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People on the move – The role of adult learning and education in 
the context of migration and displacement

Migration has always been a part of human history. 
The reasons for migration are as diverse as the people 
who migrate. They may leave their homes in search 
for better living conditions, to escape from political 
or religious persecution, epidemics, environmental 
changes and natural disasters, wars and violent 
conflicts. Modern history, in particular, has been 
marked by displacement, flight and migration.

Educational opportunities play a central role in the 
migration process by supporting both migrants and 
host societies. For instance, they prepare migrants for 
life in the host country and aid integration once there. 
They can also facilitate social integration between 
newcomers and long-term residents, as well as help 
mitigate trauma suffered during forced migration. In 
addition, educational programmes can create oppor-
tunities that enable people to remain in their countries 
of origin.

According to the United Nations, there were around 304 
million migrants worldwide in mid-2024, defined as people 
living in a country other than the one in which they were 
born. This makes up approximately 3.7 per cent of the 
global population. By the end of 2024, this figure included 
approximately 43.7 million refugees – people who had been 
forced to leave their country due to violent conflict or per-
secution.1 In addition, there were approximately 73.5 million 
internally displaced persons (IDPs), who were forced to flee 
within their own country.2

Migrants around the world face a variety of challenges – 
both during their journey and upon arrival in their destination 
country. These problems vary depending on the migrant’s 
origin, reason for migration, migration route, legal status, 
and host country. The greatest difficulties include language 
barriers and integration issues, discrimination and racism, 
exploitation in precarious employment, and inadequate 

1	 Migration Data Portal: http://bit.ly/4nsFKoD
2	 UNHCR: https://bit.ly/4qzdYJS

access to health services and education. In addition, refu-
gees frequently face existential dangers during their journey. 

Educational programmes are instrumental in meeting the 
challenges posed by migration. Above all, this involves 
teaching the skills needed to successfully navigate complex 
migration processes, equipping migrants with the tools to 
find their footing in a new environment, and helping them to 
envision new opportunities for the future. Equally, education 
serves an important role for the host society, offering com-
munities access to information and spaces for interaction. 
In this context, formal and especially non-formal adult learn-
ing and education is vital. The experiences gathered by 
DVV International and the German adult education centres 
(Volkshochschulen – vhs), outlined below, clearly show that 
in the area of migration and displacement, national and 
international spheres of action are more closely intertwined 
than in almost any other field. 

Integration before departure 

The recruitment of skilled and other workers is becoming 
increasingly important due to demographic change, par-
ticularly in Europe and parts of East Asia. Pre-departure ori-
entation and training play a vital role in ensuring a smooth 
migration process. This requires the presence of reputable 
actors in the countries of origin who can provide the pro-
spective migrants with professional and transparent support 
throughout the recruitment process. In addition to language 
training, the programmes prepare the migrants for the cul-
ture, working environment, and societal norms of the desti-
nation country. The aim is to provide prospective employees 
with as realistic a picture as possible and thus minimise 
disappointment, which may lead to high drop-out rates. It is 
especially important to provide a realistic picture of the ac-
tual working conditions that future employees can expect. 

Language support and integration in the 
destination country

Evidence shows that acquisition of a foreign language in 
the country of origin is only possible up to a certain level 

http://bit.ly/4nsFKoD
https://bit.ly/4qzdYJS
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(approximately level B1 of the Common European Frame-
work of Reference for Languages). For this reason, it is 
crucial that migrants are able to continue learning the lan-
guage of their destination country once they arrive. Such 
offers should be tailored to the needs and previous learn-
ing experiences of the participants and, in many cases, be 
complemented by additional services such as childcare. 
A good level of language proficiency is essential in helping 
migrants to integrate successfully. In addition, learning 
opportunities that include, for example, practical support 
for newly arrived migrants and orientation on the host 
country’s society, culture and institutions have proven help-
ful. In Germany, adult education centres (Volkshochschulen), 
in particular, have extensive experience and proven ap-
proaches in this area.

Strengthening openness and inclusivity in the 
destination country

Migrants and refugees often come from very different social 
and cultural backgrounds. They bring with them a wealth of 
experience, skills and abilities, but often also value systems 
and religious beliefs that differ to those prevalent in the des-
tination country. In addition, many have experienced the 
state as corrupt, violent and arbitrary in its actions. Integra-
tion, therefore, should not be limited to newcomers simply 
adapting to the destination country’s values and conditions. 
Instead, it must be a process of societal negotiation, in 
which both sides engage with each other. For this reason, 
additional educational programmes aimed at the host so-
ciety are needed in order to help both sides develop an un-
derstanding of intercultural differences. Providing forums in 
which long-time residents and newcomers can meet and 
interact is equally important in fostering integration. 

Recognising the needs of refugees 

Refugees form a distinct group within the migrant popula-
tion. Their unique circumstances mean that, whether they 
are forced to leave their country because of war and vio-
lence, climate change, existential economic hardship, or a 
combination of these factors, they are usually unable to 
participate in pre-departure orientation and training. Many 
of them have also experienced trauma as a result of bru-
tality, devastation and oppression. Furthermore, when ref-
ugees arrive at their destination, their legal status is often 
uncertain. Taken together, these aspects place specific 
demands on educational work. Low-threshold courses to 
facilitate orientation and language learning, trained teach-
ing staff and trauma-sensitive learning environments with 
close links to social services and mental health support 
are essential to ensure that a temporary or even long-term 
stay in the host country can be successful. This also ap-
plies to internally displaced persons (IDP) who make up 
the majority of this group.

Opening up prospects to remain in country  
of origin

When migrants decide to leave their homeland, it is rarely 
voluntarily. As well as fleeing violence and oppression, a 
lack of economic prospects is often the determining factor. 
When people can envisage a future for themselves in their 
home country, the pressure to migrate decreases signifi-
cantly. Adult learning and education can help to create 
such opportunities, for example, by providing vocational 
qualifications and training to help people find suitable em-
ployment in order to support themselves. It is also crucial 
to provide educational activities that foster self-sufficiency 
and self-reliance.

The German adult learning and education 
network: A wealth of experience 

The German Adult Education Association (Deutscher 
Volkshochschul-Verband – DVV) is active in the field of mi-
gration and integration through an extensive national and 
international network. DVV International forms the founda-
tion of the association’s experience in supporting migration 
across all phases, from pre-departure to integration in the 
host country. Migration is central to numerous projects 
spanning over 30 countries. These projects range from 
providing support to those wishing to emigrate, working 
alongside migrants and host societies in the destination 
country, and contributing to migration prevention through 
the creation of local opportunities.

In Germany, around 830 adult education centres (Volks-
hochschulen) serve as meeting places and are the main 
providers of integration courses. They have extensive ex-
pertise in the areas of basic education, school qualifications, 
professional qualifications, and future skills. The free vhs 
learning portal www.vhs-lernportal.de currently enables 
over 1.5 million people worldwide to learn German. The 
DVV’s wholly owned subsidiary, telc gGmbH, provides a 
key contribution in supporting labour migration and inte-
gration by providing migrants with recognised language 
certificates, teaching materials, and continuing education. 
Several other projects focus on all aspects of integration 
into training and the labour market.

Examples of our work

The following initiatives are representative of the broad 
commitment of DVV International and German adult edu-
cation centres (Volkshochschulen).

Germany: Integration efforts in rural areas 
In recent years, the Ammerland Adult Education Centre 
(kvhs) has grown to become the largest provider of guid-
ance, support, and training services in the Ammerland dis-

https://www.vhs-lernportal.de/wws/9.php#/wws/home.php?sid=16175570986147318761731511890801868630319903533639834376582748274740S35bf62e3
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trict. Through its involvement in around 50 individual pro-
jects, the centre plays a significant role in promoting equal 
opportunities and social participation in the region. Its ser-
vices are available to people of all ages who need support, 
regardless of gender, background, or religious affiliation.

The significant rise in the number of refugees and asylum 
seekers in Germany in 2015 and 2022 has emphasised the 
need to work with and for individuals from refugee or mi-
grant backgrounds. The kvhs regularly runs ‘Griffbereit’ 
groups – multilingual playgroups for parents and children 
aged one to three – across the district’s municipalities to 
help parents become more familiar with the German early 
education system. In the school sector, the kvhs currently 
provides on-site support for learning to over 1,200 pupils. 
Families also receive outreach support through neighbour-
hood-based initiatives. In 2024, close to 1,000 learners 
were enrolled in just under 60 German language courses. 
In addition, through its interpretation service, the kvhs 
helps people access healthcare, local government and 
other essential support around 6,000 times per year, with 
the assistance of 140 native speakers.

Colombia, Tunisia, and Uzbekistan: Supporting 
pre-departure language training through the 
‘Deutsch Global’ project
Migrating to Germany involves many challenges. Although 
it has become easier for skilled workers from non-EU 
countries to enter the country, proof of German language 
skills remains a key requirement. To address this, potential 
migrants need access to qualified teachers, high-quality 
learning materials, and officially recognised exams.

A joint initiative by DVV International and telc supports pre- 
departure language training in Colombia, Tunisia and Central 
Asia. The aim of the project is to improve learning conditions, 
open up access to education, and support fair migration 
pathways by strengthening local networks and institutional 
capacities. It utilises proven elements from German continu-
ing education practice, such as teacher training, high-quality 
teaching materials, and standardised examinations.

Teacher shortages are a common challenge in all three 
participating countries. To combat this issue, telc offers 
international online training courses for language teachers, 
drawing on its many years of experience. Effective learning 
resources are equally important. The vhs learning portal 
complements in-person courses with interactive exercises 
ranging from levels A1 to C1. In rural areas, where access 
to in-person courses is more limited, learners can now 
participate in flexible, tutor-supported online learning. Be-
cause the majority of candidates pursue a formal qualifi-
cation, assessments need to be delivered in a way that is 
both secure and accessible. Recognition of qualifications 
by embassies, immigration authorities, and universities 
depends on strict standards being met. DVV International 
and telc are committed to ensuring short waiting times, 
reliable access and high standards, supported by strong, 
locally based networks.

Tajikistan: Integration of Afghan refugees through 
education and vocational training
Since 2022, the non-governmental organisation ‘Cultural 
and Educational Center TOMARIS’ has been implement-
ing educational initiatives for Afghan refugees in the dis-
tricts of Vahdat and Danghara with support from DVV 
International. The activities take place at the state-run 
Centre for the Development of Handicrafts and Modern 
Vocational Skills, where the Community Learning Centre 
(CLC) is based.

From 2022 to 2024, a total of 1,729 Afghan refugees, in-
cluding 974 women, completed vocational training courses. 
Certified qualifications in hairdressing were particularly 
popular among men, as this profession promises a relia-
ble income.

Based on DVV International’s ‘Curriculum interculturALE’, 
CLC staff were trained in 2024 in intercultural communica-
tion and in supporting adult learners from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, including Afghan refugees. The programme 
helps to overcome cultural barriers and foster an inclusive 
learning environment.

Upon completion of the language course, participants enter a preparatory 
nursing training program at khvs Ammerland, Germany

Training in sewing skills for women from the local community and Afghan 
refugee women in Vahdat, Tajikistan
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Armenia: Support for displaced Armenians from  
Nagorno-Karabakh
DVV International’s country office in Armenia supported 
displaced Armenians through its partner network of Adult 
Education Centres, providing social, emotional, and edu-
cational assistance as part of two major initiatives.

From December 2021 to November 2022, DVV International 
Armenia ran an initiative as part of the project ‘Economic 
and Social Participation of Vulnerable Displaced Persons 
and Local Population in the South Caucasus (EPIC)’. A total 
of 78 beneficiaries, predominantly women, took part in a 
variety of activities designed to support their integration. 
These included courses to develop both soft and practical 
skills in order to enhance economic participation, as well as 
masterclasses led by displaced persons in which they 
shared their culture and skills with host communities. In ad-
dition, community events were organised to help promote 
social inclusion. One such event was the ‘Arishta Festival’, 
which encouraged intergenerational dialogue through a cel-
ebration of Armenian Arishta, a type of homemade pasta.

In 2024, following the mass expulsion of Armenians from 
Nagorno-Karabakh, DVV International Armenia supported 
Adult Education Centres in delivering a programme of edu-
cational activities for displaced persons. Through lectures, 
study visits, masterclasses, festivals, and discussions, 
participants gained an understanding of the culture of the 
regions where they now live since displacement. They also 
learned various trades – such as hairdressing or book-
keeping – and took part in soft-skills courses, for example 
in financial literacy and digital competencies.

Mexico and Guatemala: Measures to prevent migra-
tion in the border region
For six years, DVV International’s regional office in Central 
America has pursued a cross-border approach to pre-
venting migration between Guatemala and Mexico. The 
initiative focuses on education and awareness-raising, as 
well as supporting activities that help young people and 
marginalised rural communities generate income. The 
concept combines several complementary strategies, 
including strengthening local institutions, fostering com-
munity participation, offering vocational training, support-
ing family farming, and providing skills and knowledge to 
reduce vulnerability to the impacts of climate change.

The literacy model in Guatemala, adapted to the needs of 
local populations, addresses the root causes of migration 
through basic education, functional literacy and projects 
that help generate income, tailored to marginalised rural 
communities. In 2024, 163 people, around 85 per cent of 
whom were women, benefited directly from courses on 
laying-hen husbandry, embroidery, cooking and baking, 
while more than 800 people benefited indirectly. Based 

on feasibility studies, these projects resulted in tangible 
improvements in household income.

The Certificate in Environmental Education in Mexico is an-
other initiative in the border region with Guatemala that pro-
motes strategies to help reduce migration. In cooperation 
with four Adult Education Centres, practical and technical 
courses are offered to communities to strengthen family 
farming, food security, and small-scale economic initiatives. 
Cross-border exchange activities further create space for 
shared learning between Guatemalan and Mexican resi-
dents and support the continued development of these 
programmes.

Summary

Adult learning and education is a crucial element in success-
fully managing migration and displacement. It empowers 
migrants in both countries of origin and destination, fos-
tering integration, language skills, career prospects and 
social cohesion. The experiences of DVV International and 
the German adult education centres (Volkshochschulen) 
show that networked and low-threshold educational pro-
grammes help migrants to build confidence and skills, while 
supporting host societies around the world. In order to 
endure a humane approach to migration in the future, it is 
crucial that political decision-makers recognise the impor-
tance of adult learning and education and provide organi-
sational and financial support for such programmes.
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