabilities to the process of recognition, validation and certification of
competences (RVCC) conducive to a school qualification (Law: Despacho n. ° 29176/
2007, of 21 December)

Therefore, the way the RPL agenda has been developing in the context of the three
ALE measures allowed for the consolidation of practices that explore cultural (immi-
grants) and psychological (disabilities) proximity with heterogeneous profiles of adults.

Thus, one of the most highlighted criteria of the adequacy of accessibility coverage has
been the participatory levels obtained in RPL, which has been of great interest to policy-
makers. Indeed, in a country with a total population of 10.297,1million in 2020,84 according
to the National Council of Education, there were, in 2010, more than 1 million adults
enrolled inRPLprocesses and 386,463 already certified. Between 2005 and 2012 the national
network of ALE Centers offering RPL practices expanded to over 500 units nationwide and
over 12,000 adult educators were involved in this system, working during the day and in the
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evenings.85 Between 2017 and 2021, according to the ANQEP (National Agency for Qualifi-
cation and Vocational Education), the total number of adults enrolled in RPL processes
(registration, referrals, and certifications) exceeded 700,000.86

Concerning acceptability of ALE

Acceptability of ALE is an attribute that can be found in the Portuguese RPL policy
because, (i) the above-mentioned characteristics of the practices allow relevance to be
reported by adult learners and practitioners in several published studies about the
field;87 and (ii) due to the quality of the process which involves a carefully designed
national chart of quality working as a framework for RPL.88 We can observe this
aspect, for example, in the New Opportunities measure, were this was emphasised,

The quality of the service provided to the public, as a pillar of the current national system of
qualifications, should also be a priority for the New Opportunities Centers, which, in the
various dimensions in which they intervene, must be governed by the Quality Charter of
The New Opportunities Centers, approved by the National Agency for Qualification.
(Law: Portaria n. ° 370/2008, of 21 May)

Acceptability also comes from the methodology and its results, focused on the needs
and the interests of adults, which remain at the centre of the Portuguese RPL processes.

Concerning adaptability of ALE

The main methodology used in RPL processes comprises several phases, each one of
them being based on a balance of competences and a biographic approach. Consequently,
the best practices of RPLmeet the adaptability criteria for adults with low schooling levels
but high professional and life experience. Indeed, that attribute has been recognised in
academic research literature and ALE policy reports for the methodological paths con-
ducted in accordance with a previous educational diagnosis and with the specific
rhythms and circumstances of each adult, and for giving rise to a portfolio developed
in a permanently accompanied way by specialised trained educators. We can observe
this aspect, for example, in the New Opportunities measure, were this was detailed,

Educational diagnosis consists of (a) carrying out an analysis of the profile of the adult,
using, inter alia, clarification sessions, curricular analysis, individual and collective inter-
views or other appropriate strategies; (b) identifying the best available responses, in view
of the analysis carried out in accordance with the preceding subparagraph and all existing
education and training offers at local or regional level.

Concluding remarks

The objective of this article has been achieved as it allows one to better understand ways
of realising the right to education of adults by means of the analysis of availability, acces-
sibility, acceptability, and adaptability of three policy measures undertaken by Portu-
guese governments. Also, the question of our study was answered. We have described
how Portuguese policy agendas have considered education for adults, highlighting the
scenario in democratic times. This was addressed in detail and ALE measures were
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presented and discussed. The absence of a real policy agenda ensuring provision of ALE
during the dictatorship regime helps to explain the high percentage of low-qualified
adults during the democratic regime. This fact echoes the need to spread a vision of edu-
cational policy and governance as a vehicle to promote the human right to literacy and
ALE as something more than mere alphabetisation and free basic education for all, so
that demand for further and higher education can be developed in Portugal.

The research question of the study obtained a satisfactory answer, although it still
requires more research to encompass voices and perceptions from outside the formal
texts of policy documents, analysed in this article. Through our heuristic exercise, we
demonstrate that the four attributes considered by the adopted model as able to translate
the realisation of the right to education through national educational measures, also
works in relation to ALE. Indeed, the adoption of the 4A in ALE policy analysis high-
lighted the connections between the level, the form, and the content of social rights
through ALE availability and accessibility, while the public awareness of social and edu-
cational justice can be better understood by means of ALE acceptability and adaptability.

In Portugal, in the last two decades specific measures have consistently put the subject
under legislative consideration and large-scale implementation occurred, mainly through
the provision of RPL practices. Those practices unveiled tensions and contradictions con-
cerning the role of ALE, and a debate is currently under way as to whether and how edu-
cators should be involved in the formulation, planning and implementation of ALE in
Portugal, and what paradigmatic approach (lifelong education or lifelong learning
policy priorities) will better serve the interests of low-qualified adults and an increasing
ageing population. Despite the relevance of that debate, this was not the focus of this
article. Here we analysed a broader subject to apprehend how the right to education of
adults has been under consideration by governments, assuming that (i) the right to
ALE should be beyond questions of countries’ competitiveness; and (ii) it requires
from researchers and citizens a permanent critical and vigilant attention to violations
or deprivations, particularly of the right to have rights in the most vulnerable segments
of the adult and old population.

Concrete criteria for each of the elements of the 4A model applied to the field of ALE
have been used as a lens. From the discussion of the results, we can conclude that the
realisation of the right to education of adults by the twenty-first century Portuguese
state has been successfully achieved. Indeed, analysis of the three ALE policy measures
(the ones existing on the agenda of the current period) translates the government’s obli-
gation to make education available, accessible, acceptable, and adaptable mainly through
RPL practices. Taking the metaphor of the ‘in and against the state movement’ we can
support the Portuguese national public RPL policy agenda, yet at the same time criticise
the recent trends which indicate the adoption of the politics of measurement in the field
of ALE, mainly supported by a rationale of outcomes-based assessments in the RPL
System.

To summarise, starting with, the availability of ALE, providing counselling and gui-
dance to low skilled adults has been a major priority, and concerning the attribute of
availability in terms of the geographical distribution criterion, the panorama is satisfac-
tory. Secondly, concerning accessibility of ALE, Portugal shows some investment by
national public initiatives in (i) dealing with psychological aspects (disabilities) and
increasing proximity with heterogeneous adults; and (ii) creating ALE measures
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allowing for the consolidation of free public practices that explore cultural (immi-
grants) proximity, focused on open access to all adults without discriminations.
Thirdly, concerning acceptability of ALE, in Portugal there has been investment by
national public initiatives in creating and implementing a national chart of quality fra-
mework able to guide practitioners. Reports on the relevance of ALE practices are also
available, through which evidence on the attribute of acceptability are better high-
lighted, for example concerning the criterion of focusing practices on the needs and
the interests of adults. Finally, concerning adaptability of ALE, Portugal shows a con-
siderable investment in flexible methodologies used in RPL. Although present in dis-
cursive policy documents, the implementation of methodological paths conducted in
accordance with the specific rhythms and circumstances of each adult need to be
kept and continuously improved.

Consequently, we believe that, based on the results, this article has made it clearer that
the right to education can only be guaranteed when educational offers are available to all
with a non-discriminatory scope; when they are affordable universally; when the obstacles
(economic, cultural, structural, gender, etc.) have been removed for the access, enjoyment
and use of all heterogeneous adults of our complex societies; and, finally, when the ALE
public practices are adequate and relevant not only to the educational needs of the
groups they are aimed at, but also to their desires, interests and aspirations of learning,
adopting a humanistic path for ALE policy building and monitoring.

To conclude, some recommendations for ALE governance arising from the analysis of
our main results are provided because a challenge remains in the twenty-first century: to
improve the situation and the qualification of low-skilled adults through a lifelong right
to ALE. Therefore, in accordance with their specific conditions, governing structures and
constitutional provisions, the Portuguese state should develop further comprehensive,
inclusive, and integrated policies for ALE taking the approach of human rights as a fra-
mework for policy. This entails promoting the real implementation of ALE policy as a
long-term investment, beyond short term political parties’ power squabbles to ensure
availability, accessibility, acceptability, and adaptability of ALE as the prime duty-
bearer of the governments. That route is important also to prevent social risks in
financial austerity crises. That approach can allow for the improvement of the formal
system of education to incorporate the adults’ learning experience developed outside
the formal system. It can also increase opportunities for improvement in their pro-
fessional careers, in life projects and for engagement in continuous education and train-
ing processes during their life course.89 Thus, the performance of national states in this
subject should be kept under regular public observation and the involvement of non-gov-
ernmental and non-profit civil society organisations in monitoring that process is highly
recommended.

In Portugal, governmental social responsibility must withstand the temptation of gov-
erning by numbers and protect ALE as a field which needs flexible management to allow
practices to be developed with transformative methodologies and an open scope. Finally,
we believe that the more ALE is considered a key policy issue in promoting citizenship,
the more possible it will be for adult individuals to have an active and responsible par-
ticipation in a post-pandemic and ecologically disruptive society as human beings with
rights and urgent obligations.
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