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Brussels, 8
th

 February 2011 

 

Response to the “Consultation on the promotion and validation of non-

formal and informal learning” – February 2011 

 
The ‘European Forum for Freedom in Education’ (effe) is an NGO in the area of compulsory 

education. We see our organisation as a forum in which current issues concerning education 

in Europe can be discussed. Our members are interested and active citizens from the 

educational sector; that includes teachers, schools, school-organisations, administrators and 

those involved in university life. All members of effe stand for the right to education and for 

the promotion of diversity and freedom in education. 

 

effe believes that non-formal and informal learning (NFIL) must play a greater role in 

European society. It can contribute to an individual’s personal development, the promotion 

of social cohesion and be a means of combating social exclusion. NFIL can be a powerful 

tool at every level in European society and should be used as such. 

 

effe welcomes the work and progress already made by the European Union in this area, 

including the explicit calls in the Europe 2020 strategy to promote “the recognition of non-

formal and informal learning” as well as the ‘Youth on the Move’ and ‘Agenda for New Skills 

and Jobs’ flagship initiatives. However, it believes there is much more to be done if the full 

potential of NFIL is to be realised. effe is glad therefore to see this timely and important 

consultation.  

 

Formal learning is widely acknowledged and enjoys a privileged status; the historical legacy 

from when (formal) education was one of the few ways of guaranteeing a better quality of 

life. However, experience has shown that formal education systems can not cater for all and 

there are many who are not well suited to this set-up to learning. The universality and 

lifelong dimension of NFIL play an essential complementary role in this regard and combined 

with formal education presents the possibility of reaching those of all ages and backgrounds. 

Its inherent informality means that NFIL has the potential to reach out to sections of society 

not normally catered for by more formalised learning frameworks. NFIL offers the 

opportunity to re-engage sections of society which feel estranged or marginalised from 

main-stream society. With an expanding Union and an increasingly globalised world, Europe 
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needs a means of addressing the issues presented by the movement of people both within 

and outside of the EU; NFIL can be one of those means.  

 

In this vein, the potential that NFIL has alongside formal education to foster social 

cohesion and help combat social exclusion is considerable. It can help to build bridges and 

overcome prejudices. NFIL offers marginalised groups, including the Roma people for 

example, an additional and alternative pathway from formal education and with this, a 

means to reintegrate into mainstream society. As a means of bringing people together, NFIL 

can greatly contribute to the integration of communities and the social cohesion of societies 

as a whole.  

 

However, one of the main obstacles to progressing on any aspect of NFIL is the lack of 

awareness on nearly every side, from the individual and private enterprises up to local, 

regional and national governments.  

 

A targeted campaign to improve awareness of the benefits and skills gained from NFIL 

should be undertaken. The recognition and status of NFIL should be promoted across the 

whole of the European Union. This can start at the earliest stages during early childhood 

education and continue throughout every stage of a person’s lifetime. The use of media and 

promotional literature informing people of all ages of the opportunities for NFIL in their local 

area could be an effective start to this out reach process.  

 

In today’s society, NFIL are often over-looked as valuable assets to an individual’s profile 

within the world of work. This is an issue on both sides of the professional relationship. 

Individuals need to be equipped with the ability to recognise and identify the skills they have 

acquired through NFIL as well as the tools to ‘translate’ them into language appropriate for 

the employment sector. Those entering the employment market for the first time or those 

re-entering after a period away should receive particular help in this area. In the same way, 

employers should be made aware of the benefits of NFIL and be prepared to take them into 

equal consideration with formal educational achievement.  

 

The benefits would be felt on both sides; once aware of the complementary skills gained 

through NFIL employers would be more likely to take them into account when considering a 

candidate for a position. Similarly, individuals aware of the benefits of NFIL will be more 

likely to participate in it, be it for their own personal development or to improve their 

employment prospects. Ignorance of opportunity is an unacceptable yet avoidable obstacle 
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in helping those most in need of the benefits of NFIL. By spreading the message and 

promoting the profile of NFIL, we can ensure that it is possible for everyone to take 

advantage of those opportunities available to them.  

 

For this to function on a European level effe agrees that it would be useful to have some 

form of framework for recognition and validation. In a globalised world and an ever closer 

Union, it is important that skills are internationally transferable and recognised. If an over-

arching system for recording skills acquired from NFIL is to be established, it should be done 

on the lowest functional level possible. In other words, the corresponding documentation 

should testify to the completion of an activity which involved NFIL rather than attempt to 

fully qualify and quantify the individual skills attained. There is the danger that by “issuing 

a formal recognised certificate/qualification”
1
 after having assessed “the levels of 

knowledge, skills and competence the individual possesses”, non-formal and informal 

learning would become formalised. This has the potential to undermine the essence and 

worth of the NFIL. Indeed, some NFIL is not necessarily undertaken for the purpose of 

‘learning outcomes’ nor can the (sometimes implicit) benefits of it ever be quantifiably 

measured or tested in this way.  

 

effe has concerns that a system of “issuing a formal recognised certificate/qualification” 

would experience similar difficulties in reaching the marginalised groups of society as the 

formal education system sometimes does. Combined with formal education, NFIL is in the 

privileged position of being able to extend its reach to increased numbers of people. With 

designs of identifying and testing those skills acquired through NFIL to the point of issuing 

formal certification, there is the risk of jeopardising the enhanced accessibility and 

effectiveness of NFIL and in turn diminishing the degree to which it can ably complement 

formal education. The question of validation is an important one but one which presents 

particular difficulties in its execution. 

 

Above all, NFIL requires sufficient funding if it is to be a success. Without financial support 

at national and local levels, equity of access to NFIL will be undermined and schemes which 

offer the opportunity for NFIL will not able to reach those most in need of its benefits. 

Governments at local, regional and national level should be willing to invest in this area once 

they are made aware of the social benefits of NFIL. Civil society and private enterprise which 

                                         
1
 Background note to accompany public consultation on the promotion and validation of NFIL, p.1 
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are often already active members in this area will also be encouraged to further engage to 

commit financial support. For this to happen though requires the initial political will and 

financial drive. The European Union is well placed to take a leading role in this area. With 

awareness comes understanding and subsequently the opportunity to mobilise financial 

backing even in this challenging economic climate. 

 

Understandably, not all activities which result in some form of NFIL can be free at the point 

of need.  However, there are many existing examples of programmes run by civil society 

organisations or indeed publically-funded projects which are successful at reaching out to 

marginalised or excluded groups of society. It is imperative that these projects and new ones 

receive the funding they require to continue their work. In this respect, it is possible to 

ensure equity of access to NFIL.  

 

In light of the benefits of NFIL outlined here, it is important that NFIL becomes a fully 

integrated part of learning as a whole within the European Union. There is an urgent need 

for improved awareness and greater recognition of NFIL. Alongside formal education, NFIL 

can develop a person’s self-confidence, self-awareness, awareness of others as well as their 

practical and social skills. It presents us with the opportunity to further promote social 

cohesion and help combat social exclusion in an increasingly diverse Europe. Though the 

economic situation is difficult, financial support for programmes which offer NFIL will be 

forthcoming once there is a clear understanding of what NFIL has to offer.  

 

The European Union is an increasingly populous and diverse place. Society is forever 

evolving and with it, so too do the social issues which confront it. effe strongly believes that 

alongside formal education, NFIL can and should be one of the main tools to promote a 

more secure and cohesive Europe. From individual and personal development, to a more 

flexible and inclusive employment sector and a society with a greater understanding for 

itself and others, NFIL can help make a truly inclusive European Union and accordingly 

strengthen its position in the global community.  

  

 

Signed by, 

 

Eva Becker  Fiona Carnie  Ingo Krampen  Anne Liekenbrock 

  President               Vice-President              Chair of the Board             Director 


