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Lifelong learning 
as a strategic dimension 
for library services 
in the following decade 
  

#1 

 



 

 

In 2004 a report produced by the 

International Federation of Library 

Associations (IFLA) stated that lifelong 

learning is strongly connected to public 

libraries across the world. 

Acknowledging that, IFLA defined life-

long learning as: „an all purposeful 

learning activity undertaken on an 

ongoing basis with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence. It contains 

various forms of education and training, formal, non-formal and informal, e.g. the traditional 

school system from primary to tertiary level, free adult education, informal search and 

training, individually, in a group setting or within the framework of social movements“ 

(Häggström, 2004)1. As emphasized by us, a group setting - regardless of its form - could 

lead or facilitate education, even if it is organized in an informal manner. In the face of 

COVID-19 pandemic, this emphasis seems more important with the necessity for a shift: 

from face-to-face / classroom education to 

online learning. This may be a habit which, 

once acquired, may not as easily be 

dismissed in the future, due to access, 

availability of resources, and costs. As the 

vaccination campaign is rolling out, we 

understand that it is hard to overlook the 

perks of online education; however the 

advantages of face-to-face interaction are 

still present. This leads us to the conclusion 

that from now on, a form of hybrid adult 

education - involving both online and in person, is the most probable and feasible way 

forward. 

In this context, libraries who have been severely hit by the closure due to the pandemic 

need to stay true to their mission of serving the community while, at the same time, 

identifying options to adapt to social distancing and safe minimum interaction. As a result, 

                                                 
1 Häggström, B.M. (ed) (2004) The Role of Libraries in Lifelong LearningFinal report of the IFLA project under the Section for Public Libraries, 
available at https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED510133.pdf, viewed on March 2nd, 2021 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED510133.pdf


 

 

library services will need to be set out taking into account the new limitations. Each such 

challenge in services design may also trigger new competencies or up-skilling for the library 

staff. It is in this context that we would like to present the intellectual products of the 

Learning circles in libraries project.  

First and foremost, we have put together for the librarians interested in up-skilling or 

looking for new opportunities in terms of personal development within the context of new 

library services a White Paper on adult education comprising challenges and 

transformations, based on the newest research available. The White Paper provides at least 

3 perspectives from which one can assess the adult learning: an individual one (where we 

focus on types of motivation people have, what barriers they encounter and the aspects of 

the learning design and experience that could improve the effectiveness of the learning 

acts), an institutional one (where we look at the specific data and the national approach in 

five EU countries related to the formal, non-formal and informal learning) thus suggesting 

corrective measures and indicating where libraries can play a role. The third dimension is a 

political one and it indicates advocacy type of measures, so adult education enters the 

political agenda of member states. Here libraries can play a pivotal role and together with 

other stakeholders they can provide both lessons learned, examples and stories to advance 

such an agenda. Our White Paper sets the stage for the solution that we are proposing, 

having tested and understood how it can work in a European context. It was inspired by the 

idea of setting out a learning circle in public libraries, a methodology created and 

implemented by P2PU  - Peer to Peer University from the United States. We will refer 

more to it in the next chapters of this Toolkit. In the meantime, below you can browse 

through some samples from the White Paper and should you want more information, you 

can download the whole material. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A view from Finland 
 
In Finland, the library has an essential role in lifelong learning. It secures an equal access to 

information and knowledge for everyone. Library services are free of charge in Finland and 

the services are open and free to everyone.  Finland has a law, library act, that defines tasks 

and official guidelines to public libraries’ work. The first Public Libraries Act was published 

in 1928. The newest version is from  2017. The act’s goal is to promote - among other 

things - citizens' equal possibilities to education and culture, possibilities to lifelong 

learning, as well as active citizenship and democracy. Libraries promote reading culture and 

versatile literacy skills.  Libraries also provide an open public space for residents and 

communities. Library premises can be used as venues for cultural events, meetings, work 

and learning. Libraries are open learning environments - thus supporting peoples’ voluntary 

lifelong learning. Since Finns use their libraries very actively, the role of the Finnish library 

is a very important one, also in lifelong education. 

 
 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Learning circles between 
lifelong learning and 
community development

#2 

 



 

 

It is worth starting this chapter with paraphrasing a text written by Jennifer Howard 

(2019)2 „There aren’t many truly public places left in America. Most of our shared spaces 

require money or a certain social status to access. Malls exist to sell people things. 

Museums discourage loiterers. Coffee shops expect patrons to purchase a drink or snack if 

they want to enjoy the premises. One place, though, remains open to everybody. The 

public library requires nothing of its visitors: no purchases, no membership fees, no dress 

code.“ We feel that the same is true for the European space. In fact, in a recent project 

which has been implemented in 14 county libraries across Romania, Progress Foundation 

has called public libraries „third spaces“ or citizenship sanctuaries, where people come to 

exercise their role as active members in society. In the same spirit, a report from the Aspen 

Institute from US is calling public libraries „America’s Civic Squares“3. It is thus only natural 

that activities like lifelong  learning are taking place in public libraries. It is also true that the 

services one can now find in a public library are going largely beyond education or civic 

engagement. European libraries are also providing great examples in this re-shaping process 

of libraries’ role. They adopted the design thinking method to understand and respond to 

community needs in a more flexible and efficient manner, or developed clean cut 

interventions like a „clinic - where individuals can approach an instructor or peer tutor with 

a specific problem“4. It all has to do with a more proactive role of libraries, with better 

means of collecting data related to how the public perceives libraries and the social value of 

their services vis-a-vis the operating costs.5 In fact, the report of EBLIDA on types of 

impacts generated by public libraries confirm that in France at least, their help is notable in: 

empowering people, creating network and partnerships, supporting employability, 

increasing public security. A great role libraries played even during the pandemic is related 

to providing reliable information and thus contributing to combating the fake news 

phenomenon. 

As part of the Learning Circle project, we have mapped the types of courses libraries can 

offer to their community for personal and professional development. In this way, libraries 

show they can contribute directly not only to a better way to spend time, but to allow 

                                                 
2 https://www.neh.gov/article/complicated-role-modern-public-library 
3 https://csreports.aspeninstitute.org/documents/Libraries_Exponential_Age.pdf 
4 https://epale.ec.europa.eu/en/blog/lifelong-learning-environments-libraries-and-adult-education-centres-21st-century-approach 
5 http://www.eblida.org/Documents/ELSA-WG-implementation-SDG-Indicators-in-EU-Libraries.pdf 



 

 

members of the community to live a productive life and increase their welfare. In the 

subsequent page, we offer a sample of such courses, anyone interested can take in the five 

European languages of the project. 

 
 
  



 

 

  



 

 

 
  



 

 



 

 

A view from Portugal 
 

Apart from the benefits of having access to the book-collection, many people visit the 

library several times a week to read the newspapers and to have a cup of coffee at the 

cafeteria. Our activities are another attraction to users; Lúcio Craveiro da Silva Library has 

an extensive monthly programme, which includes, beside activities for all ages, free learning 

training and also paid training.   

Our work with patrons has evolved in a very positive way throughout the process. We 

created new relationships with them and had a very active return in all phases. A multi- 

disciplinary team of patrons, consisting of mixed specialization, were also an important 

contribution to the journey. 

The library attends the growth of many of its users. Families, who are regular visitors, 

spend much of their free time in the different areas of the library. Parents and children 

participate in activities, use the rooms to read or study and borrow books for all members. 

The spacious study rooms where students can sit and work are also very popular. 
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reflected in the themes 
covered by online 
learning opportunities - 
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Germany 
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The way in which courses offered by learning circles can best reflect and meet the needs of 

the community will be shown using the example of the Cologne Public Library in Cologne, 

Germany.  The Library’s role in the civic structure is that of an educational and cultural 

institution that promotes lifelong learning, as well as a place of digital and social 

participation.  

There is a vital need in communities for “third places,” the term coined by sociologist Ray 

Oldenberg for non-commercial spaces that are neither work nor home, and public libraries 

are one of the few remaining spaces that fulfill this role.  The Cologne Public Library 

actively promotes itself as such a third place, providing a vital meeting space for people to 

connect. The learning circles uniquely align with this mission.  They not only meet an 

educational need, but also provide a venue for social participation, as learning circle 

participants are able to meet others with similar interests, exchange ideas, share their 

experiences, and learn from one another.  

The Library considered how the learning circles would enhance existing programming. In 

the area of adult education and programming, the Library already had a strong palette of 

programs and workshops in place, focused primarily on literature, research and digital 

education.  In many libraries, particularly in the USA, the learning circles offer courses on 

resume writing and job search skills. In Germany these types of social services are largely 

provided by other government entities, therefore the Library did not need to focus on 

these areas. In setting up its learning circle program, once of the initial steps taken by the 

Library was determining which online courses to offer. A small staff team was formed to 

ascertain which appropriate online courses were available. The Library’s own digital 

offerings were taken into consideration as well.  The online courses had to meet the criteria 

of being free, in German, of interest to the general public and able to be completed in a 

maximum of six weeks.  Once appropriate courses were found, the next step was gauging 

community’s interest.  This was done by using the Q-Method, a term coined by Peer 2 Peer 

University (P2PU) to describe a simple survey tool used to discover which subjects library 

visitors were most interested in.  A list of 21 courses from the areas of personal 

development, computing, art and culture, business and finance, history and the 

environment were listed on posters that were displayed for several weeks at the Central 

Library. Library visitors were asked to place a heart sticker next to the courses that most 

interested them, resulting in a total of 446 votes.  Among the top courses were drawing, 

time management, photography, art history and personal finance. Learning circles took 



 

 

place on all of these. Based on the results of the initial visitor survey, learning circle 

attendance statistics, and user feedback, the Library was, over time, able to see what kinds 

of learning circles the people in the community were most interested in. In Cologne the 

visitors prefer courses focused on recreational interests, the arts, and personal 

development.  As these interests can change over time, the participants of each learning 

circle are asked what types of learning circles they would be interested in participating in 

the future. A new visitor survey will also be conducted to see if there is a change in 

interests. Additionally, new online courses regularly become available.  Therefore the 

Library’s learning circle offerings will change and evolve over time, adapting to meet the 

current information, educational and recreational needs of the local community.   

 

What do employers 
want? 

Needed skills / areas of activity / competencies 

Finland In the service sector, customer oriented skills, service design and automation. In the 
industrial sector: sustainable development, finding digital solutions to problems, 
ability to learn, management of remote and virtual services, information evaluation 
skills, digital operations, mobile applications, expertise related to smart system and 
internet of things. 

Germany Digitisation and adaptability are key to future employment needs. These are essential 
for Work 4.0—the future of work in the digital age in the country. Job seekers will 
need to navigate this shift toward digitisation and will need increasing experience 
and expertise in soft skills, such as adaptability and creativity, that will allow them to 
adapt to rapidly changing workplaces.  

Poland Soft skills will matter in industry 4.0, like: problem-solving, critical thinking, creativity, 
people management, collaboration, emotional intelligence, the ability to make 
informed decisions, orientation on services, negotiation skills, flexibility and the 
ability to adapt. 

Portugal A study from 2019 reveals that in the next years will be the areas where there will be 
the greatest demand for professionals are: commercial  (30%), information 
technology (30%), engineering (22%), marketing and communication (14%) and 
logistics and supply chain (13%). 

Romania In particular in rural areas, employers will look for the following  soft 
skills:  adaptability, mobility, ability to learn, good manners. As regards hard skills 
connected to the field of work they will need technical skills ranging from basic 
mathematics to mechanics (having a good understanding on how machines work) 
also animal growing and business management.  

 



 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Phases of implementing 
support for online 
learning service - as 
seen by the creators of 
Learning Circle 
methodology P2PU 
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Running successful online learning services require a constellation of support measures 

beyond the facilitation/delivery of the program. We've identified four roles to support peer 

learning: the facilitator, coordinator, organizer, and host. Together, these roles provide the 

framework for successful programs that both allow for consistent and responsive 

programming while continuing to position patrons and their experiences at the center of 

the learning. For some libraries, these roles may be split across different people and 

departments. At other libraries, one person might do it all. These roles are further outlined 

in the P2PU handbook. 

 

The facilitator is the person leading the learning program and interacting with the patrons. 

As defined elsewhere, there are a variety of resources available to facilitators which allow 

them to participate in a number of communities of practice: the learning circle itself, their 

community of facilitators at their library, and a global community of facilitators across 

P2PU. 

The coordinator recruits, trains, and maintains relationships with facilitators outside of the 

learning services. This person is responsible for ensuring whatever sort of stamp of 

approval is required for somebody to lead a library program and will likely coordinate with 



 

 

P2PU to offer training. After onboarding is complete, this person may continue to directly 

supervise the world of facilitators or they may hand off responsibility to a host. 

The organizer is responsible for establishing, evaluating, and marketing the overall peer 

learning program for the library. This is an outward facing role, interacting with various 

stakeholders in the library and outside to develop a compelling call to action and pathway 

for participation.  

The host is a frontline staff 

person who works directly 

with the community to 

provide day-to-day 

logistical support of 

facilitators and assisting 

with library technology. 

In April and May 2020, 

more than sixty P2PU 

community members from 

around the world came 

together to consider how 

these roles are impacted 

by the switch to a virtual 

format. These emerging 

practices and effective strategies were compiled into the P2PU virtual handbook. 

 

There are several tools that our project has prepared in order to help librarians set out a 

learning circle better. Among them, we would like to point out a thoroughly documented 

Manual for Facilitators. It includes both data on how to organize the content but also 

ready-made handouts so the job of a librarian or any facilitator can be an easy one. Apart 

from that, we have included a series of video materials that librarians or facilitators can 

point to prior to enrolling participants in a learning circle. They support and inform future 

attendees on their preferred learning style, vocational interest or technology readiness. In 

this way, participants in the circle will make a better decision related to the event.

https://www.p2pu.org/virtual-handbook
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As part of our project, we have done our own learning circles and that has helped us 

understand the way in which one may experience it as an organizer, facilitator or 

participant. Sharing stories of success, providing testimonials and maybe following up with 

some of the participants is crucial in establishing the learning circles as a library service.  

A view from Germany 
Among the top ten online courses that visitors to the Cologne Public Library said they were 

interested in was an online art history course, offered by the Städel Museum in Frankfurt. 

The learning circle benefited greatly from the excellent quality of the online course and the 

various interests and knowledge backgrounds of the participants. The online course was 

professionally made, in German, and divided into five sections, ideal for a five-week 

learning circle. Eight participants signed up, all women, from their twenties to their fifties. 

Most just liked art or had a rudimentary knowledge of art history, one had a degree in art 

history and one woman took the course to refresh her knowledge as she completed her 

doctorate in art history.  Everyone watched the course video together on the big screen, 

did the quizzes and questionnaires that were built into the course together, and spent much 

time discussing various artists and artworks.   

 
 



 

 

Due to the shared interest in art and enthusiasm for the subject, an affinity for others in the 

learning circle was quickly established, allowing for free and easy discussions. Everyone 

benefited from the different insights and knowledge of the others. After completing the 

course, it was decided to go on an excursion and visit the museum in Frankfurt.  

In their feedback, the participants emphasized how much they enjoyed the group discussions, how much they 

liked the course format and how they appreciated the reminder emails they received each week. One 

participant summed up the general response nicely: “I think it's a really great learning method that, if I hadn't 

done it myself, I probably would have said that it could not possibly be effective. But it was a really good 

educational experience and it worked so well.” 

A view from Romania 
New library professionals in Romania 

who participated in the Online Summer 

School for young Librarians in 2020 

asked for further support in project 

management and grants writing. The 

online course we used for this learning 

circle, designed by Civil Society 

Development Foundation (CSDF), 

covered the basics of proposal writing, 

in a practical and simplified manner 

which was suitable for learners who 

had no or very little experience in this 

field. 22 young librarians signed up, 

and the participation remained over 13 

people throughout the 6 learning circle 

meetings.   

Though the group was quite large, the 

information exchange went smoothly, 

with no incidents, as all learners were 

very motivated to learn from and to share with their peers. Also, as it was not their first 

online-group learning experience (they were colleagues in a week-long online training a few 

months before), the group dynamics were already harmonized for efficient learning. 



 

 

 

The practical group sessions were a good opportunity for these young professionals to get 

familiarized with new potential library programs for diverse community groups, as all 

project ideas were (and still are) available to the group on etherpad.  The feedback was 

positive, as the participants acknowledged the advantages of the online-learning circle 

format: it’s comfortable, easy to follow and the covered notions were well explained. Most 

participants said they want to take the next step and write project-proposals for their 

libraries, and become part of project implementing teams. 

 

Once these events are ready, what librarians can and must do is to either gather video 

testimonials from the participants, write articles with a few pictures as above, or if they are 

really brave, they can document the whole event in a series of digital stories. A series of 

such stories can be retrieved in the channel of this project. These can be used as both 

motivators, triggers for community members but also as strong advocacy tools for libraries 

themselves in their attempt to secure public funding and prove their importance for 

community life, its well being and prosperity. 



 

The European Commission's support for the production of this publication does not 
constitute an endorsement of the contents, which reflect the views only of the authors, 
and the Commission cannot be  held responsible for any use which may be made of the 
information contained therein. 

 

 

 
 
 

The "Learning circles in libraries" project is implemented within the framework of Erasmus+ 
Programme, Key Action 2: Cooperation for innovation and the exchange of good practices, 
Strategic partnerships for adult education. The consortium partnership consists of Fundacja 
Rozwoju Społeczeństwa Informacyjnego (Poland, leader), Peer 2 Peer University (USA), 
Stadtbibliothek Kőln (Germany), Fundatia Progress (Romania), Biblioteca Lucio Craveiro da Silva 
(Portugal) and Suomen eOppimiskeskus ry (Finland). 
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