
Embracing a culture of lifelong 
learning

The Futures of Education from a lifelong learning perspective
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning



The futures of education from a lifelong learning 
perspective

• Embracing a culture of lifelong learning

UIL’s contribution to the UNESCO International Commission on 
the Futures of Education, argues that creating a global culture 

of lifelong learning will be key to addressing the challenges 
faced by humanity, from the climate crisis to technological    

and demographic change.



A transdisciplinary expert consultation 

Futures of Education: A lifelong learning contribution
• From 26 May to 12 June 2020, the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning organized a transdisciplinary 

online consultation on the ‘Futures of Education: A lifelong learning contribution’, informing this report.

A transdisciplinary approach
• Twelve experts from different fields (including demography, economics, education, philosophy, public 

health, neuroscience and sociology) were invited to reflect on how lifelong learning can contribute to 
building a desirable future by 2050 and to propose concrete measures. 

Embracing a culture of lifelong learning
• Drawing on the input of experts, the report reflects on the potential contribution of lifelong learning both 

in transforming the field of education and in creating a more sustainable, healthy and inclusive future. 
This report offers 10 key messages and a number of action points for implementing a new vision for 
lifelong learning by 2050.

Consultation Process



Developing a joint vision of lifelong learning 

This 2050 vision is of a world that has undergone a deep cultural shift based on a strong awareness of 
the innate potential of learning. Societies self-consciously strive to be learning societies and people 
identify as lifelong learners. Formal, non-formal and informal learning activities pervade all spheres of 
life, including work, family, civic engagement and leisure. Regardless of age, method or context, 
learners can learn whatever they choose, be it to update their knowledge or skills, to adapt to an ever-
changing environment, to get a better job or simply for the joy of enhancing skills and satisfying 
curiosity.

Towards a vision of lifelong learning by 2050 



Towards a vision of lifelong learning by 2050 

A joint vision of lifelong learning

• Learner autonomy is the foundation of this lifelong learning culture.

• The learning ecosystem integrates diverse learning modalities fluidly, including all digital-based (artificial 
intelligence- or AI supported) and real-life experiential learning as well as blends of formal, non-formal 
and informal learning. 

• To ensure that learning opportunities are accessible to all, learning spaces beyond educational 
institutions have been reinvented to promote and support learning. 

• The cultural shift has transformed the school-centred education culture, acknowledging and articulating 
the value of different learning systems by ensuring necessary coordination and synergy at all levels.

• Learning is understood as a collective process, taking place among peer groups, within communities and 
across generations.

• The right to education has been renewed, recognizing lifelong learning as a human right.



Creating an enabling environment for lifelong learning
Main features of the ‘enabling environment’



Creating an enabling environment for lifelong learning

A wide-reaching culture of lifelong learning requires:

• A strong social fabric, which protects against poverty, discrimination and other forms of inequality.

• Accessible and well-utilized technology: open access digital infrastructures and protection of primary 
rights. 

• Critical use of social media, counteracting misinformation and promoting collective learning.

• Culturing shift towards lifelong learning in education system, institutions, and people’s minds.  

• Sufficient funding and resource mobilization, shared responsibilities for financing.

• Recognizing the communal value of education and learning. Lifelong learning as a social good not a 
commodity. 

• Inclusive education policies and programmes: ensuring needs-based planning and programming. 

• Taking advantage of multiple spaces for learning, including existing physical infrastructure



Key messages for creating a culture of lifelong learning

1. Recognize the holistic character of lifelong learning

2. Promote transdisciplinary research and intersectoral 
collaboration for lifelong learning

3. Place vulnerable groups at the core of the lifelong 
learning agenda

4. Establish lifelong learning as a common good

5. Ensure greater and equitable access to learning 
technology

6. Transform schools and universities into lifelong learning 
institutions

7.Recognize and promote the collective dimension of 
learning

8.Encourage and support local lifelong learning initiatives, 
including learning cities

9.Reengineer and revitalize workplace learning

10. Recognize lifelong learning as a human right



Key messages and action points for creating a culture of lifelong learning 

1. Recognize the holistic character of lifelong learning
• Diversify learning provision
• Develop a lifelong learner competency framework
• Integrate recognition, validation and accreditation (RVA) mechanisms

3. Place vulnerable groups at the core of the lifelong learning policy agenda 
• Engage learners and educators in planning strategies
• Launch national campaigns to engage excluded sectors
• Study innovative strategies and programmes to identify successful schemes and disseminate the results

2. Promote transdisciplinary research and intersectoral collaboration for lifelong learning 
• Establish a platform for transdisciplinary dialogue
• Mobilize transdisciplinary research

4. Establish lifelong learning as a common good 
• Promote a commons-based approach to lifelong learning
• Engage in a dialogue with the corporate sector of the digital economy



Key messages and action points for creating a culture of lifelong learning 

5. Ensure greater and equitable access to learning technology 
• Place digital technology at the service of lifelong learning for all
• Launch ’Towards 2050 – digital learning technology for the common and the public good. 

7. Recognize and promote the collective dimension of learning 
• Create a digital learning platform
• Promote collective learning through policy
• Celebrate learning

6. Transform schools and universities into lifelong learning institutions 
• Revise curricula
• Transform pedagogies
• Open up to the community



Key messages and action points for creating a culture of lifelong learning 

9. Reengineer and revitalize workplace learning 
• Increase opportunities for workplace training
• Widen access to workplace learning
• Encourage employers to support lifelong learning
• Recognize the diverse outcomes of workplace learning

10. Recognize lifelong learning as a human right 
• Develop a legal framework for lifelong learning at national level
• Designate a government structure dedicated to lifelong learning
• Gradually introduce a universal entitlement to lifelong learning

8. Encourage and support local lifelong learning initiatives, including learning cities 
• Promote local-level initiatives that reinforce a learning culture
• Renew community spaces for learning opportunities



Building a learning society

• Building a learning society demands a radical change, a cultural transformation involving all 
stakeholders, in particular governments, individuals and employers, as well as rural and urban 
communities, notably learning cities. 

• Recognizing the value of lifelong learning as a public good, a human right and a key instrument to 
serve a number of major policy goals, including employment, labour market change, health and 
well-being, environmental sustainability, active citizenship and social inclusion and cohesion.

Developing a culture of lifelong learning

• Developing such a culture of lifelong learning requires sustained efforts and major changes in the 
way lifelong learning is conceptualized, delivered, organized, structured, funded and valued.

• Adopting the concept of lifelong learning in its entirety requires societies to re-think learning and 
education as truly life-long and life-wide. 

Conclusion: Towards a culture of lifelong learning 



The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and 
write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn.
Alvin Toffler

UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning
Raúl Valdés-Cotera


