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Let’s start 
If you are reading this guide, you, as a teacher, trainer, tutor, or just as an active 
citizen, are putting a lifelong learning activity into practice!  Lifelong learning is any 
activity undertaken by people in a formal, non-formal, informal way, at various 

stages of their lives, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences, from a 
personal, civic, social and employment perspective and it covers learning from pre-school age 
to post-retirement.  According to the Council of the European Union Resolution on a renewed 
European agenda for adult learning 2011/c 372/01 published in December 20111, “Adult 
learning is a vital component of the lifelong-learning continuum, covering the entire range of 
formal, non-formal and informal learning activities, general and vocational, undertaken by 
adults after leaving initial education and training” in order to periodically enhancing one's 
personal and professional skills and competences. 

What am I learning here and why? 
In this chapter, you will learn more about the concept of lifelong learning through some action 
policies implemented at European level, and also why digital competences are a key factor in 
lifelong learning. These two elements, lifelong learning and digital competences, besides 
being the core of the OnTrain project, are now inextricably linked and have a strong impact on 
the personal and professional activities of all of us. 

What content will I find here? 
In this chapter, you will find a short history of the concept of lifelong learning, some information 
on the key actions implemented at European level for its dissemination, a reflection on the 
importance of lifelong learning and digital competences. On a more practical level you will 
understand how digitisation is affecting the daily life of all of us, young and old, and how to 
make learners recognise the important role of lifelong learning in their lives.  

Lifelong learning: a timeline 
The concept of lifelong Learning was born in 1995 with the Cresson White Paper "Teaching 
to learn: towards the cognitive society"2. It defines the 5 Objectives of the cognitive society: 

1. School-business communication 
2. Encouraging e-skills 
3. Teaching 3 languages (including mother tongue) 
4. Fight against exclusion 
5. More investment in teacher training 

 
1 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2011:372:0001:0006:EN:PDF 

2 https://europa.eu/documents/comm/white_papers/pdf/com95_590_en.pdf 
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European Commission invited member states to study modular pathways for compensatory 
learning, in order to fill the "holes" in school education due to dropout or school-related 
deficiencies. This already included adult education centres. 

In 1997 the Treaty of Amsterdam (Articles 149 - 150)3 defined Basic competences as the 
minimum competences to enjoy the opportunities of 'Active Citizenship'. Active citizenship is 
defined as the ability to exercise the rights and obligations of the European citizen and to 
access all common opportunities. Basic competences include transversal skills, which are 
defined also as "soft skills" (problem solving, team work, etc.). 

In March 2000 the Lisbon European Council defined Europe's strategic goal4: by 2010 it must 
be the most dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world in order to compete with the 
major economic powers, achieve sustainable economic growth and greater social cohesion. 
Globalisation, the imminent enlargement and the challenges of the new knowledge-based 
economy called for a strategy to create the knowledge infrastructure, promote innovation and 
economic reform and modernise education systems. To promote Lifelong learning, 4 cross-
cutting policy objectives were set: 

1. Develop national frameworks containing and framing all degrees and qualifications 
awarded at all levels. 

2. Implement measures to assess and validate non-formal and informal learning 
3. Create guidance systems to promote lifelong learning 
4. Implement initiatives to promote transnational mobility 

In order to deepen the Lisbon issues, the European Commission proposed to all member 
states the Memorandum on lifelong learning5. It contains the following operational definition:  

lifelong learning includes "all learning activities carried out on an ongoing basis, with 
the aim of improving knowledge, skills, competences". The policy of promoting 
lifelong learning is based on the institutions' awareness that one of their tasks is to 

facilitate the exercise by all citizens of all ages, walks of life, or professional backgrounds to 
train, learn and grow both humanly and professionally, throughout their lives. 

In order to achieve the objectives, the Lifelong Learning Programme (LLP)6 was established 
as the new funding instrument of the European Commission for the period 2007-2013, in the 
fields of education and training, intended to take over and integrate the various Community 
programmes which, in these areas, have been operational for the period 2000-2006, namely 
e-Learning, Leonardo da Vinci for vocational education and training and Socrates (declined in 
Comenius for school training, Erasmus for university training, Gruntdvig for lifelong learning). 
The objective of contributing, through lifelong learning, to the creation of an advanced 
knowledge-based society capable of sustainable economic development and greater social 
cohesion within the EU must be pursued, according to the LLP, through the following actions:  

 
3 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/topics/treaty/pdf/amst-en.pdf 

4 https://portal.cor.europa.eu/europe2020/Profiles/Pages/TheLisbonStrategyinshort.aspx 

5 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=LEGISSUM:c11047&from=EN 

6 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/sites/erasmusplus/files/lifelong-learning-programme-factsheet_en.pdf 
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1. actions in support of exchanges of individuals,  
2. exchanges between institutions,  
3. collaboration between countries,  
4. encouraging greater participation of people of all ages in lifelong learning, including 

those with special needs or from disadvantaged groups. 

In March 2010, the European Commission presented the new Europe 2020 Strategy7, 
developed with the aim of facilitating the exit from the economic crisis and outlining a 
development model to respond adequately to the challenges of the decade 2010-2020. 

Adopted by the Council in June 2010, the 2020 agenda sets out three major, closely interlinked 
priorities to be implemented through concrete actions at European and national level to ensure 
growth that is:  

1. Smart, i.e. able to invest in education, research and innovation;  
2. Sustainable, attentive to energy policies and respectful of climate change;  
3. Inclusive, ready to promote social and territorial cohesion and improve the labour 

market. 

Europe 2020 has a strong continuity with the policy lines and objectives set for 2010 with the 
Lisbon Strategy, renewing the focus on the three main goals of the previous planning: 
increasing competitiveness, increasing employment and quality of the labour market, 
promoting the development of society by strengthening research, education and innovation. 

The Erasmus+ programme8, the funding programme of the European Commission for the 
period 2014-2020, aims to contribute to the Europe 2020 strategy for growth, jobs, social 
equity and inclusion, as well as to the goals of ET2020, the EU's strategic framework for 
education and training. One of the specific themes addressed by the programme is to promote 
adult education, in particular with regard to new skills and competences required by the labour 
market. 

Why lifelong learning is important 
Lifelong learning has the aim of allowing each individual who practices it to respond effectively 
to new needs, changes and challenges that will arise during everyone’s life. These events can 
be personal, but in particular social, work and professional. Knowledge can be acquired and 
skill-sets developed anywhere, anytime: this means that learning is unavoidable. However, 
lifelong learning is about creating and maintaining a positive attitude to learning both for 
personal and professional development. Lifelong learning can enhance our understanding of 
the world around us, provide us with more and better opportunities and improve our quality of 
life. 

 
7 https://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-
%20EN%20version.pdf 

8 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/node_en 
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Think of the spread of computers and the Internet in the last 20/30 years: each task had to be 
updated and adapted to the use of new devices and new ways of working completely different 
from before and with much faster rates of updating. 

But what content should inspire lifelong learning as a "common basis"? A European reference 
document is the Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 
December 20069 on key competences for lifelong learning, which identifies 8 key 
competences: Communication in the mother tongue; Communication in foreign languages; 
Mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; Digital 
competence; Learning to learn; Social and civic competences; Sense of initiative and 
entrepreneurship; and Cultural awareness and expression10.  

 

Lifelong learning and digital competences 
According to the Council recommendations11 “Digital competence involves the confident, 
critical and responsible use of, and engagement with, digital technologies for learning, at work, 
and for participation in society. It includes information and data literacy, communication and 
collaboration, media literacy, digital content creation (including programming), safety 
(including digital well-being and competences related to cybersecurity), intellectual property 
related questions, problem solving and critical thinking”. 

We should all therefore be able to use digital technologies “to support our active citizenship 
and social inclusion, collaboration with others, and creativity towards personal, social or 
commercial goals. Skills include the ability to use, access, filter, evaluate, create, program and 
share digital content”. 

Digital competences play a preliminary, fundamental and strategic role for all other 
competences: it is precisely because of this competence that it will be easier to improve 
linguistic, expressive and communicative competence and to find one's own method of study 
and research. It is often mistakenly believed that it is the older generations who need more 
support to learn digital skills. We need to dispel this cliché: many digital natives, despite their 
natural aptitude to relate to digital tools, ignore many of the digital skills, such as those on 
online security. Digital competences and lifelong learning are both flips of the same coin, for 
every single person who wants to constantly grow as an active citizen.   

 

Trainers should use then ICT both as a resource and as a tool in the learning 
process, having in mind that as stated in L.U. 1 Introduction to E-Learning is not 
only short for “electronic learning, meaning learning through the use of electronic 
technologies: online learning makes use of multimedia technologies and the 

 
9 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2006:394:0010:0018:en:PDF 

10 On the 22nd of May 2018 (2018/C 189/01) the Council updated the definitions of key competences: Literacy competence, 
Multilingual competence, Mathematical competence and competence in science, technology and engineering, Digital 
competence, Personal, social and learning to learn competence, Citizenship competence, Entrepreneurship competence, 
Cultural awareness and expression competence.  

11 See Recommendations of 2006 mentioned above 
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Internet to improve the quality of learning by facilitating access to resources and services, as 
well as remote exchanges and remote collaboration. 

 

Example 
 In recent years, in parallel with the spread of smartphones and other portable 
devices, new technologies and applications have been developed that no longer 
require basic ICT skills learning. The focus has shifted from acquiring digital skills 
for the use of technology to acquire skills to use and take advantage of the services 

that technology can offer (e.g.: for public administration and services). Examples of everyday 
use of technology that need competencies throughout a process of lifelong learning are: 

● reading online newspapers  
● homebanking 
● online shopping 

 

These are only three of the many examples of how technology affected our way of doing 
things, making possible to simply use an electronic device for activities that in the past required 
a different approach. But this new way needs constant practice in learning. 

 

Exercises 
We could easily argue that everyday life is the best gym for continuous learning. We don't just 
have to think about school or our hobby courses that we attend in the evening after our work 
hours as the only places where learning is put into practice. Lifelong learning is always 
possible, in any context of life. At the same time that we tell a friend: "Ah, I see how it works, 
now I can use it!" we have put in place a learning process that will increase our personal skills, 
both form a personal or a professional point of view.      

 

Exercise 1: Recognizing lifelong learning 
 

If you are working with a class group, whatever the subject they want to learn, 
learners are often very motivated to want to learn that subject (simply out of a thirst 
for knowledge or for practical or professional purposes), but they are not aware that 

the learning process they are into is at all effects a process of lifelong learning. Ask them if 
they know the meaning of lifelong learning, and if in their opinion the course they are following 
actually falls within the lifelong learning sphere and why. Mark the answers on a blackboard. 
Those answers will be the definitions of lifelong learning for your learners. 
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Exercise 2: The learning ladder 
According to Norman Longworth12, the learner, during the learning process goes 
through a personal journey from ignorance to wisdom, and this journey is 
represented as a ladder where the more you climb the more the distance between 

the steps. Steps are, from bottom to top: ignorance, information, knowledge, critical thinking, 
understanding, wisdom. You, as a teacher, can ask yourself first, and the class of learners 
then, how many steps you and the learners climbed on the ladder of the subject they are 
learning, how long did it take and how long do you and they think it will be needed to reach 
the next step. 

 

Summary 
In this chapter you have made a journey on the learning ladder of lifelong learning! 
You must be able now to know how the concept was born and grew up, and why it 
kept a central role in the education policies of the European Union. If you are a 
teacher or trainer, you also got a tip on how to make your students aware of the 

concept of lifelong learning by two very simple exercise you can put in practice anytime with 
any group of learners.   
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