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Barriers to Adult Learning with Some Evidence from Romania

Abstract:

which increase their quality of work and social relationships. Some practical evidence is presented from the 
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1. Introduction

that the generally accepted scope of lifelong 
learning is to engage in self-directed learning. 
The self-directed learners are those individu-
als who think critically and can take respon-
sibility for their state of learning. They do not 
wait passively to be taught and can anticipate 
certain situational changes and can learn the 
specific knowledge with or without the help 
of others. However, achieving the status of 
self-directed learner is not easy due to inter-
nal and external barriers encountered by the 
learners. The self-directed learners are those 
individuals who think critically and can take 
responsibility for their state of learning. They 
do not wait passively to be taught and can 
anticipate certain situational changes and can 
learn the specific knowledge with or without 
the help of others. The inquiring minds, the 
constant search for meaning and purpose in 
different contexts is a characteristic of the 
self-directed learners. Lifelong learners are in 
a permanent seeking of meaning throughout 
the life. Adult learners have different respon-
sibilities from youth which are considered 
barriers to continue their learning. According 
to literature, lifelong learning is a particular 
type of education and adult learners have 
specific needs and barriers to overcome. “The 
European Agenda for Adult Learning” high-
lights the need for an increased attendance 
of adult learners in formal, non-formal and 
informal learning for personal development, 
acquiring new competencies or more ac-
of motivating adult learners is to improve 
the reasons for attending training and to de-
crease the barriers.

2. Literature review

types of barriers to adult learning: external 
or situational and internal or dispositional 

-
gues that some traditional industries have 
met some levels of resistance from their blue-
collar workers because of perceived barriers 
to learning, like cultural, social, familial, per-
sonal, financial barriers, cultural, social, fa-
milial, personal, or financial barriers. Moody 
learning is the perceived barrier that educa-
tion is not appropriate in late life, although 
there is evidence that people can continue 
that adult learners are generally interested in 
credentials or degrees, like tests, grades or 
competition, and they prefer learning about 
hobbies, personal growth or physical health 
needs; they prefer participative learning 
where they can be involved in and active. 
internal barriers to learning:

- having a certain mindset and fixed 
ideas that sabotage the process of learn-
school” or “I’m too old to learn” etc.;

- having the wrong vision towards the 
objectivity of knowledge in the sense that 
they try to understand new concepts relying 
on their own past learned concepts;

- seeing just some elements “of the big 
picture” while failing to perceive the whole 
idea;

- being anxious about their own inabil-
ity to learn and being skeptical of the values 
of the process of learning.

external barriers to learning:
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- some physiological constraints like 
problems with seeing or hearing, which is a 
barrier to actually acquiring knowledge;

- some general problems in the capac-
ity of learning, like illness or fatigue, which 
influence the learners’ level of energy, pre-
venting them from maintaining a certain lev-
el of focusing;

- some changes in family or workplace 
which have an impact on adult learning;

- motivational factors which are con-
sidered mandatory for acquiring a new job 
position, but which is not perceived as an in-
ternal need by the adult learner.

3. Lifelong Learning
A view to education is the concept of 

lifelong learning. The reason behind lifelong 
learning is that we live in a world with ac-
celerates changes, which require a process 
of lifelong learning. Therefore, a continuous 
learning will develop the required compe-
tencies in order to be permanently adapted 
and fitted in a continuous changing world. 
Lifelong learning provides the means and 
support for self-directed inquirers (The 
Modern Practice of Adult Education, From 

The purpose of education is to achieve 
competencies from people and the generally 
accepted scope of lifelong learning is to en-
gage in self-directed learning. Competency 
is a notion which is synonym in theory and 
practical training with people’s attitudes, 
knowledge, skills, values and interests. 
Structured learning experiences enhance the 
quality of lifelong learners with respect to a 
better adaptation to the dynamic changes of 
the needs of society. If learners acquire new 

competencies, they will be able to live more 
productively and have a better understand-
ing of their own needs and how to better 
adapt to changes.

The European Agenda for Adult 
Learning highlights the need for an increased 
attendance of adult learners in formal, non-
formal and informal learning for personal 
development, acquiring new competencies 

-
sion. The participation rates of adults are 
The target set
part in adult education  (European Agenda 
are reduced mainly for low-skilled and old-er adults and there is a need for increasing 
the participation rates and different policies 
and actions are formulated to improve this 
situation. 

Four objectives are included in the 
strategic framework to respond to the chal-

-
ity a reality”;

-
cy of education and training”;

-
tion, including entrepreneurship, at all levels 
of education and training”.

The objectives addressed by the 
European Commission require working on 
these topics:

- raising awareness;
- validation of informal and non-for-

mal learning;
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- increasing the quality of the process;
- the monitoring of the adult learning 

sector;
- adults’ access to higher education;
- financing the learning of adults;
- reaching the specific targeted groups.
The Council Resolution on a renewed 

European agenda for adult learning high-
lights some aspects like: (European Agenda 
for Adult Learni
which calls on Member States to ensure that people acquire the skills needed for further learning and the labor market through gen-
eral, vocational and higher education, as well 
as through adult learning” from the Europe 

- “Adult-learning reforms are increas-
ingly anchored in overall developments in 
education and training, notably the develop-
ment of national qualifications frameworks 
and lifelong-learning strategies.”

- “Quality assurance has been raised 
as an important issue in adult learning and 
strides are being made in developing the 
professional profile and training of adult-
learning professionals, the accreditation 
of adult-learning providers and improved 
guidance services for adults.”

lifelong learning 

Stephen Lieb (Principles of adult 
learning:

- a lower level of educational 
attainment;

- a lack of supervisory approval  or the 
inability to leave the work;

- a lower level of formal education;
- a lower socio-economic status;
- a social pressure from family or the 

environment to attend the trainings;
- when they cannot identify the ben-

efits of attending a training course;
- a lack of experience regarding how to 

apply to a training course;
- a lack of knowledge regarding how 

to identify some current opportunities for 
trainings;

- a lack of time to attend courses;
- insufficient financial resources or 

barriers regarding the transportation or other 
logistical obstacles;

- a lack of social support if they have a 
child.

 The self-directed learners are those in-
dividuals who think critically and can take 
responsibility for their state of learning. They 
do not wait passively to be taught and can 
anticipate certain situational changes and can 
learn the specific knowledge with or without 
the help of others. The inquiring minds, the 
constant search for meaning and purpose in 
different contexts is a characteristic of self-di-
rected learners. Lifelong learners are in a per-
manent search of meaning throughout their 
life. 

some personality traits are related to the 
thinking process and an individual has a 
“learning personality” which includes learn-
ing styles, frames of reference, beliefs about 
learning and theories on the self, which are 
changed by experience. Sarah Tullos Hutto 
learning are not constructive and represent 
barriers to learning and self-fulfillment. A 
better understanding of the learning process 
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gives the trainer a better perspective to adapt 
to the internal learning processes of the stu-dent. If the student has a better awareness of the internal learning processes, then the barriers to his understanding will decrease and the communication with the trainer will increase.A way of motivating adult learners is to improve the reasons for attending train-ing and to decrease the barriers (Principles of 
what motivates the adult students and ex-plore which are reasons that keep them away from attending the classes. The trainer will know better how to motivate the students, which is measured by their expected output from attending a training course. Usually, in-centives include the need for acquiring new competencies, an increase of the job’s ben-efits after attending training, an increase of quality at their job, a better adaptation to changes at the workplace and to satisfy the need for training from their job employers. The trainer will explore which are the incen-tives of their students to formulate and adapt a proper strategy related to the output of the training course.

adult learners:- Adults need to feel free to direct themselves, they like to be autonomous and self-directed;- Adults have accumulated a certain amount of life experience and knowledge and need reasons to learn something new;- Adults are less subject-oriented and 
more problem-centered. 

Kimmel, S.found out that:- Adult students will differ significantly 
by gender in their motivations for seeking 
education;

- Adult students will differ signifi-
cantly by gender in their barriers to higher 
education;

- Adult students will differ significant-
ly by race/ethnicity in their motivations for 
seeking education;

- Adult students will differ significantly 
by race/ethnicity in their barriers to higher 
education.

Adults have different responsibilities 
compared to youth, which are considered 
barriers to continue their learning. These bar-
riers include confidence, money, lack of time 
or interest, lack of information regarding the 
opportunities to learn, information regarding 
the output of learning, transportation and 
their responsibility to take care of their chil-

-
ter removing the barriers, workers changed 
some of their behavior and engaged in new 
productive behaviors. Some changes refer to 
a shift in mind and attitude changes, which 
increased their quality of work and social 
relationships. The existence of so many pro-
grams of lifelong training is itself evidence 
that the barriers can be overcome. If the fi-
nancial and logistical aspects are overcome, 
then a shift in the mindset is possible and 
individuals will be able to become better 
learners. 

5. Evidence for Romania with respect 
to lifelong learning
In “Implementarea Programului 

barriers are perceived:
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- a lack of implication from the indi-
viduals with low opportunities;

- the lack of communication compe-
tencies in a foreign language and some bar-
basic competencies in the case of individuals 
with low opportunities;

- the challenges and opportunities 
met in a learning mobility should be used as 
knowledge for a better future planning;

- the ways in which some teaching ac-
tivities were developed had the purpose of 
creating an image of an educational system 
without barriers in communication, regard-
less of the country from which the partici-
pants attended;

- the necessity of continual training 
of the trainers to apply the new methods of 
learning in future classes;

- by attending an Erasmus Program, 
individuals will shift easier from certain prej-
udices and cultural barriers, they will interact 
better with the local students, will gain more 
interest in knowing and visiting Romania 
and will be better prepared for future experi-
ences in mobility;

-
come by the professionalism of the orga-
success.

space/time
10.5

Romania 1.4 1.3 1.8 1.5 1.1

In the table above, the indicators of 
Lifelong Learning refer to the percentage of 
received education or training in the four 
denominator consists of the total population 
of the same age group, excluding those who 
did not answer to the question ‘participation 
in education and training’. Both the numera-
tor and the denominator come from the EU 

-
formation collected relates to all education 

or training, whether or not relevant to the 
respondent’s current or possible future job. 
We can see that in Romania the participation 
rate in an educational or training program is 

In the table above, the indicators of 
Lifelong Learning refer to the percentage 
of persons who did not want to participate 
in education or training. We can see that in 

-

space/time
80.3 83.0

Romania -
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6. Conclusions
Understanding the barriers to adult learning is a first step in having some insight into the factors which lower the efficiency of the educational programs. Attendance to life-long learning programs in Romania is much -tries. An explanation for these lower rates of attendance is related to the barriers which the adult learners encounter. The quest of the adult learners is to achieve the state of self-di-rected learners in order to think critically and 

take responsibility for their state of learn-ing and to gain specific competencies with or without the help of others. I consider that having a better understanding of the self, learning about the barriers that exist in the process of lifelong learning will foster the attendance and improve the results of train-ing programs. If barriers are not understood by students and trainers, then the process of adult learning will continue to stagnate, as we can see from the descriptive statistics for lifelong programs attendance by Romanian students. 
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