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Abstract: This paper analyzes Polish and German papers contributed to conferences of the 
European research society ESREA. The method “program analysis” is used. The analysis de-
monstrates that Polish and German researchers are present in this European forum for rese-
arch in adult education. But there are also some shortcomings. Perspectives for further im-
provement are suggested and discussed.
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Streszczenie. Niniejszy artykuł jest poświęcony analizie Polskich oraz Niemieckich refera-
tów nadesłanych na konferencje Europejskiego Stowarzyszenia Badaczy Edukacji Dorosłych 
(ESREA). Użyto tutaj metody „program analysis”, dzięki której wykazano, że Polscy i Nie-
mieccy naukowcy aktywnie uczestniczą w Europejskim forum dotyczącym badań nad edu-
kacją dorosłych. Jednakże można zaobserwować tutaj pewne wady i braki. Niniejszy artykuł 
proponuje i omawia sugerowane zmiany.

Słowa kluczowe: badania nad edukacją dorosłych, Polska, Niemcy, ESREA, program analysis.

Introduction

Adult education research as academic subdiscipline is in Poland and Germa-
ny relatively well established. This might sound strange when perceiving it 
solely out of a national Polish or German insider perspective, where adult 
education research has also to struggle to receive adequate recognition in 
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comparison to the education of young people. Nonetheless, when compar-
ing the number of professors, chairs, academic staff or departments in the 
field of adult education in Poland and Germany with many other Europe-
an countries the situations are relatively affluent. This is valid when con-
sidering countries like the Netherlands or the UK, where distinct chairs for 
andragology, andragogy or adult education have almost disappeared in the 
last decades. (c. Hake, 1992; Jones, 2014) Even in a country like Sweden 
(which is worldwide famous for its adult education as a popular practice) ex-
ists actually only one distinct chair for adult education (“Vuxenpedagogik”) 
in Linköping. Adult education research is in some countries rather a part or 
a subject of social work or other sub disciplines. Considering these situa-
tions, it is interesting to analyze which role Polish and German researchers 
play on the European level of academic research on the education of adults. 
This will be done here on the basis of a “program analysis” of conference pa-
pers contributed by Polish and German researchers to the triennial research 
conferences of ESREA between 1995 and 2013.

Approach and relevance

A rich body of literature exists which deals with the international develop-
ment of adult education research (Chang, 2013; Fejes & Nicoll, 2013; Fejes 
& Nylander, 2013; Larsson, 2010; Long, 1983; Rubenson, 1982, 2000; 
Rubenson & Elfert, 2014; St. Clair, 2011; Taylor 2001). Mostly journals and 
much less frequently conferences have been analyzed. The analysis of Tay-
lor (2001) of all submitted papers to a journal and not only accepted papers 
sheds some interesting light on selection processes of referred journals. His-
torically, there have been debates about the status and the goals of adult 
education as an independent field or discipline of research and its position 
within universities (e.g. Hake, 1992; Fejes & Nicoll, 2013). Each scientific 
discipline has to assure itself what belongs to it and what not, although ed-
ucational research might be sometimes habitually even more occupied with 
reflecting on and assuring its identity. Adult education as relatively young 
and volatile discipline might be still engaged to “cure the ills of an undis-
ciplined discipline” (Plecas & Sork, 1986) and to identify “centrifugal and 
centripetal forces” within the field (Gieseke et al., 1989). Analysis of inter-
nal processes of knowledge production within adult education is therefore 
useful in order to determine the development of disciplinary research. The 
paper aims to contribute here by shedding light on the European contribu-
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tions of Polish and German researchers. It is widely agreed that the interna-
tional and also the European dimensions of adult education have increased 
in their importance in the last decades.

The data and method 
The data analyzed: Papers of ESREA triennial research conferences

The data for this analysis are available papers of ESREA triennial research 
conferences. ESREA is the European Society for Research on the Education 
of Adults. It “promotes and disseminates theoretical and empirical research 
on the education of adults and adult learning in Europe through research 
networks, conferences and publications” as stated on the homepage of ES-
REA (www.esrea.org). ESREA compromises thus a wide range of activities 
(e.g. publishing the journal RELA). It organizes several conferences each 
year through its networks, but every third year they organize a bigger gen-
eral research conference. ESREA triennial research conferences took place in 
different countries every three years since 1995. These were the titles and 
gatherings of these triennials so far:

Strobl (1995): “Adult learning and social participation,”
Bruxelles (1998): “Learning to live in the learning society,”
Lisbon (2001): “Wider benefits of learning: understanding and monitoring the 

consequences of adult learning,”
Wrocław (2004): “Between ‘old’ and ‘new’ worlds of adult learning,” 
Seville (2007): “Adult Learning and the challenges of social and cultural diversity: 

diverse lives, cultures, learnings and literacies,”
Linköping (2010): “Adult learning in Europe – understanding diverse meanings 

and contexts,”
Berlin (2013): “Changing configurations of adult education in transitional times.” 

To analyze conference papers and not articles in journals is a different appro-
ach from almost all other bibliometric analysis cited already. One advantage 
is that ESREA conferences have traditionally a low rejection rate (c. Antunes 
2003). It gives a broader insight into the field of adult education research 
since journals are steered and more regulated by editors and reviewers  
(c. Taylor 2001). 

The collection of the papers constituted a  challenge since ESREA it-
self does not have an archive with conference papers. The papers could only 
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be collected via the hosts of the conferences and via other people.1 The pa-
pers of ESREA1995 were edited in a book (Bisovsky et al., 1998). Similar is 
valid for ESREA2001 and ESREA2004 (ESREA2001; Bron et al., 2004). The 
papers of ESREA2004, ESREA2007, ESREA2010 and ESREA2013 were ac-
quired as electronic data directly from the conference hosts. Unfortunate-
ly, data for ESREA1998 in Bruxelles could not be found despite extended ef-
forts. The resulting sample consists out of 364 papers from six conferences:

Table 1: ESREA conferences and number of available papers per conference

ESREA 
1995 in 
Strobl 

(Austria)

ESREA 
2001

in Lisbon
(Portugal)

ESREA 
2004 in 
Wrocław
(Poland)

ESREA 
2007

in Seville
(Spain)

ESREA 
2010 in 

Linköping
(Sweden)

ES-
REA2013
in Berlin

(Germany)
Num-
ber of 

available 
papers

25 27 74 48 64 126

Source: Author analysis

All data was saved or converted into Excel, Word and SPSS files for the re-
spective analysis. Limitations of the data refer especially to the first two ES-
REA conferences where papers were only available via the publication. It is 
likely that the conferences itself assembled more papers than available via 
the publications. Nonetheless, ESREA triennial conferences have clearly in-
creased in their participation over time.

The method applied: Program analysis

The data was analyzed by the method of mainly quantitative “program anal-
ysis,” although the coding process resembles characteristics of qualitative 

1 I  am deeply thankful for the advice and support by Gerhard Bisovsky, Andreas 
Feyes, Barry Hake, Ewa Kurantowicz, Emilio Lucio-Villegas and Henning Salling-Olesen.
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interpretation of documents.2 The method refers overall to the content 
analysis of social sciences. It is often used especially in Germany in order to 
analyze the course offers of providers (see Gieseke, 2014; Schrader, 2014). 
Methodological discussions of the advantages and disadvantages of this 
method are available (e.g. Gieseke, 2000; Käpplinger, 2008). This method 
was applied to the analysis of conference papers of ESREA triennials. A sim-
ilar approach was applied by Long (1983) for the Adult Education Research 
Conference (AERC) in Northern America in using a content analysis. A “pro-
gram analysis” is a non-reactive method, which means that the data materi-
al is analyzed in retro-perspective by a coding researcher or a coding team of 
researchers. Each paper was coded accordingly a plan, which was deductive-
ly and inductively developed. The code plan consisted out of these variables: 

 − NAME: Names of the authors. Papers with multiple authorships 
were multi-coded per name.

 − COUNTRY: The code was given accordingly the working places (in-
stitutional affiliation) of authors and not accordingly the country 
of birth. 

 − TITLE: Full title of paper.
 − METHOD: Coded accordingly a revised coding plan developed and 

used by Long (1983)
 − RESEARCH_FIELD: Coded according a  plan originally developed 

by Arnold et al. (2000) and revised by Ludwig & Baldauf-Bergmann 
(2010)

 − NUMBER_CITATIONS: Quantitative amount of citations in the 
reference lists.

 − GENDER_AUTHOR: Gender of the authors.
More details how the coding was done will be given in the following 

chapters.

Results of the analysis

The role of conference sites: Polish and German scholars are international-
ly visible

2 I  am deeply thankful also for the work and support foremost by my assistant 
Mirko Ückert and my research team: Erik Haberzeth, Claudia Kulmus and Nina Lichte. They 
contributed differently to the coding of papers. This helped in achieving inter-coding-reli-
ability, although this is an ideal to strive for in interpreting meaningful and context-sensi-
ble texts.
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The following map informs about the average participation rates in Tri-
ennials by countries. It is measured by the average participation rates of au-
thors from different countries in relation to the numbers of all authors con-
tributing per conference.3

Figure 1: ESREA conferences and national participation rates

Average participa-
tion rate less than 

3 %

Average participa-
tion rate between  

3 and 5 %

Average participa-
tion rate between  

6 and 9%

Average participa-
tion rate between 

10 and 14%

Average participa-
tion rate of 17%

Source: Author analysis

When looking at the displayed map, it becomes clear that ESREA as 
a  society is quantitatively influenced by the engagement of authors from 
a  rather limited number of countries. The quantitatively most influential 
countries are the UK, Sweden, Portugal, Germany, Poland, Belgium, Den-
mark, Finland, Spain and Slovenia. Other countries contributed rather rare-
ly to ESREA at least in quantitative terms. Country size matters of course, 
but it is not predetermining, when looking especially at France or Italy with 
relatively low representation in ESREA so far. 

3 Since the different conferences have had a very different size in terms of partici-
pants the participation rate was calculated per each conference and the average of these av-
erages was calculated. The average participation is the mean of all averages.
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 Authors from the UK are overall the most active, which is certain-
ly also caused by the lingua franca English within ESREA. Nonetheless, the 
relative importance of authors from the UK has clearly decreased over time. 
While British authors had a share of 30% (1995) or 37% (2001) in relation 
to all contributions in ESREA triennial conferences, the last three confer-
ences saw only a British participation rate of 6 to 9%. A similar observation 
of a decreasing engagement over time can be made for Belgian or Sloveni-
an authors. Contrarily, the shares of Portuguese and Swedish authors have 
increased over time. Spanish authors have been very engaged in their own 
national Triennial, which mainly led to their visual representation in the 
map. It is likely that other countries will increase their share, if the next ES-
REA triennial might be for example given to Estonia, France, Greece, Hun-
gary or Italy. The table 2 below demonstrates clearly by the high nation-
al shares of scholars from the hosting country that many national authors 
take the chance to participate in an ESREA triennial when it is taking place 
in the own country.4 Polish or German scholars had very high shares of par-
ticipants when the ESREA conference took place in Wrocław or Berlin. But 
countries’ representation in the general map might be also diminishing over 
time when the impact of being a host becomes less influential by future con-
ferences in other countries.

Table 2: ESREA conferences and the shares of authors from host countries

1995
Strobl

2001
Lisbon

2004 
Wrocław

2007
Sevilla

2010
Linköping

2013
Berlin

Share of authors 
from the host 

country in relation 
to all authors in 
the conference

12% 15% 23% 14% 19% 30%

Source: Author analysis

Finnish and Danish authors have been also visible in the different Trienni-
als. Many other countries have had quantitatively rather marginal roles or 

4 The pragmatic reason to avoid substantial traveling costs and having an interna-
tional presentation or publication in nowadays internationalized publication regimes might 
be one important reason.
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a limited visibility. This might be related to the country size, “disciplines of 
scale” or the national academic engagement in adult education, but this is 
certainly not the explanation for France, Italy, the Netherlands or Norway. 
Also very challenging are the many underrepresented spots in vast parts of 
Central and Eastern Europe. The European map of research in adult educa-
tion has a North-South and a West-East bias, although this bias is certain-
ly eased because of the high engagement in countries like especially Poland, 
Slovenia, Portugal or Spain.

 These results stimulate the impression that Polish and German 
adult education research is rather prominent in ESREA triennial conferenc-
es. This is partly true, but it is closely connected to hosting a conference. 
When looking at figure 2 this pattern becomes obvious.

Figure 2: Polish and German papers in ESREA triennial conferences (in absolute numbers)

Source: Author analysis

Wrocław was the host in 2004 and Berlin in 2013. Beside these two confer-
ences the shares of Polish and German scholars are rather peripheral. The 
only major exception is ESREA2010 in Sweden, which saw a bigger partici-
pation from German scholars. It will be interesting to follow how these pat-
terns develop in future. Since it is not very likely that Poland or Germany 
will soon again host an ESREA triennial, it is not unlikely that both coun-
tries will become again “sleeping beauties.” This is not untypical to many 
other countries on the European level. It highlights the national importance 
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to host a European or international conference from time to time. Even in 
our virtual times gatherings in the real world are important learning places. 
It indicates also the need to find ways to engage more continuously on the 
European level by other means. Smaller workshops, joint research projects, 
the using of ICT and staff exchanges are only some measures in this respect.

The methods and the Fields of Research

Which methods and fields of research are most frequently used by adult ed-
ucation researchers over time? Based on the revised and updated typology5 
of Long (1983) and the full papers of ESREA presenters the following results 
could be identified:

Table 3: Papers in ESREA triennial research conferences by method (all countries)

1995 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013

Theoretical-philosophical 40% 30% 23% 2% 3% 12%

Literature Review 16% 22% 10% 8% 5% 17%

Historical 0% 0% 1% 10% 6% 3%

Methodological 8% 0% 4% 8% 5% 2%

Technique or Practice 0% 4% 10% 21% 8% 6%

Qualitative-empirical 12% 26% 36% 29% 39% 31%

Quantitative-empirical 20% 7% 10% 13% 16% 16%

Triangulative 0% 4% 7% 8% 17% 12%

Experimental and quasi-experimental 4% 0% 0% 0% 2% 1%

Others 0% 7% 0% 0% 0% 2%

Source: Author analysis

5 “Theoretical-philosophical” papers are mainly based on arguments and general 
reasoning without explicit empirical analysis or even an own data collecting. “Literature re-
views” are summarizing or analyzing mainly the existing body of literature. “Historical” pa-
pers make a historical analysis. “Technique or practice” are rather papers informed by the 
practice of adult education. Empirical papers have a qualitative focus, which mainly means 
in Adult education research to make interviews, while quantitative empirical research uses 
questionnaires. “Triangulative research” uses multi-method designs. Experimental and qua-
si-experimental as predominantly used in psychology or medicine is almost non-existing in 
adult education (c. Long, 1983, p. 95).
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Methods and approaches used have been changed over time. While it 
was popular to present mainly theoretical-philosophical papers in the early 
times of ESREA (e.g. in 1995 they have had a share of 40% in relation to all 
papers), nowadays empirical papers have a high share. It can be termed as 
an “empirical turn” of adult education research. Empirical papers are mainly 
focused on the qualitative paradigm (39% in 2010). Quantitative papers and 
papers with triangulative approaches are also often presented (respective-
ly 16% and 12% in 2013). Experimental and quasi-experimental papers are 
rather a peculiarity in adult education research. “Technique or practice” are 
papers, which are in a very strict or conservative sense not based on a clear 
separation between research and practice, but often rather refer to one or-
igin of adult education as social movements. Such papers have had a peak 
in 2007, where the connections and interrelations between adult education 
and community education or social work were of pivotal interest for many 
papers. Relatively popular are also literature reviews (17% in 2013), while 
historical research papers and methodological papers were rarely presented 
when looking at the general development. Overall, the most striking result 
is that the empirical focus of papers has increased. When summing up all 
empirical papers, their share on all papers has increased from 36% to 60% 
between 1995 and 2013. In 2010 their share was with 74% even two times 
higher than in 1995. Within empirical research the qualitative paradigm is 
also twice more prominent than the quantitative paradigm. The Polish and 
German contributions differ a lot, when comparing the methods applied in 
the papers (see table 4).

Polish authors apply predominantly qualitative methods like inter-
views or the papers have often a  theoretical-philosophical arguing. Other 
methods are relatively rare. The German authors apply nowadays almost 
equally qualitative and quantitative empirical methods or do even combine 
both in multi-method research designs. Theoretical-philosophical papers 
are relatively rare. Experimental or quasi-experimental papers are missing. 
When comparing both countries, the methods applied are similar in both 
countries for the qualitative approach and literature reviews. The usage of 
the other intensively used methods differs significantly between Poland and 
Germany. This might limit the chances to do joint research or to exchange 
research results, but it might be also the opportunity to make complemen-
tary usage of the differing approaches in both countries. Both countries are 
lacking experimental and quasi-experimental research. This might be a vol-
untary decision and specific to adult education research in contrast to other 
disciplines. Nonetheless, it should be reflected if this is merely a tradition-
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al reluctance. Is adult education research perhaps not creative or innovative 
enough here to research by using experimental approaches? Is there really 
no added value imaginable by using experiments? It might be too easy to ex-
plain this absence of a generally popular method in science by ethical rea-
soning, which is of course crucial when doing experiments.

Table 4: Papers in ESREA triennial research conferences by method (Poland and Germany for all years)

Poland Germany

Qualitative-empirical 48% 29%

Quantitative-empirical 8% 33%

Theoretical-philosophical 24% 6%

Triangulative 4% 18%

Literature Review 8% 10%

Methodological 4% 4%

Technique or Practice 4% 0%

Experimental and quasi-experimental 0% 0%

Total 100% 100%

Source: Author analysis

The learning of adults is connected to various perspectives and differ-
ent content. There is a triangle between learner, teacher and content. This 
triangle can be framed by institutional and organizational environments, 
which are also part of a wider context of systems (labor market, political sys-
tems, cultures, etc.) and policies of state agencies and other interest groups 
or stakeholders. Arnold et al. (2000, see also Ludwig & Baldauf-Bergmann, 
2008) refer on such a pentamerous systematization when structuring the 
field of research in adult education. After coding ESREA papers based on 
these five types, the following overview can be made for Poland and Ger-
many:
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Table 5: Papers in ESREA triennial research conferences by content (all countries)

1995 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013

Systems and Policies 52% 48% 19% 21% 25% 32%

Learning of Adults 12% 26% 40% 27% 34% 25%

Professional Action 8% 0% 14% 19% 8% 19%

Knowledge and Competences 20% 22% 14% 15% 9% 18%

Institutions and Organizations 8% 4% 14% 19% 23% 7%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Author analysis

A high mobility between conferences becomes again visible. It is no trend 
observable that any content field is clearly increasing or decreasing over 
time, but focus points become visible. The wider context of systems and 
policies has been very prominent in the past (see ESREA1995), but after 
a  sharp drop happened after 2004. Contrarily, institutions and organiza-
tions in which teaching and learning takes place are not as prominent as 
research subjects as especially learners or partly teachers. The content of 
learning (knowledge and competences) had been never a core or top interest 
in the majority of papers. Overall, the learners, systems and policies have 
been very often the mostly used focus of papers. It might be an observation 
that adult education research often oscillates between the individual and 
the societal, while intermediating institutions and professions are some-
times less prominent or even neglected. 

When combining the above mentioned methods and fields of research, 
the most frequent combination in a Triennial is a qualitative study on the 
learning of adults (13.5% of all papers). This is clearly the most popular 
form, which means very often doing interviews with learners (c. Antunes, 
2003, p. 72). The next frequent forms (8.8%) are theoretical-philosophical 
papers on systems and policies. The following configuration is a  literature 
review (6.6%) with the same focus. Then can be found qualitative studies 
on educational personal (6.1%) or on institutions/organizations (5.2%). The 
first quantitative combination follows on 6th place with 5.0% and is focused 
on the learners. Studies on knowledge/competences and organizations/in-
stitutions had been only rarely been done.
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The results for Poland and Germany are looking as following (see  
table 6):

Table 6: Papers in ESREA triennial research conferences by method (Poland and Germany for all years)

Poland Germany

Learning of Adults 44% 28%

Professional Action 32% 14%

Systems and Policies 12% 31%

Knowledge and Competences 8% 20%

Institutions and Organizations 4% 8%

Total 100% 100%

Source: Author analysis

The Polish research has a strong focus on educators or on learners with spe-
cial attention to the wider context of policies and systems. German schol-
ars are even more occupied with policies and systems, while professional 
actions of educators are not as prominent as one might or should actually 
expect from an educational discipline. It seems to be a challenge that the ac-
tual educational actions between learners and educators are less researched 
by German scholars. It is contrarily also striking that knowledge and com-
petencies are relatively intensively researched in Germany, while scholars 
in Poland seem to have – at least in the past – not intensively researched 
about the outcomes of learning and the ways how knowledge is acquired 
in learning processes by learners. Overall, the research in Poland and Ger-
many exhibit quite a number of significant different focus points so far. It 
might deserve continued and even intensified insights how these gaps can 
be bridged, but also how we might be able to learn mutually from each oth-
er, because of the different approaches and different interests. The mainly 
quantitative approach here gives so far only an overview.
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Summary

When returning to the initial question in the title of this paper, it can be 
stressed that Poland and Germany are not “sleeping beauties” on the Eu-
ropean level. They are already quite vividly present in the European map of 
adult education research. They are even landmarks when comparing both 
countries with their neighbors, which are really rather absent (e.g. Czech Re-
public, France, Italy, the Netherlands) at least in relation to ESREA. Other 
countries like the UK are of rather decreasing importance in the last decade. 
While scholars like Kulich (1989) saw in the past Yugoslavia as a country 
with intensive andragogy research and in the 1990s Slovenia was consid-
ered as a place, where in Middle and Eastern Europe intensive research on 
the education of adults is taking place (c. Spolar, 2014), Polish scholar are 
most active in the last two decades. It will be interesting to see how the situ-
ation develops in the future. Adult education and andragogy are everywhere 
academic sub disciplines, which have to struggle for an adequate position 
in universities. The slogan of lifelong learning has not changed this or even 
increased problems (c. Martin, 2000; Popovic, 2013). Other disciplines like 
sociology, psychology or economics have increased (again) there interests in 
adult education. It has become much more prestigious to research on this is-
sue, which is at stake for policy-makers and transnational organizations like 
the EU or the OECD. Adult education research should avoid to consider the 
own academic position as being granted.

Overall, the situation is far from being gloomy for Poland and Germa-
ny. This is especially not the case since Poland as well as Germany had been 
hosts of a  ESREA triennial research conference. Nonetheless, further en-
gagement is needed since it is unlikely to see such a conference happening 
soon again in Poland or Germany. The analysis presented here demonstrates 
some significant differences between adult education research in Poland and 
Germany. More and deeper insights are needed in order to understand bet-
ter these differences. (c. Höhn et al., 1997) Complementary approaches are 
also an option. (c. Góralska/Solarczyk, 2013; Gieseke, 2011) Overall, there 
seems to be a lot of space for learning mutually from each other and to re-
search in joint research projects (Gieseke/Kargul, 2005).
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