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Adult learning and education as a responsibility of local authorities

Adult learning and education (ALE) in community 
settings – be it formal, non-formal or informal – 
plays a crucial role in ensuring access to lifelong 
learning for all. Such learning commonly takes place 
in locally embedded ALE institutions that serve as 
key entry points for participation, inclusion, and 
community development. Local authorities are cen-
tral to the provision of ALE and can act in various 
capacities – as enablers, supporters, coordinators, 
managers or advocates. Drawing on the experience 
of DVV International and German Adult Education 
Centres (Volkshochschulen), this paper highlights 
effective practices and ways to strengthen local 
engagement in ALE policy and practice.

Local authorities are here understood as the full range of 
governance and administrative structures related to the 
city or village council, including their commissions and 
committees responsible for education. Representatives of 
local authorities include mayors, their deputies, and the 
municipal staff. In some cases – like in many German 
municipalities – local ALE centres are also part of the city 
administration.

Due to their proximity to the people in their communities 
and their everyday realities, local authorities are particularly 
well suited to support ALE. They understand local labour 
markets, demographic developments and social challenges, 
placing them in a strong position to create appropriate 
framework conditions and to commission or support ALE 
providers to address local educational needs. 

Why investing in ALE pays off

For local authorities, long-term investment in ALE brings 
wide-ranging benefits and in Germany, for example, 
ALE is considered part of essential public services. ALE 
supports economic and social participation at every 
stage in life and reaches population groups that are un-
derserved by the formal education system. It can enable 
adults to gain qualifications, including those missed at 
school or to acquire key skills such as learning compe-

tence, resilience, and critical thinking, which are indispen-
sable in a changing world of work and life. By increasing 
employability, ALE strengthens local labour markets and 
reduces the burden on health and social welfare systems, 
thus saving costs.

At the same time, ALE promotes social cohesion by creat-
ing spaces for people to meet, enabling social participation 
and supporting integration. Through political education, 
media literacy and the promotion of fundamental demo-
cratic values, it strengthens active, informed citizenship. 
Last but not least, a strong ALE infrastructure increases the 
attractiveness of the municipality as a business location 
and as a place to live. 

Multi-level governance of ALE

The extent to which local authorities can shape ALE 
policies depends largely on the governance structure of 
the state and the distribution of competencies across levels 
of government. In highly centralised systems, municipalities 
mainly act as bodies that implement national or regional 
policies, with limited influence over priorities or funding. 
Nevertheless, their role remains crucial, as they adapt 
national objectives to local needs and facilitate access 
and participation. In more decentralised systems, local 
authorities often assume broader responsibilities. Where 
local authorities have a clear legal mandate and sufficient 
autonomy, they can actively shape ALE through strategic 
planning, institutional support, quality assurance, and 
long-term funding. 

However, the scope of action of municipalities also  
depends on the overall development of the ALE system at 
national level. Ideally, ALE is supported by coherent policy, 
legislation, and targeted funding that allow it to develop as a 
recognised sector of the education system. In practice, ALE 
often lacks strong systemic support. Although the impor-
tance of lifelong learning is widely recognised, ALE policies, 
legislation, and funding are frequently insufficient. As a 
result, educational provision is often limited in scale, difficult 
to access, or uneven in quality. Strengthening ALE requires 
coordinated support across all levels of governance.
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Local education governance and infrastructure

Effective local governance of ALE goes beyond funding 
and includes coordination, networking, needs assess-
ment, and strategic planning. Through local education 
governance structures, municipalities can establish coor-
dination mechanisms, advisory bodies, and platforms for 
collaboration among stakeholders from education, labour 
market institutions, social partners, civil society, and local 
administration. Local authorities help align educational 
initiatives with broader local development strategies.

An important part of this role is ensuring that ALE remains 
visible in local policy debates. Municipalities can place ALE 
on the agenda of political decision-makers and discuss it in 
municipal committees, while also raising public awareness 
of the importance of lifelong learning and encouraging 
participation among residents. Local education monitoring 
systems enable municipalities to make evidence-based 
decisions. By analysing demographic trends, labour market 
developments, and participation in ALE, they can identify 
learning needs and assess existing provision. This enables 
them to address gaps between supply and demand, and 
to improve access to learning opportunities.

Municipalities also have a role in the development and 
support of educational infrastructure. ALE benefits from 
easily accessible learning spaces where adults can meet 
and learn together, just like children and young people 
have their kindergartens and schools. If dedicated infra-
structure cannot be provided, existing spaces such as 
libraries, community centres, or school facilities can be used 
by local adult education providers. In addition to providing 
facilities, municipalities can support ALE by covering oper-
ational costs or contributing administrative and technical 
support to local public and non-profit ALE providers.

Beyond their local remit, municipalities can also contribute 
to shaping ALE policies through advocacy at regional 
and national levels. They are well positioned to articulate 
local needs, advocate for increased funding, and call for 
stronger local decision-making powers. Their influence is 
often strengthened through cooperation in networks such 
as learning regions, learning cities, or inter-municipal 
associations, enabling them to act as collective stake-
holders in national policy debates on ALE.

The example of the German Volkshochschulen

Germany has a long tradition of supporting ALE through 
local governance structures. As a Federal Republic, all pol-
icy, legislation and financing for education – including ALE – 
fall under the authority of the 16 Länder (states). While some 
of the Länder mention the importance of ALE in their state 
constitutions, all 16 of them have established laws to sup-

port ALE and mandate local authorities to implement them. 
Combined with coherent policies and sustainable funding 
at national, regional and local levels, this legal framework 
plays an important role in improving quality, increasing 
participation and ensuring equal learning opportunities. 

The Volkshochschulen usually operate under local councils 
or as associations run by local authorities. They share core 
principles, while also reflecting regional political and cultural 
contexts. They take a holistic approach to ALE, integrating 
basic and continuing education that covers general, civic, 
and vocational needs for lifelong learning.

DVV International in practice

DVV International draws on the experience of the Volks-
hochschulen and Germany’s decentralised system of ALE 
governance in its international work while acknowledging 
the diverse contexts in which ALE provision takes place. The 
following examples from Germany and DVV International’s 
partner countries demonstrate how local authorities are 
actively supporting ALE.

The Rhein-Sieg Volkshochschule as a model for 
municipal ALE structures in Germany
The Rhein-Sieg Volkshochschule is a Zweckverband 
(formally constituted inter-municipal association) of nine 
towns and smaller municipalities serving around 260,000 
inhabitants in the Rhein-Sieg district. It fulfils a clearly 
defined public education mandate set out in the Continuing 
Education Act of the State of North Rhine-Westphalia, 
which establishes ALE as an integral part of public services 
and a statutory responsibility of municipalities.

The Volkshochschule is integrated into the administrative 
structure of the participating municipalities and is governed 
by an elected council representing them. It works closely 
with public authorities, educational institutions, integration 
agencies and local organisations, and responds flexibly to 
regional needs – for example in the areas of integration, 
digitalisation and vocational training.

“50, and then what?” – a systemic workshop for people in mid-life at 
vhs Rhein-Sieg, Germany.
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The Rhein-Sieg Volkshochschule is financed through a 
mixed budget of state subsidies, municipal levies, course 
fees and project-related third-party funding. Its course 
programme is in line with the requirements of the Con-
tinuing Education Act and includes continuing vocational 
education, digital skills, language and integration courses, 
health education, and cultural and socio-political topics. 
The Volkshochschule not only supports individual learning 
and development but also enhances the attractiveness 
of the municipalities, supports integration, and promotes 
social cohesion and resilience.

As a Zweckverband, the Rhein-Sieg Volkshochschule 
pools resources, ensures economic viability, and guaran-
tees comprehensive, affordable learning opportunities, 
including in smaller municipalities. The inter-municipal 
structure creates long-term planning security, economies 
of scale, and technical specialisation.

Establishing the first municipal ALE centre in 
Chișinău, Moldova
In the Republic of Moldova, although adult education is 
included in the National Code of Education, public provi-
sion of ALE remains limited. The legislation allows local 
authorities to plan and allocate funding for ALE from 
municipal budgets, but these are often insufficient even 
to cover mandatory responsibilities. State funding mainly 
supports formal vocational retraining for unemployed 
people and further training for professionals in regulated 
fields. As a result, ALE in Moldova is largely provided by 
private entities, NGOs, and international development 
partners.

Against this backdrop, DVV International and the munici
pality of Chișinău joined forces to expand ALE and in-
crease participation among vulnerable groups. A Memo-
randum of Understanding was signed in August 2022, 
followed in April 2023 by the launch of the first Chișinău 
Municipal Centre for Adult Learning and Education (CMIEA 
in Romanian).

Located in a municipal high school and operated by 
Chișinău’s General Directorate of Education, Youth and 
Sports, CMIEA offers over 50 courses supporting employ-
ment, personal development, and active citizenship. While 
the Chișinău municipality provides the premises and fi-
nances staff, DVV International and a growing number 
of development partners – such as the German Agency 
for International Cooperation (GIZ), the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA), and the Norwegian Refugee 
Council (NRC) – fund the educational programmes. From 
2023 to 2025, the centre served around 6,000 learners, 
demonstrating strong demand. The municipality of 
Chișinău and DVV International are therefore planning to 
establish a second ALE centre in 2026.

Community Learning Centres in Uganda
Uganda’s local governments play a central role in ALE, 
which is grounded in Article 30 of the Constitution, the 
National Adult Literacy Policy, and the National Development 
Plan IV. These frameworks establish education as a human 
right and assign responsibility for ALE implementation to 
local government structures. In partnership with the 
Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social Development, DVV 
International supports local governments in the districts 
of Namayingo, Nwoya, Mityana, and Rukungiri in institu-
tionalising Community Learning Centres (CLCs), which are 
managed and financed at district level. These efforts are 
part of the national programme Integrated Community 
Learning for Wealth Creation (ICOLEW), which uses ALE 
to drive social and economic transformation.

CLCs function as local hubs for integrated ALE services, 
combining adult literacy with entrepreneurship training, 
vocational skills development, agricultural extension and 
health education. By linking national policy objectives with 
local implementation, CLCs enable district authorities to 
make learning opportunities accessible and relevant to 
community needs. In 2024, an external evaluation con-
firmed that the CLCs not only support participants, but 
also improve the living conditions in the communities and 
strengthen social cohesion.

The four CLCs serve as model centres for peer learning and 
replication. Through facilitated exchange and open learning 
events, other districts can adapt the approach to their own 
contexts. The Ugandan experience demonstrates that 
strong local government ownership, supported by technical 
expertise and capacity development, can create sustainable 
ALE structures. Long-term success, however, depends 
on cross-sectoral coordination, political commitment, and 
the systematic integration of ALE into district budgets.

Tree nursery project at Madowa Regional Model Community Learning 
Centre (CLC), Namayingo District, Eastern Uganda. In partnership with 
Trees for the Future, the CLC trains farmers in agroforestry and distributes 
fruit tree seedlings to support livelihoods, food security, and nutrition.



4

DVV International | Expert Paper

Adult learning and education as a responsibility of local authorities

Mobile classrooms in the municipality of Quito
Within Ecuador’s national education framework guaran-
teeing the right to lifelong learning, municipalities have the 
autonomy to design local initiatives responding to citizens’ 
needs. Through its Secretariat of Education, Recreation 
and Sports, along with support from DVV International, 
the municipality of Quito, Ecuador's capital, has developed 
an innovative approach to bring education to vulnerable 
groups often excluded from learning opportunities.

Under the Aulas Móviles (mobile classrooms) initiative, 
teachers deliver classes in community centres, workplaces 
or other locally available venues. Existing infrastructure is 
adapted for educational purposes, enabling flexible and 
accessible learning. Each mobile classroom is developed 
jointly with the community, reinforcing ownership and par-
ticipation. Learners are formally registered in public ALE 
programmes, ensuring official recognition and certification.

Currently, fourteen mobile classrooms operate across the 
city in collaboration with public and private companies – 
which allow employees to study during working hours – 
and are often supported by civil society organisations. 
Target groups include community leaders from the rural 
area of Itulcachi who live and work next to a municipal 
landfill, LGBTQI+ people who have faced long-standing 
discrimination, workers of the Metropolitan Public Cleaning 
Company, vendors from the San Roque and Mayorista 
markets, and women survivors of gender-based violence.

This initiative has strengthened the municipality’s capacity to 
deliver flexible, inclusive, and community-based education. 
Its success is grounded in inter-institutional cooperation, 
strong community engagement, and the technical assis-
tance provided by DVV International. 

Empowering local learning communities in Cambodia
In Cambodia, DVV International has supported communi-
ties to transform learning by making local people the main 

drivers of change. Between 2021 and 2023, ten pilot Life-
long Learning Centres (LLLCs) were established across 
different rural provinces. The initiative followed a community 
empowerment approach, engaging local leaders, educators, 
and citizens. 

Through dialogue and local planning workshops, commu-
nities jointly defined their educational priorities, such as 
literacy, vocational skills, digital learning, and entrepreneur-
ship. Local committees then organised ALE programmes, 
recruited learners, collected feedback, and adapted 
activities to meet local needs. Regular dialogue, training, 
community workshops, and online meetings held three 
times a month connected the ten centres as one learning 
family. Through this steady effort, three LLLCs – Sre Knong, 
Palhal, and Prek Rokar – were officially integrated into 
Commune Investment Plans, ensuring that lifelong learning 
is now part of local governance.

More than classrooms, LLLCs are community hubs of 
opportunity, linking learning with livelihoods, social inclusion, 
and civic engagement. These centres demonstrate how 
participatory, locally driven ALE can empower communi-
ties, strengthen social cohesion, and inspire long-term 
transformation.

Conclusion

Strong local engagement is key to effective ALE all over 
the globe. When municipalities have clear mandates and 
adequate resources, they can create inclusive and re-
sponsive learning opportunities. Strengthening ALE 
therefore depends on reinforcing local capacities within 
supportive national frameworks. Investing in local ALE is 
ultimately an investment in resilient, cohesive, and future-
oriented communities.
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