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EDITORIAL

Learning cities and implications for adult education research
Sue Webb , John Holford , Steven Hodge , Marcella Milana and Richard Waller

Monash University; University of Nottingham; Griffith University; University of Verona; University of the West of 
England

Writing this editorial whilst many people are experiencing a second wave of the global COVID-19 
pandemic, it is interesting to reflect on learning and the role of education providers. Arguably, in some 
countries such as the UK, the media has constructed a bad-news story about online learning in these 
times. Rather than discuss areas of community and adult education provision that have been neglected 
or the potential of formal, informal and non-formal learning – as a means of recovery – learning has 
been ‘mediatised’ – online learning in schools, colleges and universities has become the dominant 
problem (Rawolle & Lingard, 2014). Undoubtedly there are difficulties: online learning exacerbates 
existing inequalities in people’s access to technologies and the spaces to study in homes, and parents 
working from home have to juggle the expectations of their employers with supporting the learning of 
their children, and perhaps also their own needs as adult learners. Yet constructing the focus on online 
learning as the main bad-news story neglects the gaps that are opening up in learning opportunities as 
adult education provision is being marginalised (see UIL blog, 2020). In adapting to working from home 
many adults may need to engage in fresh areas of professional development, whilst others are having to 
consider engaging in new learning or retraining as their jobs change or disappear. Moreover, compara-
tive research of catastrophes and major disasters in five different countries has highlighted the centrality 
of adult education concepts, such as transformation learning and role of adult educators in helping 
communities learn to navigate change, reframe their thinking, and organise and develop resilience for 
disaster preparedness and recovery (Preston et al., 2015).

It is in the context of this research knowledge that the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) 
is claiming that participation in their Global Network for Learning Cities can help cities and regions 
develop more resilient education systems that will be essential for dealing with the pandemic (UNESCO, 
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2020). Throughout 2020, the secretariat of the global network, the 
UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning along with other organisations, for example, the PASCAL 
International Observatory Learning Cities Network (LCN), have stepped up their activities and held 
a series of Webinars on Learning Cities and COVID-19 recovery in recognition of the role that learning 
and adult educators can play in responding to disasters.

The Global Network of Learning Cities was set up to share ideas and build more inclusive education 
and learning systems to increase learning participation across all age groups and improve the quality and 
effectiveness of formal, informal and non-formal learning (Nemeth, 2020). Since the launch of the 
network in 2013, UNESCO have led the agenda by organising activities and conferences to exchange 
ideas and practices to promote the following: inclusive learning from basic to higher education; 
sustainable growth of workplaces; revitalise communities; nurture a culture of learning through life; 
encourage local, regional and national partnerships; and fulfill environmental obligations (UNESCO 
Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2013). Since more than half the world’s population live in cities, in 2013 
the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning (UIL) made the establishment of learning cities central to 
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creating the affordances for learning for the 2030 agenda for education to meet the sustainable 
development goals (SDGs). Initially implemented mainly in developed countries with the encourage-
ment of the OECD and the European Union, rapid urbanisation in developing countries has encouraged 
more regions to participate in the movement (Osborne et al., 2013). By September 2020, 54 new cities 
from 27 countries were accepted to the network bringing the total number of cities to 229 in 64 countries 
(UNESCO, Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2020). In focusing on widening the range of agencies that 
should provide education and engage all citizens in learning across their life course, learning cities are 
reminiscent of policies for lifelong learning and education from the past 40 years. Frequently associated 
with the idea of the learning society as set out in the Faure Report (Faure et al., 1972) and developed 
further by the Delors Report (Delors et al., 1996), learning cities usually promote learning at all stages of 
life, and recognise all types of learning and the places in which this can occur.

More recently, learning cities have also contained an economic imperative to stimulate regional 
growth and solve environmental concerns, although most learning cities contain elements of all three 
purposes: economic growth; social development; equity and inclusion and environmental sustainability 
(Longworth & Osborne, 2010). The so-called ‘smart city’ movement that promotes the use of informa-
tion technology for urban growth being just one example of the latter with a twin fold expectation that 
citizens are likely to engage with new forms of learning and the adoption of new technologies will enable 
the city (or at least those that have power to influence its infrastructures), to learn for growth, social 
inclusion and sustainable development (Borkowska and Osborne 2018). Indeed, whether or not learning 
cities have conceptualised learning widely in the spirit of the reports on lifelong education or more 
narrowly following the precepts of the OECD and ‘motivated by the smell of money’ as Boshier asserts 
(Boshier, 2018, 419), is an open research question. The conceptualisation may also depend as Boshier 
(2018) suggests as to whether or not learning cities are a ‘place where citizens have access to a broad array 
of learning materials and opportunities – at all stages of their life . . . or a process (or set of processes) 
deployed to expedite the learning of residents’. As a place, a noun, Boshier (2018) demonstrates that the 
activities undertaken by a learning city might vary considerably given different starting points and goals. 
He suggests, for example, that Beijing, China has a narrow scope of learning means compared with 
Suwon, South Korea which has adopted a wide scope encouraging a large variety of participatory 
learning activities. Equally as a verb, Boshier (2018) argues that learning cities adopt varied processes for 
achieving their goals depending on the political orientation of the city/region, with Beijing being 
identified as on the neo-liberal continuum with a focus on ‘performance, accountability, economic 
competitiveness, profit and big data in a globalizing context’ and Suwon focusing more on the 
‘humanistic social democratic influence of the Faure (1972) and Delors (1996) Reports and the lingering 
influence of influential UNESCO leaders’. Clearly, learning cities vary enormously and within a learning 
city different goals and processes will take precedence at different times. Therefore, according to Boshier 
(2018, 432) their ‘conceptual and operational issues’ should be of more interest to lifelong learning 
advocates and adult education researchers than they have been hitherto.

With a reach into many policy communities, arguably up until now the UIL global network has had 
a powerful influence on the learning cities’ research agendas and the types of data collected and shared to 
indicate progress towards a learning city’s goals. Yet, given the diversity of contexts and countries 
engaged in this movement, reaching global agreement on the quantitative and qualitative measures of 
progress, which are considered appropriate and relevant to cities in very different socio-political and 
economic contexts, has been fraught (see for example, Boshier’s 2018 account of the debates and 
attempts at agreement on indicators at the three international conferences held since 2013). 
Noticeably, as others have argued, ‘learning cities have generated tensions because of their political, 
economic, and societal aspects and in terms of global, national, and local/regional views on the roles, 
aims and choices of learning cities’ (Nemeth, 2020, 3). These are tensions that have come increasingly to 
the fore as population movements highlight diverse interests, experiences, capacities and resources and 
exacerbate political differences about how to support social inclusion, equity and equal opportunities in 
learning for all.
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Research on learning cities has been as diverse as the cities themselves, emphasising different facets 
depending on the positional perspective of the researcher’s field of interest and the intended audience 
since the cities can be found on every region of the world, except North America. Those concerned with 
community engagement scholarship in universities (sometimes called service learning) have highlighted 
the interconnectedness of the characteristics of their practices and intents with the goals of learning 
cities. In the USA, Fitzgerald and Zientek (2015) draw connections between Boyer’s ideas of engaged 
scholarship and the centrality of learning cities’ concern with system change through the four helixes of 
a regions’ system, that is the civil society, the business community, higher education and state and 
regional government. Community engagement scholars argue that this activity is central to a learning 
city because it provides a framework for structuring lifelong learning or transformation learning and 
a model for developing partnerships for social and economic development and change. Community 
engagement (a term more frequently used in the UK and which in the past was linked to the work of 
university extra-mural departments and Further Education colleges) or third mission service work (in 
Australia and Italy for example) have also been identified as important activities which link universities 
and their local regions or learning cities, including the business communities. In this regard, research has 
suggested that universities should recognise the importance of this role and reward staff better for these 
activities (Kyle, 2003), while Neary and Osborne (2018) question the extent to which universities are 
actively engaging with other actors in the helix of change (that is civil society, the business community 
and state or regional government) contending that more often universities act locally outside of these 
other networks.

Some scholars drawn together through the UNESCO Global Network of Learning Cities and the 
PASCAL Observatory (UIL/PASCAL, 2020) promote research to develop systematic analysis and 
benchmarking tools to raise participation or support the quality of formal, non-formal and informal 
education and develop quantitative and qualitative indicators, as well as international exchanges to 
encourage local data collection and analysis (Osborne, 2014). However, in light of the recognition of 
local differences in learning city project activities and objectives (narrow versus wide) in relation to the 
political orientation (for example, neo-liberal versus socio-cultural) of the planners or some combination 
of each of these (Boshier, 2018), researchers are recognising that learning cities need to develop their own 
capacities, datasets and measurements that build on local engagement to reflect contextual responses to 
the challenges they face. Drawing on adult education concepts, such as public pedagogy and intertwining 
data collection about education and learning with research on other aspects of social behaviour and 
infrastructure, learning city researchers are encouraged to consider novel data sets to appreciate how, for 
example, physical mobilities or transportation patterns might affect access and participation in learning 
(Lido et al., 2019). More practitioner-inclined researchers have focused on encouraging and exploring 
community-led actions and practices to understand how learning for individuals and organisations can 
be advanced through ‘co-creation’ (see for example, Nemeth, 2020 collection of papers on in the Special 
Issue of Studies in Adult Education and Learning 2020). Nemeth (2020) argues that many of the 
examples in this collection present a critical perspective on the learning city notion and its economic 
focus as developed by the OECD. Instead of focusing on indicators of success, attention has turned to 
research about processes that enable participatory concerns and inclusive learning environments to be 
addressed by exploring the civic movements and actions and the ways that public spaces can be places of 
learning where diverse communities can feel a sense of ownership (Nemeth, 2020). These examples 
bring to mind that researching learning cities as a process of co-creation could involve exploring the 
ways that cities and their institutions, their public statuary and street or building naming have been 
brought to the fore for public debate in many countries in light of the Black Lives Matters movement.

Although it might seem commonsensical that learning is central to the concept of learning cities, if 
these cities are to achieve the sustainable development goals in a post COVID-19 context, attention 
needs to be given to the ‘city’ or spatial aspect of the task. Researchers recognising this complexity are 
encouraging interdisciplinary work. For a journal such as ours, the International Journal of Lifelong 
Education, this means encouraging more submissions from research teams drawn from not only adult 
education and learning backgrounds, but also other areas of education and learning and different fields 
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of interest, such as urban studies. For example, Facer and Buchczyk (2019) offer a framework of 
theoretical and methodological tools drawn from adult education where they highlight the work of 
Sandlin et al. (2011) on public pedagogy as a way to understand non-formal learning theory and bring 
this into dialogue with concepts and metaphors from urban studies and engineering. Their specific 
contribution to understanding how the learning infrastructure of a city may be made visible is to explore 
the way that people and their communities interact and learn as they engage with those that have 
responsibility for the arrangements of places, in other words, responsibility for the infrastructure such as 
roads, transport systems, Wi-fi networks and buildings or resources, including the offerings of adult 
education providers and their connections with formal education institutions – schools, colleges and 
universities. Drawing on ethnographic work that developed the concept of ‘lively infrastructure’ to 
explain how people’s engagement in struggles over resources can lead to social transformations (Amin, 
2014), Facer and Buchczyk (2019, 171) call for a focus on learning cities as places in which education and 
learning should be understood ‘as a dynamic practice’ inculcated with the trajectories and networks of 
different sets of people and the materials or infrastructures of places. Interestingly though, and perhaps 
because these authors are located in urban studies, they make no reference to the work of adult educators 
and the concept of transformation learning even though they recognise the importance of understanding 
the role of public pedagogy (Redmon Wright & Sandlin, 2017).

Arguably, as learning cities are crucial to the achievement of sustainable development goals, the post 
COVID-19 recovery of cities and to the challenges posed by increased mobility, diversity and inequality, 
research is needed that can explore and understand these issues. Equally, since learning cities are located 
in many different socio-political systems, their approach to goal setting and researching their effective-
ness will of necessity vary and reaching international agreement on progress measurements will be 
difficult, as UNESCO have found (Boshier, 2018). Whilst this latter comment suggests a retreat into 
relativism, the overall argument suggested here is that interdisciplinary research adopting concepts and 
methods for data collection and analysis that recognise local conditions, whilst generating findings that 
have more general relatability to improve practice are necessary (Bassey, 1981) and not a retreat to 
relativism. The example provided from Facer and Buchczyk (2019) shows how interdisciplinary study of 
a learning city can uncover the dynamics framing learning as ‘lively infrastructure’. Facer and Buchczyk 
(2019, 185) show also that such research can reveal ‘how cities themselves respond to these interventions 
with new and potentially resistant learning practices, how new patterns of inclusion and exclusion are 
formed through these interventions, and what new trajectories may be opened up in these processes’. 
Arguably, adult education and learning researchers might find that being open to this interdisciplinary 
approach would help develop a research conversation with others who are exploring the meaning and 
relevance of learning cities.
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