
Types of non-formal education  

 NFE can be distinguished by reference to their relationship with the formal school and college 

system. These are: paranormal education, popular education, education for personal development 

and professional training.  

They constitute four relatively autonomous segments within the educational field which differ 

from each other because they: 

 • respond to different educational needs;  

• serve different clienteles;  

• are being organized by different educational agencies; and, above all, 

 • have different relationships with the formal educational system.  

. Here, non-formal education is simply any organised educational activity outside the school and 

college mainstream: whether or not the school and college system is graded and hierarchically 

structured is not the issue; activities in the formal and non-formal sectors may well share the 

same characteristics; and so on. The point is that the activities are supplementary or, in some 

cases, alternative to that mainstream.  

1.Paranormal education The first important area is composed of all kinds of educational 

programmes which provide a substitute for regular full-time schooling. The main objective of 

these programmes is to offer a second chance t o those who, for various reasons, could not 

benefit from the regular school system at the ordained moment. The area includes various types 

of evening classes, official literacy programmes, distance education programmes, etc. Some of 

these programmes are only a condensed form of f u l l-time day schooling, while others are more 

flexible and more 21 Types of non-formal education innovative in design and implementation. A 

central issue for this segment of the educational field is to guarantee equivalences with the 

degrees awarded in the corresponding levels of the formal school system. In the three countries 

which have been studied in detail these types of programmes have played and are still playing an 

important role. In the case of Hungary, whilst Workers’ Schools (as substitutes for the eight 

years primary education cycle) have declined in importance, correspondence courses or evening 

classes equivalents for general secondary schools constituted over 28 per cent of an enrolment in 

general secondary schools in 1980. The corresponding figures were as high as 45.5 per cent for 

vocational secondary schools and 36.7 per cent for higher education (Inkei, 1988, p. 89). In 

Quebec, although there is not much demand for courses to substitute for either primary or 

secondary education, in 1979, 51 per cent of the university students were enrolled in the part-

time adult education system (Roch Bibeau, 1989, p. 7). In Argentina, programmes for 

paranormal adult education cover all levels of education. Since the early days of the system, 

primary schools — and more recently secondary and higher education institutions — have set up 



special programmes for adults. As a matter of fact, in Argentina, most higher education 

institutions have no limits on age and are explicitly functioning on schedules adapted to working 

students (GaHart, 1989, pp. 26-31). The case studies also demonstrate that there has been a 

progressive tendency for the formal educational system to absorb ‘innovations’ from the NFE 

sector as part of Me standard curriculum. This makes it very difficult to draw the 

boundary/borderline between formal and non-formal education (see Figure 2 above); it also 

suggests that, despite the rhetoric about the relative flexibility of NFE as against formal 

education, formal school systems have demonstrated more flexibility in adapting their 

organisational modes of delivery and teaching methods to the changing needs of their clientele, 

at least in the medium term, than is generally recognised. In addition to these second chance 

‘para-f o r m a l ’ education programmes another form of ‘school-l i k e ’ education has been 

expanding rapidly in the three countries, which is the private tutoring of regular, formal school 

students. Private tutoring has a long tradition in many countries but has been booming in recent 

years. It has grown with the 22 Non-formal education. information and planning issues 

massification of formal education, as elite- and middle-class parents, who perceive their previous 

privileged position to be disappearing, have sought ways of retaining the competitive edge for 

their children. At the same times for the formal school teachers in many developing countries 

where civil service salaries have been seriously eroded over the last decades, the private tutoring 

system has been a welcome opportunity to increase their income. Demand and supply factors 

have therefore been reinforcing each other so as to create a real market of individual student 

coaching. The phenomenon is widespread in developing as well as in developed countries and, at 

least at the primary level, constitutes a major drain on the resources potentially available to attain 

universal primary education. Indeed, it is interesting to note that even in a socialist country such 

as Hungary the offspring of a typical ‘intellectuals and leaders’ family in Budapest spends about 

one third of their total learning time in private tutoring. In Hungary, like in many other countries, 

the schools themselves lend their support in facilitating such extra-curricular learning 

opportunities (Inkei, 1988, p. 50). The educational and social consequences of this phenomenon 

have not yet been analyzed.  

2. Popular education At the other extreme of the educational field, one finds a whole set of 

activities that explicitly try to stand aloof from the formal school system if not to oppose the 

basic principles of its functioning. The central part of this segment of the educational field are 

She education initiatives which are explicitly directed towards the marginal groups of the 

population and include (alternative) adult literacy projects, co-operative training, political 

mobilisation and community development activities. In most cases, these activities are run by 

voluntary organisations and stress collective development as opposed to individual competition. 

They are the least institutionalised sector of the diversified educational field. They take the form 

of informal groups, often related to churches, political parties and socio-cultural associations. In 

a few Are cases they are supported by national or local governments. The main characteristics of 

These type of activities are the following: concentration on the poor, a learning-b y-doing 

approach; high levels of structural flexibility; and a constant preoccupation t o 23 Types of non-



formal education adapt the learning activities to the changing needs of the users. In stressing 

these characteristics, the popular education programmes come closest to the original ideas of the 

enthusiastic promoters of the non-formal education in the late 60s and 70s. Because of the 

fluidity of this segment of the educational field, its relative importance is difficult to measure. 

The vitality of popular education activities seems to depend very much on the type of society and 

on the historical moment of its evolution. Neither the Hungarian nor Soviet studies report on 

popular education activities at all. The Argentina study underlines the old traditions of popular 

education in the country, while showing at the same time how the relative strength of this type of 

education has varied over time as a function of the dramatic political evolution of the country. 

During the early 1920s, the Anarchist Workers Federation organised a wide range of courses 

which were later repressed; during the Peronist period, courses organised by the trade unions on 

leadership flourished. By the time of the military putsch in 1955, there were 140 such schools, all 

of which were then suppressed (Gallart, 1989, pp. 8-17). Whilst in many developed countries 

popular educational associations are flourising, in numerical terms this sub-sector appears 

marginal. Thus even in Quebec where, in 198S, 850 such associations were registered by the 

Ministry of Education (and at least 400 others had applied to be registered), this segment is 

probably small as compared to the other components of the educational field. It is, however, 

difficult to assess the true size of this sector as many participants are not registered. On the other 

hand, the impact of the sector both upon pedagogy and upon policy, has often been out of all 

proportion to its size (Roch Bibeau, 1989, pp. 43-59) Roch Bibeau (1989) also points to a 

significant recent change in the orientation of the popular education sector in Quebec. 

Traditionally, this sector has greatly contributed to bringing to the forefront of awareness 

important new social problems (unemployment of youth, environmental destruction, violence 

against women, arms race, etc.) and to developing new community services Alternative mental 

clinics, hostels for women in distress, production co-operatives, etc.). 24 Non-formal education. 

information and planning issues ” H o w e v e r, during the eighties, the impact of those popular 

education/activities has become less visible. One can see a trend of declining militancy in the 

popular org a n i s a t i o n s aiming at political and social changes, even if the number of 

organisations goes on increasing.” [Roch Bibeau 1989, pp. 64-6 S ] The model of collective 

promotion seems to be weakening in favour of a spectacular emergence of personal development 

activities. Those are based on: ”... a more individualistic concept of the role of the individual in 

the social development process, a concept which is reinforced by recent change in the 

functioning of the labour market and by the questioning of the role of the State in social 

development.” [Roch Bibeau, 1989, p.83]. It is difficult to know to what extent this relative 

weakening of the political dimension to the popular education sector in Quebec is also a reality 

in other countries. Indeed, the A rgentinian study would suggest that it all depends on the 

political context.  

3. Personal development activities The rapid expansion of personal development activities is 

one of the most significant common trends in the diversification of the educational field in the 

four countries which have been studied. Learning for personal development purposes regroups a 



wide variety of activities which may differ from one country to another. In the case of Quebec, 

this heading covers a whole range of learning practices org anized by cultural institutions 

(museums, libraries, cultural centres), by clubs, circles, associations promoting leisure time 

activities such as a s t r o n o m y, observation of the natural environment, playing music and/or 

listening to it, etc., by sports centres, by language institutions or even by centres of physical and 

mental health. If the learning of languages (which may in part be professional learning) is 

included, the sector of personal development activities in Quebec is as important as the sector 25 

Types of non-formal education of professional learning, with each of the two sectors accounting 

for approximately 40 per cent of the participants in adult education activities of which 9 per cent 

are involved in language courses (Roch Bibeau, 1989, p. 30P. In Argentina, 17 per cent of the 

enrolments in non-formal education programmes registered by the Ministry of Education are 

involved in artistic activities, 4.7 per cent in courses in gymnastics, sports, hair-dressing, 

cosmetology, etc., and 27.7 per cent in foreign language courses. (Gallart, 1989, p. 53). No 

precise figures are available in the case of Hungary but the author of the case study stresses that 

learning for cultural and recreational aims developed rapidly and became very significant in 

recent years (Inkei, 1988, pp. 49-50). For Gallart (1989), the increasing popularity of learning 

activities for personal development purposes in Argentina is an indication of a profound move in 

the approach towards non-formal education. At the origin, the development of non-formal 

education was largely inspired by a ‘welfare approach’aiming to satisfy the demands of groups 

who, for many reasons, could not fully benefit from the formal school system. Although this 

approach has not disappeared, it is being largely overshadowed by a ‘market approach’ whereby 

different courses are being sold ”either for direct consumption as in the case of artistic-

expressive courses or as human capital investment as in the case of vocational courses” (p. 63). 

The growing popularity of the business of private tutoring of students regularly enrolled in the 

school system, which was mentioned earlier, is part of the same trend. Roch Bibeau (1989) 

rightly observes that the market approach relates to a fundamental change in the society 

involving a redistribution of roles between the state and the civilian society and concerning a 

redefinition of the relationship between the individual and the collectivity. In Quebec, as in many 

other developed countries, renewed emphasis is being put on individual autonomy and 

competition which goes together with growing criticism of collective support systems. 5. In 

Finland, the corresponding figures are 47 pet cent for professional training and 41 per cent for 

hobby oriented and community adult education. See Haven H. and Syvanpera: Participation in 

Adult Education, 1980, Helsinki Central Statistical Office, 1984 (Studies No.92). 26 Non-formal 

education. information and planning issues There are dangers however. First, ”One witnesses in 

this sector the emergence of a real private market of learning which follows the most traditional 

commercial practices without any orgarıized control of the quality of the training being 

provided” [Roch Bibeau, 19&9, A-3 0 ] . Second, individual demand is the regulating factor of 

the expansion of this educational sector. Those who have access to this educational market are 

mainly the elites and active urban middle classes (see below, Chapter III 2.3). Even though the 

unemployed have much more time, they are not able to convert this into educational time and do 



not have the means to pay for the services being offered. This depends, of course, on the polices 

of providers. Gallart (1989) shows how participation in activities, expressive and cultural courses 

is strongly positively related to the level of formal education but negatively to the level of 

earnings. The data in Table S are drawn from the household survey in Buenos Aires, where the 

municipality has organised a wide ranging cultural programme since 1984 (Gallart, 1989, pp.l09-

111). The contrast in gradients according to level of formal education and level of earnings is 

striking. This new trend in the diversification of the educational field is important because it 

shows that education is increasingly becoming a personal consumer good both for itself and to 

improve the quality of other consumption (e.g. learning languages for travel, etc.). In sharp 

contrast to what is happening in the popular education where collective development is the 

central concern, this private market of learning is aiming at satisfying individual needs. The 

extent to which the parameters of this ‘market’ are shaped by the suppliers is unknown. 

 4. Professional training The various non-formal programmes of professional and vocational 

training organized by firms, trade unions, private agencies and also formal schools constitute the 

fourth important segment of the diversified educational field.  

. 28 Non-formal education. information and planning issues In Quebec, 38 per cent of the 

persons participating in adult education activities, in 1983, were taking courses of the 

professional type (Roc Babe, 1989, p. 30). The same figures are available for H u n g a r y, but 

the importance of non-formal vocational training courses can be illustrated by the fact that in 

1980, 4,384,000 were enrolled in this type of courses at secondary level as compared to 

3,658,000 enrolled in all types of formal secondary schools (including 4 years general secondary 

schools, and 4 and 3 years vocational schools) (Nike, 1988, pp. 19 and 38). In the USSR, 

statistics show that every third worker was involved in some form of vocational training in 1987 

(Kouptsov, 1990, mimeo). In Argentina, the statistics indicate that at least 31 per cent of the 

enrolments in non-formal education programmes, registered by the Ministry of Education, relate 

to vocational courses (Gallart, 1989, p. 53). It is important to add that, in the case of Argentina, 

there is a general trend towards large enrolments in vocational courses relating to the tertiary 

sector of the economy (see Table 6). The enrolments in the courses relating to agriculture are 

particularly low (0.8 per cent of the total enrolments) which at first sight may seem surprising in 

a country where agricultural production remains important. The fact that NFE vocational 

programmes seem to serve more the upper layers of the economic system has to do with the 

finding mentioned earlier, that the higher the level of formal education, the higher the propensity 

to ask for more training. It is also related to, at least, two other factors. First of all, technology is 

changing more rapidly in the tertiary sector than in the other sectors and, secondly, the 

organisation of courses in the tertiary sector is generally cheaper than in the secondary sector. 

This last factor may be playing an important role in the case of Argentina because, in 1985, 64.5 

per cent of the participants in non-formal education programmes were enrolled in private 

institutions (Gallart, 1989, p. 38). As for the relationships between non-formal vocational courses 

and formal schooling the studies show a similar evolution in the different countries. During a 



first phase, formal school systems have systematically tried to recuperate the non-formal 

initiatives. 29 Types of non-formal education Table 6. Enrolment in non-formal education 

programmes by fields in Argentina, 1985 Fields Enrolment % Artisıic 71 902 17.8 Agriculture 3 

068 0.8 Crafts 5 187 1.3 Health Assistants 1 839 0.5 Commercial and administrative 70 996 17.6 

Communications 1 241 0.3 Building arts 12 223 3.0 Academic support 7 247 1.8 Home 

economics 48 529 12.0 Gymnastics and aesthetics 18 661 4.6 Foreign language 112 109 27.7 

Preschool 506 0.1 Technical 31 660 7.8 Human relations Psychology and sociology 3 713 0.9 

Others 15 213 3.7 Total 404 094 100.0 Source: Gallart, 1989, p. 53. ‘”Many initiatives Hat began 

as non-formal or para-formal education, particularly in vocational training, tended to become 

formal and melted into the dominant educational system.” [Gallart 1989, p.153. But, gradually, 

the intrinsic value of non-formal education programmes has been recognized. School planners 

have realized that they can no longer answer the wide variety of educational needs and that 30 

Non-formal education. information and planning issues given their highly bureaucratic 

organisation, schools have a limited capacity to react quickly to technological changes and new 

demands. Consequently, the necessity of having a multiplicity of training mechanisms and the 

potential of various non-formal education practices is now generally accepted. This has raised 

the unresolved issue of redefining the role of formal schooling vis-àvis The other components of 

the educational field.  

5. The impact upon informal learning In addition to the four major segments of the non-formal 

educational field one also witnesses a rehabilitation of different modes of informal learning. As 

Inkei et al (1988) point out: ”Knowledge and skill acquisition by direct imitation is now 

recognized among the opportunities of individual, group, organized and spontaneous learning 

and is no longer reserved to the area of primary socialization. There are attempts to make it more 

institutionalized e.g. in the eases of amateur artistic creative activity or of the situational 

approach to language learning. This process goes together with the rediscovery of certain modes 

of learning which had not previously been recognised as part of the dominant European cultures 

(e.g. intuitive learning, role acquisition based on empathy, etc.). In the case of the most rapidly 

growing technologies, there is practically no better way than learning by direct inter-personal 

imitation (and learning by trial and error). The dramatic rise in the popularity of learning how to 

use personal computers is a breath-taking example of this. Still concerning learning in the social-

cultural life sphere, quite frequently the process of learning itself is more important than the 

result; learning as an activity becomes more important than the knowledge acquired. Taking part 

in some collective learning-teaching experience is one way of searching for a sense of 

community. In the case of education of the elderly, emphasis is laid on the mental hygiene effect 

of the learning activity itself.” [p. 52]. 31 Types of non-formal education A similar trend can be 

observed in most developed countries. Computer clubs have sprung up where software and tips 

are exchanged providing autonomous learning networks. There are many examples of 

participative self-generated learning in other developed countries where the learning activity 

itself dominates over the content. Indeed, there is a growing tendency for process to dominate 

over product even in some professional training. For example, the attendance of, especially 



office-based employees at conferences, seminars and workshops allegedly to improve their 

performance is breathtaking. This rapid expansion and the apparent enthusiasm of the 

participants in these learning experiences, raises a serious question as to the extent to which these 

participative styles of learning will be absorbed not only into the way non-formal education 

activities are organised but also into the school and college mainstream. 


