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1. Introduction

With the deadline for the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) fast ap-
proaching, the most urgent challenge facing the world is to fight poverty and
build a sustainable future for the rural majority in developing and the least
developed countries. However, many of the poverty alleviation interventions
and national development strategies lack effectiveness and efficiency and very
often fail to lead to desired outcomes especially at the grassroots level. This is,
to a large extent, due to the top-down approach typically adopted. Participa-
tion of local rural communities in their own development is rarely viewed as a
goal of improvement, or as a means of facilitating and energising approaches
to development. The lack of empowerment amongst rural people contributes
to an inability for them to manage multiple risks and vulnerabilities and to
cope with changes as a result of development. Rural people are often not em-
powered and central to the development of their own communities. Therefore,
most development projects tend to benefit the benefactors rather than the ben-
eficiaries. In light of this, effective and efficient rural development cannot be
achieved unless the development is self-sustaining and empowers rural people
in the processes. Thus, the local needs and participation of rural people in ad-
dressing these needs is necessary, one reason being that they know their situa-
tion and problems better than governments, aid agencies and other stakehold-
ers. Rural people need to be empowered, in terms of knowledge, skills, values
and attitudes, through learning opportunities and the social development work
organised and carried out by their own communities in order to fulfil their im-
mediate and long-term needs. It is within this context that the notion of Learn-
ing Villages and Rural Learning Communities becomes critical.

1.1 Learning Society and Learning Cities —
UNESCO’s Commitment

The notion of Learning Villages and Rural Learning Communities is located
within a broader framework of the Learning Society — a popularised idea in
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policy debates nowadays and a central component in a number of national de-
velopment agendas since the appearance of Learning to Be:

If learning involves all of one’s life, in the sense of both time-span
and diversity, and all of society, including its social and economic
as well as its educational resources, then we must go even further
than the necessary overhaul of “educational systems” until we
reach the stage of a learning society (Faure et al., 1972: xxxiii).

Strongly interlocked with lifelong learning, a learning society recognises the
actual process of learning as an activity which is not confined to a specific
place; regards education and learning as a key contributor to the development
of individuals as well as society. Education as lifelong learning leading to a
learning society contributes to economic prosperity, social justice, social cohe-
sion, and sustainable development. It values individual’s existing knowledge,
previous experience and his/her immediate and long-term learning needs. It
promotes learning at all levels and in different settings (formal, non-formal
and informal) throughout a person’s lifetime as well as a culture of learning. It
mobilises available resources in every sector and build partnerships with ma-
jor stakeholders to move hand in hand towards common goals.

The commitment of UNESCO to lifelong learning and the leading role it
plays in the building of learning societies is reflected in numerous policies,
frameworks and projects across decades. Two ground-breaking reports on
lifelong learning by UNESCO — Faure Report (1972) and Delors Report
(1996) — articulate the fundamental principles of lifelong learning. The United
Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development, which UNESCO
coordinates, has stressed the importance of lifelong learning as a key to the
twenty-first century. The Belem Framework for Action (UNESCO, 2010), the
outcome document of the Sixth International Conference on Adult Education
(CONFINTEA VI) in 2009, reaffirms the role of lifelong learning in address-
ing global educational issues and development challenges. In the UNESCO
Medium-Term Strategy 2014-2021 (UNESCO, 2014), one of the strategic ob-
jectives is to “foster high quality and inclusive lifelong learning for all”. At the
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Global Education for All (EFA) Meeting, held in Oman in May this year, the
EFA Steering Committee, based on the agreement among the Member States,
has called for a renewed overarching target, that is “to ensure equitable and
inclusive quality education and lifelong learning for all by 2030”.

In 2013 UNESCO organised the International Conference on Learning Cit-
ies, which focused on “Lifelong Learning for All: Inclusion, Prosperity and
Sustainability in Cities”. The working document of this conference on the
development of learning cities is conceived as another attempt to translate the
aspirations of learning societies into reality. It provides a list of key features
and metrics, being: 1) the wider benefits of building a learning city; 2) the
major building blocks of a learning city; and 3) the fundamental conditions for
building a learning city. Such a framework makes it possible to support in a
meaningful way the development of lifelong learning within and across mem-
ber cities; to determine the progress to implement lifelong learning (for all) in
many of the world’s cities; and to facilitate international comparative analy-
sis and experience-sharing and mutual learning among member cities (UIL,
2013).

1.2 Learning Society — A Rural Perspective is Needed

In many countries, national development policies and strategies are being
examined and re-directed in the light of the rapid urbanisation that is taking
place in every country. However, while the world is increasingly becoming
urbanised any development agenda cannot and should not neglect or underes-
timate the situation, challenges, opportunities and untapped potential of rural
population in the long run. The world’s rural population is just under 50% (UN,
2011), and by far the majority of the world’s poor are located in rural areas.
Rural development though still lags behind urban development.

The lopsided pattern of political and socio-economic development during the
last two decades, together with emerging risks such as climate change and
environmental degradation, scarcity of resources, natural and man-made dis-
asters, has aggravated the plight of rural people. In most cases the intractable
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and harsh realities rural people experience in terms of absolute poverty, seri-
ous deprivation, migration, prevalence of unemployment and under-employ-
ment, loss of livelihoods and further marginalisation has increased.

The above problems in rural areas and their spill-over into urban areas do not
lie in preventing urbanisation and keeping the rural people confined to rural
areas — which would be impossible in any event. Nor is it a realistic option
to promote the mythical autarky or self-sufficiency of rural communities —
rural communities just like urban communities are interdependent. Change
in both rural and urban areas is inevitable, marked by movement of people,
demographic transition, and new economic pressures and opportunities. The
inexorable forces of change, which have many known and unforeseen adverse
consequences for rural population, have to be turned into positive develop-
ment and enhancement of people’s capacities to cope with changes (UNESCO
INRULED, 2011). People are further helped when they are not only just pre-
pared through education to cope with changes, but also empowered to manage
changes of themselves, their families and their communities.

Therefore, it is necessary to facilitate and support a holistic and innovative
approach to education for development that has a strong focus on people’s
empowerment. This approach should be “modernising” and “adapting” so as
to accommodate the changing circumstances and needs of rural dwellers. A
more strategic and inclusive approach is required recognising spatial contexts,
giving priority to a partnership-based and multi-stakeholder design and im-
plementation framework. This framework will then reinforce the increase in
multi-sectoral, place-based strategies that identify and better exploit the devel-
opment potential of rural areas and their people.
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2. Learning Villages and
Rural Learning Communities

2.1 Definition

A village is a gathered community of people within a geographic context that
is smaller than a town, with a population ranging from a few hundred to a few
thousand or even tens of thousands people that are often located in rural areas.
Villages differ across countries or within one nation in physical environment,
socio-economic structures, and cultural and ethnic composition. However,
there are many features of a learning village common to all types of villages.
The initiative on learning villages developed by the UNESCO International
Research and Training Centre for Rural Education (INRULED) defines a
learning village as follows:

A Learning Village is a rural community where every rural resi-
dent, regardless of age, sexual identity, race, religion and social
status, has a willingness and an opportunity to be continuously em-
powered through knowledge acquisition, skills development, and
values and attitudes cultivation, as per each learner’s immediate
and long-term learning needs.

A rural learning community comprises a group of rural people who
share common learning needs and are actively engaged in learning
together and from each other.

The building of learning villages aims to bring benefits to rural dwellers fo-
cused on five areas including: 1) financial — earnings, money and financial
security; 2) social — connections and cooperation; 3) human — employability
and the ability to work; 4) personal — emotional well-being, spirituality and
self-confidence; and 5) physical — basic information, services and infrastruc-
ture (Women and Economic Development Consortium, 2001) through self-
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motivated and needs-based learning activities, and bring about broad positive
changes at the individual and family level and also in the broader community.

In a learning village, rural people, as development beneficiaries, are important
resources in the rural development process, because villages and rural com-
munities cannot fully prosper without full engagement of their members. To
achieve this, community members should be enabled to take initiatives and
actions stimulated by their own thinking and deliberations so that they are
able to manage their own development. A learning village is a place where lo-
cal communities and their members are able to act as the initiators, planners,
organisers, managers, and at the same time, the beneficiaries of any learning
activity.

2.2 Philosophical Position

As shown in Figure 1, the Framework of Promoting Learning Villages and
Rural Learning Communities is grounded in an approach that recognises the
centrality of individuals in the process of learning (Boud et al.,, 2013) and
views them as change agents. Learning fundamentally is about bringing about
changes in an individual (Mezirow, 1991). People gain knowledge and skills
which allow them to do things in different and very often improved ways and
to understand and view the world around them from a new perspective. In do-
ing so an individual is empowered and transformed. Consequently, it is the
empowerment and transformation of individuals, who live and work within
social as well as physical contexts, and are interacting with each other, brings
about the transformation of their community, village and eventually national
society as a whole (Cavanagh et al., 2013).
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Figure 1

Country
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Individual

To ensure that identified learning activities happen whenever there is a learn-
ing need, and to guarantee the equity and quality of learning, individual’s mo-
tivation and effort are critical but not enough. A broader enabling environment
at the national and village level to provide political, institutional, social and
cultural conditions is needed. Every responsible sector and agency must facili-
tate and provide education and learning resources as is necessary. Key stake-
holders must play their respective roles and share responsibilities accordingly.
This requires collaboration and partnership among all stakeholders. Figure 1
shows a two-way interaction between the individual, family, community, vil-
lage and the nation.

A learning community approach is used in this framework as a mechanism
to drive change. Sometimes the term Community of Practice (Wenger, 1998)
is used to identify a learning community, which is focused on a professional
or vocational practice. A learning community or community of practice com-
prises a group of people who share common emotions, values or beliefs and
are actively engaged in learning from each other, and by habituation. A learn-
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ing community is formed around a common issue or need, and the individuals
who come together to form the community have mutual interests in addressing
this particular learning need.

Importantly there is a need to make the distinction between a “learning com-
munity” and a “community in which learning occurs”. The latter usually re-
flects a geographic place or location such as a village, a workplace or a neigh-
bourhood. While clearly learning can take place in such “places” it is not this
aspect of community that we are focused on here. A geographic community or
village can have many different kinds of learning communities with different
learning needs.

Learning communities are characterised by participants having shared goals,
even though there may be variations of needs and levels of attainment of
individuals within these communities. Learning communities provide safe,
healthy, supportive and gender-sensitive environments for learning where
participants feel comfortable and their surroundings and learning cultures are
familiar to them. People that make up a learning community often share a
collective identity around their common goal. The activities that occur within
learning communities tend to be collaborative and the learner-centred ap-
proach dominates. This is in contrast to conventional approaches to instruc-
tion where the teacher/trainer/instructor delivers content to essentially passive
recipients. Learners typically take on active roles within learning communities
and along with any teacher/trainer/instructor make contributions to the learn-
ing of others. In this sense, learning communities tend to be more learner-led
and learner-controlled. However, the teacher/trainer/instructor plays a pivotal
role in facilitating and encouraging learners’ engagement. Because of the col-
laborative nature and that learners have common needs and goals, learning
communities tend to have a high level of self-help between members.

Successful learning communities more often occur when communities (and
the individuals that comprise these communities) have control, ownership and
direct involvement in matters relating to their learning. This includes, identifi-
cation of learning needs, establishment of learning groups and activities, selec-
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tion of content, involvement of outsiders and experts, and the management and
control of the learning community. The role of governments at different levels
and other organisations within a learning community is to respond to com-
munity needs and provide mechanisms to facilitate supportive environments
and assist in the mobilisation of resources and personnel. In sum, a successful
learning community is of the learners, by the learners, and for the learners.

2.3 Components of the Framework to Promote, Facilitate and
Maintain Rural Learning Communities and Learning Villages

The framework provides a vision for building rural learning communities and
learning villages. It is comprised of three main areas of focus, they are: 1)
Establishing and maintaining a learning village/rural learning community; 2)
Learning communities in action — features of rural learning communities; and
3) Benefits of rural learning communities. For each area of focus, actions and
outcomes at the individual/family level, community/village level, and the na-
tional level are identified.

This framework can serve as a comprehensive checklist of actions to help
national and local governments, village and community leaders, practitioners
and facilitators, as well as households and individuals in their efforts to build
learning villages and rural learning communities that promote lifelong learn-
ing for all rural residents.

3. UNESCO INRULED’s
Experience and Expertise

Since its establishment in 1994, UNESCO INRULED, as the only internation-
al centre focusing on rural education and rural development, has been dedicat-
ed to bringing about positive changes in rural people’s thinking and behaviour
and further in rural societies through: 1) education for poverty alleviation; 2)
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education for empowerment, especially women’s empowerment; and 3) skills
development for rural transformation.

Through twenty years of continuous effort, INRULED has been successful in:
1) promoting south-south and south-north-south cooperation at the interna-
tional level; 2) helping create an enabling national policy framework and envi-
ronment at the country level for empowerment, participatory approaches and
livelihood generation; 3) creating and/or strengthening institutional structures
at the village level through which people determine the priority needs and de-
cide how best to manage common resources in the interests of the community
as a whole; 4) fostering the availability of education and learning opportuni-
ties especially in non-formal and informal settings, better natural resource
management, green environment, productive infrastructure development and
agricultural productivity; and 5) promoting individuals’ knowledge and skills,
wider livelihood opportunities, the quality of life and women’s empowerment.

Based on its experience in working directly with rural communities and rural
people at the grassroots level and its expertise in the planning and imple-
mentation of new policies and strategies, INRULED is refocusing on rural
development through learning villages and rural learning communities as an
innovative, strategically planned approach. By adopting the concept of learn-
ing villages and rural learning communities, this initiative, harmonised with
other human development strategies, creates space to diverse stakeholders to
reach a general consensus on rural development strategies and policy direc-
tions; builds capacities and interactive forums; increases resource flows to
rural people especially to those who are in need; generates social capital and
institutions to enhance the access to knowledge, information and livelihood
opportunities for individuals; empowers stakeholders in the development of
rural communities; and provides a platform for national development.
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