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Abstract: The article focuses on the relationship between adult education and demo­
cratic development in Czechia and Slovakia after 1989. It argues that, despite the prom­
inence of lifelong learning in policy discourse, adult education has remained a mar­
ginal area, particularly in its civic dimension. Drawing on a historically informed and 
comparative perspective, the analysis highlights discontinuities between earlier tradi­
tions of civic-oriented adult education and current developments. In Czechia, adult 
education has lost institutional coherence and is largely framed by economic priorities. 
In Slovakia, a more comprehensive legislative framework has been established, yet par­
ticipation remains limited and socially uneven. The article situates these trends within 
processes of depoliticisation and the weakening of civil society. It concludes that the 
democratic potential of adult education depends less on participation rates than on its 
content, goals, and social embeddedness.
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1 Introduction

This article draws on arguments informed by both theoretical and empirical research. 
This is because problems such as the relationship between society and education are 
not fully amenable to empirical investigation, not only because of their complexity. An 
equally important reason is the necessity to deal with values and to reflect, from moral 
and political perspectives, on particular conceptions of the good – whether we under­
stand this as the very idea of education or associate it with other selected goods. No less 
significant is the inevitable presence of a certain degree of speculation when engaging 
in critical reflection on what does not exist but could (or should) exist, or on what exists 
but could (or should) be otherwise. It may be argued that in times of crisis such an 
approach is not only more demanding than usual, but also more necessary.

Addressing adult education in Czech and Slovak society in the context of the cur­
rent crisis of democracy, is a relatively demanding task. We enter a space in which only 
partial and somewhat dated points of reference are available for the chosen line of in­
quiry. This makes the task more stimulating, placing demands on imagination and 



critical thinking, including self-reflexivity in the sense of an awareness of the limits of 
the conclusions offered. To abandon this ambition would mean failing to attempt to fill 
a gap that calls for attention.

The text addresses Czechia and Slovakia, countries that were united within a sin­
gle state for most of the twentieth century (1918–1992), although the attention is not 
distributed evenly between them. We are familiar – at least we believe so – with the 
Czech situation, and we consider our internal knowledge sufficient to offer both a de­
tailed account and a critical assessment of societal developments. In the case of Slova­
kia’s development since the 1990s, our approach is less detailed and more descriptive. 
We focus primarily on education policy, while leaving the dimension of broader social 
critique underdeveloped.

The article first outlines the broader approach to citizenship employed here, un­
derstood as a learned and evolving role. It then introduces the Czech case, which is 
contextualised through selected aspects of earlier history both before and after the es­
tablishment of Czechoslovakia. The main emphasis is placed on developments since 
the 1990s. Issues specific to Slovakia are subsequently discussed within the broader 
comparison of Czech and Slovak developments over recent decades.

2 Adult education and citizenship as a role

A defining feature of the present era, on a global scale, is a sense of unrest, or even 
chaos, accompanied by polarization and fragility (OECD, 2025). Such an atmosphere 
might be expected to foster a desire for learning as a means of achieving better orienta­
tion in a changing world. Yet successful learning is, in several fundamental respects, 
not self-evident – at least when we speak of forms of learning that bring benefit to indi­
viduals, support their freedom, and contribute to progress. Honneth (2011), points out 
that, human learning constitutes a pathway through which progress is realised as a 
cognitive process. However, this can only occur under certain social conditions. The 
historical realisation of reason is thus dependent on public conditions.

Adult education can be approached in a variety of ways. Some of these perspec­
tives are optimistic in their belief that, under certain conditions, education can contrib­
ute to improving society. A typical proponent of such views has for decades been 
UNESCO (among others 2020, 2021). Its ambition extends broadly along two dimen­
sions. The first concerns the wide range of areas in which a positive role is attributed to 
adult education. The second lies in its universalism, understood as an interest in all 
macro-regions, countries, communities, and individuals. Within this perspective, a bet­
ter world is possible also through adult education and learning. Such thinking extends 
even to issues such as global climate change and its social implications.

Advocates of these maximalist expectations are aware that their visions are not 
easily realised and depend both on the contributions of educational actors themselves 
and on the broader environment. Nevertheless, they display a certain persistence, 
maintaining an idealistic stance despite the current state of the world (Milana, 2024).
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This article seeks to avoid an a priori belief in the capacity of adult education to 
transform the world for the better, while at the same time retaining a certain degree of 
idealism. We are convinced that adult education is not a panacea for societal problems, 
just as it is not a solution to economic problems – despite how it has often been framed 
by neoliberal approaches (Jarvis, 2008). However, it may contribute to positive change 
in areas such as health and well-being, employment, and social, civic, and community 
life (UNESCO, 2016).

It is through this cautious rather than sceptical lens that the recent development of 
adult education in Czechia and Slovakia is examined within a broader European and, in 
certain respects, global context. One important motif will be that of discontinuity. By 
this we mean that realities that once existed may be abandoned and forgotten, instead 
of serving – after critical updating – as a source of inspiration. Longue durée is not the 
rule in the field of adult education. Another motif will be the emphasis on education 
and learning as phenomena that can and should be supported by education policy, but 
which, in situations where policy fails to provide adequate measures, must draw on 
other sources, such as bottom-up initiatives emerging from civil society.

All of this is intended primarily to illuminate one particular role of adult education 
– namely, broadly conceived civic education. We understand civic education as en­
abling individuals to adopt an active approach to the practice of democratic citizenship. 
It strengthens individuals’ ability to orient themselves within society, fosters social 
bonds, and enables them to participate in social change in ways that allow them to exer­
cise greater control over their own lifes in response to shared problems. It may focus on 
knowledge as well as skills, but the dimension of values is no less important. Indeed 
any adult education worthy of the name should foster empowerment and emancipation 
(Zafiris, 2022).

Democracy here denotes much more than a mere set of formal rules. It is under­
stood in a stronger sense – as an ideal mode of relating to others, grounded in sharing, 
dialogue, and cooperation.

3 The Case of Czechia

3.1 Civic Culture, National Identity, and the Czech Democratic Tradition
In 2005, a television competition involving public voting entitled The Greatest Czech 
took place. Leaving aside the question of the meaningfulness of such a project, we may 
focus solely on its results. These may reveal something important about the self-under­
standing of the Czech population. First place was awarded to Charles IV., emperor, 
whose greatest achievements include the founding of the oldest university in Central 
Europe. He was followed by Tomáš G. Masaryk, a politician, founder and first presi­
dent of independent Czechoslovakia, originally a philosopher and sociologist. Next 
came Václav Havel, president of Czechoslovakia and subsequently of the Czech Repub­
lic, originally a playwright and thinker, who may be seen, after Masaryk, as a continua­
tion of the ideal of the intellectual as head of state. Another figure in the ranking was 
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Comenius, a religious thinker, writer, and above all an educator, an advocate of univer­
sal access to education and one of the pioneers of the idea of lifelong education.

Yet the point may also be found elsewhere. The competition most likely had a dif­
ferent winner (no official data have been provided by the organisers). This was Jára 
Cimrman, a fictional Czech polymath allegedly living at the turn of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. This figure emerged as an explicit mystification in the late 1960s. 
Comedic theatre plays (purportedly Cimrman’s dramas) gained enormous popularity, 
especially from the 1980s onwards, also thanks to their audio recordings, and effectively 
became part of popular culture. Many lines from these plays have entered common 
awareness and are used as references in the everyday language of several generations.

This anecdotal story can be interpreted in various ways. It may be read as an ex­
pression of disdain for competitions of this kind, with their pathos and at the same 
time misplaced competitiveness; or as an expression of a capacity for self-irony; or even 
as an indication of a sense of uncertainty, inadequacy, and the absence of genuine role 
models among historical figures. Such an ambivalent feeling may be a luxury, or per­
haps a dysfunction, but in any case, it is characteristic of the post-heroic period. The 
absence of belief in any form of “grand narrative” as a mass phenomenon stands in 
contrast to the search for and development of collective identities in earlier phases of 
modern society.

Modern adult education in the Czech context, as elsewhere in Europe (Pöggeler, 
1990), emerged from below. Its primary sources were social changes and the associated 
social conflicts, to which an emerging civil society responded. The main social move­
ments determined the direction of development, as captured at the end of the nine­
teenth century by Schauer, who summarised the diagnosis of the time as two major 
questions – the national question and the social question (Menclová et  al., 2000). Both 
were the subject of long and intense conflicts, mobilising a vast range of activities 
within the gradually emerging civil society, including educational activities.

Within the scope of this text, there is only limited space for a historical reconstruc­
tion of earlier stages of adult education that may help to illuminate the discontinuities 
of development in the second half of the twentieth century. Our point of reference will 
be the approach of Masaryk mentioned above. The reason is not that history is written 
(in the sense of interpreted) by the victors – here the founders of the new Czechoslovak 
state, one of the successors of Austria-Hungary – but rather that this approach very 
strongly shaped the guiding idea of Czech adult education until roughly the mid-twen­
tieth century. This is because it is rooted in a political philosophy that represented the 
most influential current of Czech political thought and that, to some extent, also influ­
enced the thinking of Václav Havel.

Among the key elements of this approach is the idea of small-scale civic work. Un­
der conditions that are not conducive to regular political activity (here in the context of 
the only partially democratic Austro-Hungarian monarchy), it is nevertheless possible 
to engage in politics. There exists a space for activities that may fulfil a political role in a 
broader sense for example, improving living conditions at the local level, supporting 
emancipation, and fostering mutuality. Typical examples of small-scale civic work in­
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clude adult education activities such as organising public debates, publishing educa­
tional materials, and similar forms of engagement. So-called non-political politics ex­
pands the notion of the political and partially compensates for the shortcomings of the 
existing political system. It turns toward the sphere of everyday life. For this perspec­
tive, democracy goes far beyond formal procedures; it is closely connected with inter­
personal relations and the solving of practical problems.

This conception may be compared to the approaches of Dewey or Habermas 
(Šimsa, 2004), as both thinkers placed strong emphasis on cultivating a public sphere 
within which an active citizenry could emerge and flourish. The foundation of democ­
racy as a way of life is understood as the capacity for discussion. Within such discus­
sion, based on openness, equality, and mutual recognition, interpersonal relations are 
constituted within communities.

Education, including self-education, also occupies an important position in Ma­
saryk’s political thought. Influenced in part by the Protestant tradition, Masaryk (most 
concisely 1926 [1898]) developed the motif of work not only as an obligation but also as a 
source of self-formation. Through working on one’s life project – one that is oriented 
toward others – we become better individuals. To live and work toward attainable goals 
is more meaningful than to sacrifice oneself for unattainable ones.

3.2 Adult Education and Democratic Citizenship in Interwar Czechoslovakia
The education policy of the new state addressed the issue of adult education from the 
very beginning. The state played an active role, particularly in the 1920s. In the follow­
ing decade, however, adult education as a priority was significantly overshadowed by 
crises – first economic and soon thereafter (international) political. Nevertheless, it can 
be argued that interwar Czechoslovakia belonged to a minority of European countries 
for which adult education was a priority embraced by virtually all major political par­
ties. Adult education, originally driven by a wide range of civil society actors, thus be­
came, to some extent, a matter of state interest.

Attention may be drawn to the existence of the Act on Civic Education Courses 
adopted in 1919. This legislation established free courses in civic education aimed at 
providing the population with basic orientation in matters related to the functioning of 
the state, civic rights and duties, democracy, and national identity. Its adoption re­
flected the conviction of political elites that the state could not function without an ac­
tive and informed citizenry – a view that was explicitly articulated in contemporary ma­
terials as the need to prevent political illiteracy among the population (Pokorný, 2003; 
Holman, 1968). The intention was both to strengthen the democratic character of the 
newly established state and to contribute to greater cohesion within an otherwise mark­
edly ethnically and socially diverse population.

Alongside the state-supported network of local educational centres, there existed a 
broad spectrum of associative, professional, and political educational activities that re­
tained a considerable degree of autonomy (Škoda, 1972). At the same time, the limita­
tions of state policy gradually became apparent. Insufficient financial resources, reli­
ance on voluntary work, and a lack of qualified personnel meant that the system was 
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unable to fully realise its ambitions (Škoda, 1972; Holman, 1968). The limited reach of 
educational activities, particularly in rural areas, further pointed to persistent social in­
equalities in access to education.

3.3 Post-1989 Transformation and the Erosion of Civic Educational 
Perspectives

With the end of the Cold War, the question emerged as to whether, and if so in what 
precise sense, it was possible to build upon earlier developments of the state prior to 
the mid-twentieth century. Interwar Czechoslovakia became, in many respects, the 
most natural reference framework. This, however, occurred largely only at the level of 
declarations, without a genuine effort to draw inspiration from the substantive ele­
ments of the thinking of that time. This also applied to the spirit of the republican 
approach to democracy and to the deliberate cultivation of a democratic way of life and 
the associated modes of learning. In other words, political culture in the broader sense 
developed along a different trajectory, shaped by several main factors, some of which 
stemmed from global societal trends and others from locally embedded causes.

According to Habermas (as cited in Buden, 2013), the revolutions of 1989 were 
hardly more than catch-up revolutions. They were not future-oriented in any substantial 
sense. Rather, their dynamic was directed toward embracing the existing model of lib­
eral democracy and capitalism as practised in the West, or more precisely, toward re­
moving the barriers that prevented accession to the Western political, economic, and 
institutional framework. Although this interpretation may be regarded as somewhat 
generalising, it fits the Czech case rather well. For a considerable period after 1989, 
Czech political discourse was shaped by notions such as a “standard democracy” and a 
“standard market economy.”

At the same time, the prevailing atmosphere in the West was marked by a lack of 
interest in reforms that would transcend the mainstream trajectory of development. A 
defining feature of the period became the now well-known and widely criticised argu­
ment about the end of history by Fukuyama (2002 [1992]).

One of the first major responses to this analysis came from Derrida (1994) in Spec­
ters of Marx, where he sought to demonstrate that while regimes identifying themselves 
with Marxism had collapsed, the crises that Marx addressed had by no means disap­
peared.

Another prominent political thinker of the period, Dahrendorf (1991), argued that 
the transformation of post-communist countries into democracies and market econo­
mies would need to unfold in three waves of differing duration. The shortest would be 
the moment for constitutional lawyers, followed by a longer phase for economists, and 
finally the longest period, which Dahrendorf (1991) expected to be devoted to the devel­
opment of civil society. Only this third phase was to constitute a reliable indicator of a 
successful transformation.

An attempt at a basic assessment within this trichotomy leads to a diagnosis of 
only partial and ambiguous success. The most successful dimension appears to have 
been the establishment of a functioning polity. In the remaining two dimensions, how­
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ever, the results are at best contradictory. For anyone familiar with debates on the prob­
lematic effects of neoliberalism, it will be clear what we seek to convey if this concept is 
meant as a diagnosis.

In addition to economic inequalities and the insufficient development of the pub­
lic sector, it is necessary to recall the effect of depoliticization – which is always only a 
pretended depoliticisation (as illustrated by the well-known principle that there are no 
alternatives to the market). Among other consequences, this strengthens the power of 
managers and, at the same time, suppresses the ethos of active citizenship. The image 
of society becomes shaped by the ideal of the free individual, whose position is deter­
mined by their capacity to perform. Economic and private life emerge as primary prior­
ities, leaving the sphere of public life far behind. This is further reinforced by the rise of 
postmodernism in a version that promotes relativisation combined with scepticism to­
ward politics. The citizen is thus increasingly conceived as a consumer. Freedom is 
predominantly understood in negative terms – as freedom from something, that is, as 
the absence of constraints and regulations (Berlin, 1999).

3.4 Social Inequalities and the Marginalisation of Civic Learning
Another reason for the relatively weak interest in adult education, and particularly in 
civic education within it, may be found in the socio-economic sphere and the cultural 
inequalities associated with it. According to a representative study from the end of the 
last decade (Prokop et  al., 2019), Czech society is divided into five main social classes. 
None of these provides favourable conditions for the successful development of a rela­
tionship to adult education. Some lack sufficient economic capital, others cultural capi­
tal. This also applies to the so-called cosmopolitan class, which is perhaps best equip­
ped to respond to contemporary social transformations. Although it possesses 
considerable cultural and social capital, some of its opportunities are significantly lim­
ited by a lack of economic capital.

Within the European Union (EU), Czechs spend an above-average amount of time 
in employment, yet their incomes remain relatively low. Two possible explanations for 
lower participation in education may be identified here. First, one may draw on 
(though not exclusively) a Marxist argument concerning free time and freedom – here 
understood as the freedom to engage in education during one’s leisure time. Second, 
education may be viewed as an expense that limits the ability to satisfy other needs. 
However, the main problem in the Czech population’s relationship to adult education 
lies in perceiving it as an externally imposed obligation, combined with the belief that 
it is unnecessary for the individual – many people feel that they do not face any signifi­
cant deficits. As we can see, the perception of educational need framed in terms of 
deficits overshadows the understanding of education as an opportunity. The prevailing 
learning culture does not appear particularly encouraging for those who associate edu­
cation with self-realisation.

The situation is similar when the Czech case is examined from a perspective em­
phasising the role of citizenship education. If we have identified discontinuity in politi­
cal culture, it is not surprising to observe an inability – or more precisely, an unwilling­
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ness – on the part of key actors to engage with citizenship education, with only minor 
exceptions. Civic competencies did not become a subject of state education policy in the 
1990s, nor did they generate significant demand within civil society. The voice of ex­
perts was also weak in this regard; the expert community largely failed to articulate the 
issue and instead relegated it to the periphery of interest (Hartl et  al., 1995).

3.5 Adult Education Policy, Civil Society, and Democratic Learning after EU Accession
If, in the 1990s and at the beginning of the twenty-first century, there existed a horizon 
toward which hopes could be directed, it was integration into international structures, 
above all the EU. The relationship of the Czech Republic to European adult education 
policy, which has undergone several phases, has been described elsewhere (Kopecký 
et  al., 2024). From an initial euphoria at having found a firm political and civilisational 
anchor, development shifted toward the position of a “pupil” who, with a certain degree 
of diligence, sought to complete its “homework.” However, after accession to the EU in 
2004, this was followed by a period marked by a much more lukewarm approach, a loss 
of ambition, and a restriction to the necessary minimum. Adult education ceased to 
function as an innovative and inspiring element and instead became a topic located at 
the periphery. European and other international impulses remained the only signifi­
cant driving forces. The inability to debate education policy within the national context, 
in a certain sense, indirectly blocks the capacity to make use even of otherwise produc­
tive European stimuli. If domestic actors fail to formulate diagnoses, articulate prob­
lems, and propose solutions within the national framework, European impulses enter 
a kind of vacuum – they have nothing to build upon and may therefore appear artificial 
or misaligned with the national situation. Where such asymmetry exists – where na­
tional policy is absent or only weakly developed – the hope placed in a stronger supra­
national actor may prove disappointing. It may be added that this is not an isolated 
experience; a similar trajectory can be observed, for instance, in Portugal (Antunes & 
Guimarães, 2014).

If we have noted the limited capacity to draw legitimacy or inspiration for civic 
education from the interaction between the Czech environment and the EU, it is worth 
asking how this relationship functions with other international organisations. The an­
swer is relatively straightforward. The key organisations for the conceptualisation of 
citizenship adult education, UNESCO and Council of Europe, remain little known out­
side the academic sphere, and policymakers draw almost no inspiration from them.

In the field of education policy, the greatest affinity might be found with the 
OECD, though this does not appear to stem from a deliberate and systematic engage­
ment with the organisation. Rather, the intersection lies in a lowest common denomi­
nator – namely, an emphasis on the individual and their performance (Beighton, 
2026).

For Czechia, and indeed for post-communist Europe more broadly, a long-term 
weakness of civil society is characteristic (Howard, 2003). This becomes particularly 
apparent when we set aside engagement in interest-based organisations focused on 
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sport, culture, or health, and instead focus on political parties, trade unions, organisa­
tions concerned with minority rights, or environmental issues (Frič, 2016). The level of 
participation in volunteer activities is likewise relatively low, as shown by PIAAC re­
search (Straková & Veselý, 2015).

We observe only limited space for social or environmental critique, or more 
broadly, for engagement with complex civilisational questions. There is only a very 
weak public debate on topics such as universal basic income, participatory budgeting, 
degrowth, or even sustainability in general.

The media also constitute part of the problem, as they are subject to trends of tab­
loidisation. Even in those cases where this is not the case, the theme of active citizen­
ship resonates only weakly. Questions of democracy are typically framed historically 
within a liberal-conservative perspective on the dichotomy between democracy and to­
talitarianism in the twentieth century. Cultivated civic media reach only a limited audi­
ence. A specific phenomenon is the growing influence of disinformation.

The generally unfavourable conditions for the development of civic adult educa­
tion are also likely rooted in prevailing value orientations. It appears that the neoliberal 
emphasis on the individual and competition is not solely a product of the post-Cold 
War period. According to Možný (2022), the rapid and surprisingly smooth collapse of 
communism in Czechoslovakia can be explained not only by the loss of credibility of 
the old regime due to its dysfunction, but also by general desire for change motivated 
by an interest in developing their forms of capital – something that the (at least declara­
tively) egalitarian, state-controlled society did not facilitate. This refers to the strength­
ening of economic, social, and cultural capital, understood in Bourdieu´s terms as 
forms of competition among individuals and families.

A striking and troubling finding is that, according to the European Social Survey 
(ESS), Czech society displays the lowest interest in tolerance and understanding toward 
close others among all the countries examined, and this holds across all educational 
groups (Pospíšilová & Krulichová, 2018). It is also worth noting the below-average level 
of trust in other people across social groups. Other studies, such as Prokop et  al. (2019), 
similarly indicate that roughly two-thirds of the population subscribe to the view that 
individuals today must primarily look out for what is personally advantageous to them 
(Pospěch, 2021).

3.6 Adult Education between Employability and Democratic Citizenship
The transformations of adult education in Czechia after 1989 can be interpreted as part 
of a broader societal transformation, the basic contours of which were shaped by eco­
nomic and institutional modernisation. In this context, adult education occupied a par­
adoxical position: while it was reconceptualised through the innovative framework of 
lifelong learning, it nevertheless remained only weakly anchored within state education 
policy. Scholarly analyses repeatedly point out that adult education in the Czech context 
represents a long-term marginal area of public policy, whose importance is declared in 
strategic documents but only limitedly reflected in concrete measures (Šerák, 2016; Ko­
pecký et  al., 2024).
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Already in the early years after 1989, political discourse focused primarily on eco­
nomic reform and integration into the global market, while questions of education and 
culture remained rather peripheral to political interest. Adult education was therefore 
understood mainly as an instrument of economic adaptation and of increasing the 
competitiveness of the labour force (Vymazal, 2002; Kopecký, 2014). This development 
corresponded to broader international trends associated with globalisation and the 
gradual promotion of the concept of lifelong learning.

The document Strategy of Lifelong Learning of the Czech Republic, approved by the 
government, represented the first attempt at a more systematic conceptual anchoring 
of this field. It defined lifelong learning as a principle of modern education policy and 
emphasised its importance for both economic development and social cohesion 
(MŠMT, 2007). Despite these ambitions, the strategy did not bring about a fundamen­
tal institutional change, and adult education remained dispersed across several sectoral 
policies. Similar conclusions are reached by international analyses of education policy, 
according to which this field in Czechia is characterised by relatively weak political pri­
ority and limited coordination among institutions (Kopecký et  al., 2024).

Competences in the field of adult education are divided among several ministries, 
primarily the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports and the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs. In addition, regional governments, professional chambers, private pro­
viders, and non-profit organisations also participate in this field. The absence of a coor­
dinating centre results in policies often being developed without broader interconnec­
tion (Šerák, 2016).

This institutional fragmentation has consequences for how adult education is con­
ceptualised within political discourse. Adult education is often not understood as an 
autonomous area of education policy, but rather as an instrument for addressing other 
public problems, particularly unemployment or the shortage of qualified labour force. 
This approach leads to public institutions focusing primarily on vocational education 
and training, and retraining, while the broader social, cultural, and civic functions of 
adult education remain neglected.

The strong orientation toward vocational education is also reflected in the struc­
ture of educational activities among the adult population. Analyses based on Adult 
Education Survey data show that most adult learning activities in Czechia are related to 
work. Adult education is often primarily motivated by the needs of employers or pres­
sures of the labour market, while the autonomous interest of individuals in education 
plays a smaller role (Kalenda et  al., 2024; Simonová & Hamplová, 2016). Similar conclu­
sions are also supported by international research on adult competencies, such as 
PIAAC, which shows that participation in education is strongly differentiated accord­
ing to individuals’ social status and level of educational attainment (OECD, 2024).

Another characteristic feature of current developments is the growing projectifica­
tion of education policy. Many initiatives in the field of adult education are imple­
mented within time-limited projects financed by European structural funds or other 
external sources. These projects often introduce innovative approaches or new institu­
tional instruments. However, their long-term impact on the structure of the system 
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remains limited, as mechanisms for their systematic integration into public policy are 
often lacking once funding ends (Šerák, 2016). This phenomenon is not unique to the 
Czech Republic but is typical of many countries in Central and Eastern Europe, where 
EU funds constitute a major source of financing for educational activities.

A specific feature of the Czech context is also the relative absence of strong profes­
sional organisations or interest groups that would systematically advocate for the devel­
opment of adult education within public policy. In many European countries, there 
exist professional associations of adult education providers or national institutions that 
actively participate in shaping education policy. In the Czech Republic, the influence of 
such actors remains weak, which further contributes to the already emphasised mar­
ginal position of adult education within political interest (Kopecký et  al., 2024).

From a broader perspective, the current situation can be interpreted as a manifes­
tation of a deeper tension between economic rationality and the wider societal func­
tions of education. While policy documents primarily emphasise its importance for 
economic competitiveness and employability, questions of citizenship education, cul­
tural participation, and the development of democratic society remain on the periphery 
of interest.

The situation described above can hardly be expected to be improved by recent 
global developments. Czech society does not stand aside from broader trends, and its 
less-than-favourable condition does not provide a solid foundation for coping, even rel­
atively successfully, with the series of crises that have unfolded over the past two de­
cades.

We are witnessing the development of advanced populism, whose rise is closely 
linked to the expansion of often uncultivated and accelerated communication in the 
virtual environment (though not exclusively there). Within this environment, topics 
associated with so-called culture wars have taken root, particularly those related to mi­
gration, feminism, the position of LGBTQ+ minorities, and environmental policy. 
Considerable scepticism is also evident toward the EU and toward the external world 
more generally.

Populist far-right politics, which in the present context (i. e. following the parlia­
mentary elections of Autumn 2025) builds in some respects on earlier trends cultivated 
by the previous neoliberal government (such as the disregard for environmental is­
sues), simultaneously develops its own version of a nationally oriented political project, 
clearly inspired by the idea of so-called illiberal democracy. At the time of finalising this 
text, a proposal for legislation concerning the supervision of NGOs receiving funding 
from abroad has begun to be discussed. Another indication of the near future is the 
current reduction of resources allocated to environmental education.

From the perspective of public policy, adult education oriented toward active citi­
zenship in Czechia currently appears to be a largely defeated issue. However, there 
remains the sphere of learning that emerges from civic activities. An example may be 
the growing sensitivity to issues of gender, minority positions, or sustainability, at least 
among part of the so-called Generation Z. Nevertheless, the tendency toward post-ma­
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terialist values, understood as an interest in goals beyond individual concerns, appears 
highly uncertain under conditions of increasing economic inequality.

4 The Slovak case and its comparison with Czechia

Slovak development after 1989 emerged from the same institutional and cultural-politi­
cal tradition as the Czech case. Both countries entered the transformation period with a 
shared experience of state-directed educational activities, strong links between adult 
education and cultural policy, and the predominance of an institutional conception in 
which adult education was not understood as an autonomous area of public policy, but 
rather as part of a broader system of education, culture, the labour market, and social 
policy. The dissolution of the federation, however, gradually led to diverging develop­
mental trajectories. While adult education in the Czech context became increasingly 
fragmented after 1989 and gradually lost a clearer institutional anchoring, the Slovak 
Republic attempted to build a relatively more systematic framework for lifelong learn­
ing and adult education (Šprlák 2016).

This difference is particularly visible at the legislative level. In the Czech Republic, 
adult education remains dispersed across several partial legal and policy frameworks, 
whereas Slovakia adopted separate legislation focused first on lifelong learning and 
later directly on adult education. For a long time, the key document was the Act on 
Lifelong Learning (2009), which regulated the accreditation of educational programmes, 
the status of providers of continuing education, the information system for continuing 
education, and certain mechanisms for the recognition of prior learning. In 2024, a 
new Act on Adult Education was adopted, replacing the previous legal framework and 
seeking to update it in relation to new labour market demands, digitalisation, the recog­
nition of non-formal learning outcomes, and the introduction of individual learning 
accounts (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2026).

A similar difference can also be observed in the area of strategic governance. Slo­
vakia adopted the Strategy for Lifelong Learning and Guidance for the Period 2021–2030, 
which represents a relatively comprehensive attempt to connect adult education, career 
guidance, the development of basic skills, the recognition of learning outcomes, and 
labour market needs (Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport of the Slovak 
Republic, 2021). The strategy explicitly builds upon the European Agenda for Adult 
Learning and emphasises support for selected target groups, particularly low-qualified 
individuals, as well as the development of basic, transferable, digital, and civic skills 
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2026). Compared to Czechia, the Slovak 
system is therefore formally more conceptually coherent and legislatively more clearly 
defined. This does not, however, necessarily mean that adult education occupies a 
stronger position within public policy. The Slovak approach is likewise strongly ori­
ented toward employability, professional adaptation, and addressing skills mismatches 
(OECD, 2020).
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The institutional structure of Slovak adult education is also somewhat clearer than 
in the Czech case. Alongside the Ministry of Education, important roles are played by 
institutions connected to employment policy, professional qualifications, sectoral 
councils, and employers’ associations. A significant actor is the Alliance of Sectoral 
Councils, which connects employers, professional organisations, and educational insti­
tutions and participates in defining labour market needs. This structure strengthens 
the link between adult education and the economy and vocational education and train­
ing. At the same time, however, it confirms that the legitimation of adult education in 
Slovakia, similarly to Czechia, remains predominantly economic in character (OECD, 
2020; Šprlák, 2016).

From the perspective of the content and functions of adult education, it is there­
fore possible to speak of both partial similarities and differences. The Czech situation is 
characterised by weak coordination, low political priority, and project-based financing. 
The Slovak situation, by contrast, is formally more institutionalised and legislatively 
more developed, yet in practice likewise subordinated to the politics of skills, employa­
bility, and competitiveness. In both countries, the broader humanistic, cultural, and 
civic functions of adult education remain less developed. The difference lies rather in 
the form of this weakness: in the Czech case, it is primarily institutional and conceptual 
weakness; in the Slovak case, it takes the form of tension between a relatively well-
developed framework and the limited capacity of this framework to transform actual 
educational participation and learning culture (Desjardins, 2017; OECD, 2020).

This conclusion is further confirmed by data on adult participation in education. 
According to OECD analyses, the culture of adult learning in Slovakia remains insuffi­
ciently developed, adult participation in education is low, and those adults who would 
benefit most from further education participate the least (OECD, 2020). Data from the 
Adult Education Survey and related analyses show that participation in formal and 
non-formal education is socially differentiated: participation is higher among individ­
uals with higher levels of educational attainment, more stable employment positions, 
higher qualifications, and stronger ties to employers (Lubyová et  al., 2016; Šprlák, 
2016). Low-qualified adults, older individuals, people outside the stable labour market, 
and persons with lower levels of basic skills remain substantially less involved.

The results of the international PIAAC survey further refine this picture. In some 
indicators of adult basic skills, Slovakia achieves results close to the OECD average, yet 
similarly to Czechia it faces the problem of unequal distribution of opportunities for 
further education (OECD, 2023). The relationship between skill levels and participation 
in education has a cumulative character: those with higher skill levels participate in 
education more frequently, whereas those who, from the perspective of public policy, 
might require support the most often remain outside educational provision. In this 
respect, the Slovak case confirms a broader problem characteristic of Central and East­
ern Europe, where the mere existence of strategies and legal frameworks does not auto­
matically lead to overcoming social barriers to participation (Bodewig & Hirshleifer, 
2011; Desjardins, 2017).
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A specific feature of Slovakia is the preservation of part of the tradition of cultur­
ally oriented adult education, which became less visible in the Czech environment after 
1989. Cultural institutions, local and regional educational centres, and certain forms of 
community education have retained greater continuity there. Older as well as more 
recent Slovak literature shows that adult education in the domestic tradition was under­
stood not only as vocational education, but also as a sphere of cultural, civic, and in­
terest-based adult education (Hotár et  al., 2000; Pavlov, 2015; Prusáková, 2005). This 
element could represent an important resource for a broader conception of adult edu­
cation that would not be reduced solely to employability. In current education policy, 
however, this potential remains underutilised. Cultural and citizenship adult education 
continue to occupy a supplementary rather than foundational position within the sys­
tem (EAEA, 2018).

From the perspective of civic adult education, the Slovak case is therefore ambiva­
lent. On the one hand, compared to the Czech Republic, Slovakia possesses a clearer 
formal framework for the development of lifelong learning and adult education. On the 
other hand, this framework primarily responds to economic and qualification-related 
challenges rather than to questions of democratic culture, civic participation, social co­
hesion, or adults’ capacity to orient themselves within complex social conflicts. In this 
sense, the Slovak situation converges with the Czech one. In both cases, civic adult 
education remains at the periphery of education policy, although this marginality 
emerges through different institutional trajectories.

The Slovak portrait should therefore not be interpreted as a simple opposite of the 
Czech case. More accurately, it may be understood as a case of a formally stronger yet 
substantively narrowly oriented system. The Czech Republic exhibits weak institu­
tional coordination and low political priority of adult education. Slovakia possesses a 
more elaborated legal and strategic framework, yet this framework remains strongly 
labour-market oriented and has thus far failed to adequately reach those groups of 
adults most distant from education. In both countries, therefore, the potential of adult 
education as a space for democratic learning, emancipation, and civic participation re­
mains unrealised.

5 Summary and conclusion

While the influence of society and politics on adult education is undoubtedly strong, 
the influence of adult education on democratic politics is difficult to verify in measura­
ble terms. Nevertheless, this relationship cannot be reduced to mere wishful thinking 
or intuition.

What is likely to be decisive, however, is the specific form of education – its con­
tent, modes, and the nature of the environment in which it takes place. If any lesson 
emerges from the above discussion, it is the need to emphasise not only participation 
in education as such. What matters is the relationship between education and certain 

44 Adult Education and Democracy in Czechia and Slovakia



values, and how it shapes individuals’ relationships to themselves, to others, and to the 
surrounding world.

In times of complex problems, for example, the development of consumer literacy 
appears more necessary and beneficial than financial literacy. The former concept em­
phasises civic attitudes and the ability to influence the economic system, whereas the 
latter focuses on adaptation to the existing system and the acceptance of social risks. 
Similarly, critical information literacy represents a greater contribution to emancipa­
tion than narrowly focused courses aimed at identifying fake news. More general and 
long-term objectives that support broader competencies appear to constitute the kind 
of “school of democracy”.

An inspiring perspective is offered by the philosopher Bělohradský (2025), who 
reflects on the kind of knowledge that is both highly desirable today and yet insuffi­
ciently present. Modern societies are characterised by a paradox: successful integration 
into the social system requires specialised knowledge, yet the functioning of society as 
a whole depends on the ability of each individual to take the broader whole into account 
in their decision-making. In this sense, we may observe the following: “In globalised 
capitalist societies, labour productivity depends on specialised knowledge, whereas the 
coordination of society as a whole depends on majority-oriented opinions; deepening 
the process of opinion formation, which deliberative democracy seeks to achieve, is 
therefore, in the age of technonihilism, a matter of the survival of democracy as a ra­
tional community of ‘active citizens’” (Bělohradský 2025, p. 376).

In other words, contemporary societies have a vital need for processes of long-
term and collective civic learning. This outlined objective is undoubtedly demanding, 
linked to an unfavourable starting situation and shaped by many factors, including 
public attitudes, the nature of the public sphere, and, not least, education policy.
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