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Jarvis; Sociological Perspectives on Lifelong Education

There is no institution of lifelong education
.. and such a formation is unlikely nor
desirable.

Sociological
Perspectives on
Lifelong
Education

by Dr. Peter Jarvis
The University of Surrey

Lifelong education, as aconcept, has existed in educa-
tional literature for many years. Indeed, in 1929 Basil Yeax-
lee wrote the first book on the subject and since that time it
has filled the pages of many theatises. However, in common
with much of education, the sociological perspective re-
mains one that has been sparsely explored (see, however,
Janne, 1976; Jarvis, 1986), and it is the intention of this brief
paper to begin to outline some of these areas.

At the same time it must be recognized that this paper
can do no more than to explore a few areas of what is amajor
phenomenon of societies that have undergene the informa-
tion technology revolution. This paper starts with an elabo-
ration of the concept of lifelong education itself. Thereafter,
it seeks to relate lifelong education to five social features in
four sections: social change; the world of work; demogra-
phy; control and the mode of delivery. Each of these sec-
tions will contain no more than adiscussion of some of the
sociological issues with which educationalists are con-
fronted in contemporary society.

The Concept of Lifelong Education

There has frequently been confusion in the literature
between the two quite basic concepts of education and
learning, so that lifelong education and lifelong learning
have occasionally been used interchangeably. However, itis
argued here that such a confusion does nothing to aid the
development of the academic study of this field since the
concepts are totally different. Learning is the process
whereby experience is transformed into knowledge, skills,
and attitudes {Jarvis, 1987) which can occur within an orga-
nization orin any process of daily living.

By contrast, education is a much mare formalized type
of learning and might legitimately be regarded as the insti-
tutionalization of learning. This does not limit learning to
the educational institution, only specifies that some types
of learning actually cccur within that institution. It is also
necessary to note that education, as a term, is used some-
times to refer to the social institution and net to any specific
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type of learning.

Finally, it is very important to note that the educational
institution usually refers to initial education, that is educa-
tion pre-work, rather then education throughout life. Thus,
in common speech education has two meanings, the insti-
tutionalized process of learning and the institution itself.

For the purposes of this discussion it has to be recog-
nized that there is no institution of lifelong education and it
is argued here that such a formation is unlikely nor desir-
able. The reason why it'is unlikely will become apparent as
the argument of this paper unfolds but its desirability might
need some comment.

If there were schools that encouraged cradie to grave
education, and no other place of formal learning then learn-
ers could be “imprisoned in a global classroom” {lllich and
Verne, 1876) the curriculum of which was totally in the
hands of professional educators and those who control and
manipulate the educational institution, such as those who
set examination syllabi and the peliticians. Clearly this is
undesirable in demaccratic societies and, therefore, for po-
litical reasons, as much as anything else this would be an
unacceptable state of affairs.

Itis now necessary to define the concept of lifelong ed-
ucation. Perhaps the most well-known definition is that by
Dave (1976, p. 34) who suggests that it “is a process of ac-
complishing personal, social, and professional develop-
ment throughout the lifespan of individuals in order to en-
hance the quality of life of both individuals and their
collectives”

“However, this definition confuses education and
learning, and concept and purpose, so that it is one that is
not considered precise enough. Elsewhere, it was sug-
gested that lifelong education is “any planned series of inci-
dents, having a humanistic basis, directed towards the par-
ticipants learning and understanding at any time during
their lifespan™ (Jarvis, 1986, p. 13). It is recognized that this
is a process definition of education and the reason for this
is simply that in this paper education per se is distin-
guished from the educational institution.

In addition, it contains a number of features that seem
significant within any process that is claimed to be educa-
tional: It highlights the philosephical point that education
is a moral process, eg, humanistic, and this would exclude
such planned learning as indoctrination; in addition, it
points to the fact that education is planned and not any
learning process,

The definition actually sought to avoid the idea of insti-
tutionalization simply because it is possible to see educa-
tion on a number of levels of formalization and the educa-
tional process within a number of different social
institutions. Consequently, it is proposed to adopt that
definition here. It is now necessary to begin to relate this
concept to the wider social structure.

Education and Social Change

There are a number of theories about social change,
such as the Marxist theory, following Hegel, that change
comes though the conflict of the thesis and the antithesis.
However, this might be true of changes in the power struc-
tures of society but itis not so true forthe normal process of
social change. Such change may emerge from the division
of labor in society that is generated by the ever-changing
level of technology. It is suggested here that this approach
lends itself to an understanding of a great deal of social
change from the perspective of social evolution.

The concept of social evolution is perhaps best de-
fined by Robert Bellah (1970, p. 21) when he suggested that
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itis “a process of increasing differentiation and complexity
of organization that endows the organism, social system, or
whatever the unit in question may be with greater capacity
to adapt to its environment, so that itis in some sense more
autonomous relative to its environment than were its less
complex ancestors This reflects the truism that contem-
porary society is like a complex organism rather than a sim-
ple machine, a point well made by Durkheim in his original
formulation of “The Division of Labor” in 1893.

That society is complex is beyond dispute and this
might be typified by indicating that not only has society be-
come more autonomous relative to its environment, so have
each of the institutions of society evolved and have become
more autonomous relative to other institutions. In fact, it
would be true to claim that there is a sense in which differ-
entinstitutions are different and independent in many ways
from other institutions but that they need to be interdepen-
dent in some ways and it is this interdependency that lies at
the heart of society itself.

If this is what has occurred in society, it must have
some effects on those institutions, such as education,
which seek to serve all of them. Traditionally, the education
institution has prepared young people for adult life and then
they have entered the world of work, that is they have en-
tered other social institutions in society. But as those insti-
tutions have grown apart and away from the educational in-
stitution, there has been increasing criticism of it by people
in the other institutions because it has been unable to pre-
pare young people to fit into their niche in those different
institutions in the wider occupational society.

Whether this is actually a function that education
should be performing is a question about which education-
alists seem strangely silent at the present time and, indeed,
itis at least debatable as to whether education is only the
handmaiden of other social institutions in society. It is,
however, accepted here that it is interdependent with them,
but this is another matter.

However, this analysis has considerable significance
when education is seen as a lifelong process rather than
merely a pre-work one, If the education institution is so far
removed from the other institutions in society, then the
question has to be raised about the place of that institution
within the lifelong learning process. Clearly certain educa-
tional organizations, such as universities, have high status
and consequently other social institutions in society, eq.
commerce and industry, might desire to utilize this high sta-
tus, so that it might be possible for universities to adapt to
serve those other institutions.

Clearly this is happening to some extent, but Milton
Stern {Alford, 1980, p. 23) has argued that universities will
“be proportionally reduced as providers of continuing pro-
fessional education; the gainers will be the professional as-
saciations.” What he is claiming is that the universities, as
part of the education institution are so far removed from
other institutions that their significance will decline and
that the professional associations themselves will assume
an even greater educational role,

To some extent this analysis is demonstrated by Eurich
{1985, pp. 6-7) who demonstrated clearly that the industrial
corporations are assuming a significant educational role in
society, since their educational expenditure is probably
greater each year than the cost of the 3,500 colleges and
universities in America.

Each different industrial concern is assuming its own
educational role as the institutions of society evolve and be-
come more complex and more autonomous, so that they do
not need the educational institution to undertake so much
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of their own educational work.

What then of education and non-occupational work? In
some ways the educational institution is responding to
those elements of society that are not so fully institutional-
ized, so that aspects of educational gerontology and much
of the leisure-time education is still provided by colleges,
etc. But this might be a minority of the teaching and learn-
ing provision that is made after initial education.

Thus, it is suggested here that lifeleng education will
never be asocial institution, like initial education, but that it
will always reflect something of the fragmentation and spe-
cialization of modernity.

This clearly raises questions about the future role of
the educational institution as itis currently established, but
that is beyond the scope of this study and it is now neces-
sary to focus upon education and the world of work a little
more specifically,

Education and the Industrial Infra-Structure of Society

Itis afact of history that as the Western world industra-
lized the working classes were expected to wark extremely
long hours and that children were also expected to work
from a very early age. Industrialization has certainly been a
major feature in the history of the modern world and, as was
demonstrated above, it is still a major feature in social
change, so that it is essential to relate education to this in-
dustrial infra-structure. Three points only are made here:
the demands for a labor force; the place of the unemployed;
the demands for a knowledgeable labor force,

The Demands for a Labor Force: While the demands of
the industrializing world were for a labor force it was un-
thinkable to consider child education, since children had to
attend to their place of work. Hence, there could be little or
no education forthose children who were expected to work.
Indeed. while work was mainly manual and unskilled, it was
argued that most people had no need of education. Only
those from the leisured classes were able to attend to
schooling in the first instance.

When the workers needed education in order to cope
with the complexities of modern society, then the educa-
tional institution emerged. However, the process of indus-
trialization has continued at an ever increasing rate, so that
the machine, and now the rehot, has become increasingly
efficient. Hence, the demands for a work force have not
been so intense and this increasingly freed children to at-
tend school. Gradually the school-leaving age was raised as
the need for a workforce of all ages declined.

As industry has decreasingly needed a child labor
force, so the minimum school-leaving age has risen, so that
Bravaman (1974, p. 439) could claim that “the postponement
of school leaving to an average age of 18 has become indis-
pensable for keeping unemployment within reasonable
bounds” Itis also becoming commonplace for people to re-
tire earlier in some occupations, although there is not al-
ways a statutory compulsion on their sodoing, and there are
many educational opportunities for them. In other words,
the education institution has expanded to fill the gaps that
the world of work leaves in the time of social change.

The Place of the Unemployed: In the monetarist poli-
cies espoused by certain Western governments, notably the
United States and the United Kingdom, there is the claim
that there is a natural level of unemployment. This implies
that for the system te be as efficient as possible it mustem-
ploy only sufficient numbers of people and that others
should be left unemployed, or left to start their own busi-
nesses. It is what the Marxists call, the reserve army of
labor—when there is work the reserve army of labor can be
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employed, and when there is none it can be dispensed with,
Migrants and women have been used this way in the labor
force, but currently the unemployed are to be found in nearly
every society in the Western industrial world. However, too
large areserve army of labor can result in many unemployed
who are seeking outlets for their creativity and energy, and
such a situation can become unstable, so that it is impor-
tant to keep people occupied. Education is increasingly be-
ing used to fill the time of the unemployed and to offer them
re-training. Governments are using education to provide
courses for the unemployed, so that once again the educa-
tion institution expands to fill the gaps left by the world of
work.

The Demands for a Knowledgeable Labor Force: What
is the extent of this knowledge? This is the first question
that needs to be asked and clearly the alleged discontent
with the education institution indicates that the knowledge
needs to be specific to the demands of industry.

Hence, the movement for different commercial and in-
dustrial organizations to assume responsibility for their
own education and training, but with the speed of knowl-
edge change as a resuit of the forces of contemporary soci-
ety, it is becoming even more imperative for companies to
continue to educate their work forces in order to compete in
the market place of world trade. Where they do not under-
take this for themselves, there is a general expectation that
the education institution respond rapidly to these needs.

Indeed, Kerret al (1973, pp. 47-48) described education
as “the handmaiden of industry," suggesting that the curric-
ulum should be orientated directly towards the demands of
the world of work and that humanities and other cultural ac-
tivities should be relegated to leisure-time activities.

Thus itis argued in this section that the variety of edu-
cational provision in industrial society will relate specifi-
cally to the demands of the industrial infra-structure. That
some aspects of lifelong education will be provided by
those infra-structural institutions and these will be care-
fully controlled and be seen to be relevant to the world of
work, while other aspecis of education will expand to fill the
gaps left by the changing world of work and some of this will
be less controlled, less relevant to that infra-structure and
provided by the present educational institution.

Education and Aging

America is “graying” and in the Western world gener-
ally there has been both a prolengation of life and a decline
in the birth rate, so that the age distribution in each society
is being changed and the elder citizen is a more common
phenomenaon.

Education, therefore, has had to respond to the chang-
ing age structure of society and education throughout the
whole lifespan has become more of a reality. The elderhos-
tel {Zimmerman, 1979) has become a common feature on
many a campus in the vacation, the University of the Third
Age is a feature of both the French and British educational
scene, and a variety of other educational services for the el-
der citizen have heen started.

Education, then, has changed in structure to respond
to the demographic changes that the Western world are un-
dergeing. But net only has its structures changed in this
way, higher education has now changed to allow. even
encourage, older learners so that Peterson (1986) reports
that there has been 76 percent increase in students, aged
35 years and older, enrolled in higher education between
1972 and 1982.

Not only are the structures changing, but the content
of educational study has also changed. Educational geron-
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tology has emerged, specialist institutes for education and
aging have been established and now it is possible to study
this branch of education as a separate field of study.

Thus education has responded to the pressures of so-
cial change, both in structure and content, so that another
aspect of the lifespan has been brought within it.

Thus far it may be seen that two processes are happen-
ing simultaneously in the creation of lifelong education.
Firstly, the educational institution is expanding to fill gaps
left by other institutions in the process of social change
but, secondly, as each social institution is growing more au-
tonomous and specialized itis having to create its own edu-
cational service to respond to its own needs. Thereafter,
each educational service within a social institution is
changing in response to the social pressures on it, so that
lifelong educational opportunities are emerging in different
ways and they are also changing within the complexity of
modern society.

It will be necessary, therefore, at the end of this paper
to reconsider the conceptualization of lifelong education in
the light of this discussion, but before this occurs there are
two other factors that demand discussion: the first of these
is the mode of delivery of education and the second, the is-
sues of power within society.

Lifelong Education, Control and the Mode of Delivery

Modern technology has not only altered the content of
education, it has alsc altered its mode of delivery. Ever since
the foundation of the Open University in the United King-
dom in 1970 there has been something of a taken-for-
grantedness that face-to-face teaching and learning is not
the only mode of educational delivery, although some of the
social implications of this have not been discussed as fully
as they might. The mass media are beginning to assume an
important role, not onlyin higher education but also in other
forms of education.

Additionally, it is being recognized that narrow-casting
will have a significant effect on educational delivery in the
future. Notonly do the media have arole to play, educational
packages, the use of computer programs and eventually,
satellites and computer networks will all have their effect
upon the way in which educational material is delivered to
learners.

These changes have a number of major effects on life-
long education possibilities, First of all, it is becoming in-
creasingly possible for educational material to be transmit-
ted inte people's homes, wherever they are in the world.
Peaople, therefore, will be able to receive educational mate-
rial and study it, whatever their age, physical state, times of
the day that they are free to study, etc. This opens the world
of education to many more people, so that this element of
educational change is apparently to be welcomed.

Indeed, at first sight, this change may be seen only as
advantageous, since it will become increasingly possible
for the expertise of one teacher or one centre to be made
available to a greater number of people. More people will be
able to study since there are fewer restrictions upon them in
this process. This is a positive advantage.

However, there is another aspect to this discussion
that needs to be examined, the process that is occurring is
that of centralizing knowledge dissemination. This has in-
herent dangers since fewer people are required to generate
and teach that knowledge and more are expected to under-
take the less skilled working of checkinglassessing stu-
dents’ work. Hence, there is the potentiality of a form of de-
skilling within the educational institution itself.

Furthermore, those aspects of knowledge that are in-
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cluded within the program will assume a higher status than
those which are omitted, so that an educational decision by
afew academics might help determine the status of a great
deal of knowledge in the wider society.

However, it is not only what is included that might be
considered to be a problem, what is omitted might possibly
be an even greater one, since omissions are not always
made on academic grounds. While these might be prob-
lems that can be overcome, there is another even more sig-
nificant one, the centralization of knowledge dissemination
also makes it easier to control by non-academic decisions,
so that it is consequently open to a greater degree of com-
mercial and political manipulation. This type of control can
also occur within each independent occupational educa-
tion service as well.

Indeed, Hawkridge (1983, p. 216) is fairly pessimistic in
that he thinks that by the year 2000 new information tech-
nology will be almost entirely under the control of large
commercial organizations, each serving their own commer-
cial interests and that governments may not have the politi-
cal will or be unable to regulate their affairs.

In all these situations the status of the educator has to
be seenin the light of the wider social structure, The educa-
tor is no more than an agency for the transmission of ac-
cepted and acceptable knowledge, and for so long as the
educationisinvolved in transmitting this type of knowledge
it will be left with a relative degree of freedom.

Concluding Discussion

This brief paper has sought to demonstrate that within
the complexity of modern society lifelong education is
emerging, not by policy nor by dictate, but simply because
of social change. What is emerging is not a simple, single
educational institution which may be seen as the lifelong
education institution, but rather through a variety of differ-
ent ways different forms of education are emerging.

Some are the result of government policy, others the
result of entrepreneurs who see a gap in the market of edu-
cational provision and seek to fillit, still others by deliberate
response of industry and commerce to their own educa-
tional and training needs in order to help it remain competi-
tive in the world market. The emergence of lifelong educa-
tion in any society cannot, therefore, be separated from the
modes of production nor the political structures of society.
It is emerging in the West in the way that it is simply be-
cause those Western societies cited here happen to have
the types of political and economic structure that they do.

It is not emerging in the Eastern Bloc societies in the
same way since they have different political and economic
forms.

The approach adopted in this analysis is not value free,
but it does point to advantages and potential problems for
education in the way that it is developing. It dces point to
the possible dangers of centralization, since centralization
in any society opens the possibility of totalitarianism.

It might be argued that this paper has pointed to the
pluralism of the social structure in that each social institu-
tion is creating its own educational institution which pro-
vides educational opportunities for those who work within
them. However, it has also been pointed out that control still
exists in the content of the curricufum of education and
training and it is to be doubted whether a great deal of gen-
eral education is provided within the content of continuing
professional education.

Democracy demands that there is a pluralism of inter-
pretations and possibilities and that there is access to them
and this is one of the major problems with the limited utili-
zation of modern technology. By contrast, the full use of
maodern technology might actually enable a greater access
to a variety of interpretations and meanings, etc., in differ-
ent forms of education. Inherent within such a diverse soci-
ety lies the possibility of a pluralist and democratic society,
but if the control of information is centralized then the very
democratic nature of society is undermined.

Lifelong education was defined at the outset of this pa
per as any planned series of incidents, having a humanistic
basis, directed toward the participants’ learning and under-
standing at anytime during their lifespan. This definition
does not allow it to be located within one social institution,
but itis applicable to planned learning wherever it occurs. It
does rule out certain forms of teaching and learning from
being educational, such as brainwashing, so that while
these experiences might still be part of lifelong learning
they should not be classified as education.

Much which passes forlifelong education might not be
education at all, and this is a philosophical debate that is
urgently called for among educators who are engaged in all
the wide variety of teaching and learning oppcrtunities that
are offered to people through their lifespan.
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