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A new conceptualization for teaching roles in adult learning: professionals and non-professionals. 

The SEA-project has the aim to describe the competences of professional teachers and volunteers working in basic skills education for adults. During the 

discussions which took place in the project meetings, it has been recognized that the definitions of professional teachers and volunteer teachers in adult 

education, were not enough concrete to cover the relevant teaching roles. It has been decided by the partner organizations to redefine these definitions in 

order to have a comprehensive framework for a better understanding. 

 

Professionals and Volunteers 

The word “volunteer” means that somebody does a job without being paid. It does not necessarily mean that a volunteer cannot be a “professional”. If 

somebody works as a volunteer, but is qualified through study and training as a teacher in basic skills for low-skilled adults (or obtained in another way 

the required skills, competences and experience in teaching basic skills), he should be considered as a professional. Another group of unpaid volunteers in 

the field of basic skills education for adults have no educational background in teaching.  

 

Professionals and non-professionals 

The project SEA proposes therefore not to use the terms “professionals and volunteers” but  “professionals and non-professionals”.  A non-professional in 

this definition is somebody who has no professional background in (adult) education and/or is not educated as a professional teacher in basic skills education 

for low-skilled adults.  

A professional in basic skills education for low-skilled adults is a qualified teacher in basic skills education for low-skilled adults. Moreover, there is a 

difference between professionals with a general qualification and experience in (initial) education and professionals specialized and experienced in adult 

education specifically. This leads to the conclusion that we have two types of professionals.  

This distinction between professionals and non-professionals and the two types of professionals, makes it possible to develop a common reference 

framework, which fits better with the different basic skills education practices in European countries. 

 



Based on the discussions during the project period, the differences between the partner countries concerning voluntary workpractice in adult education 

field can be summarized in three aspects: 

- The roles and tasks of professionals (either volunteer or non-volunteer in the sense of being paid or not paid) and non-professionals fulfill in adult 

education in the different country-specific contexts. 

- The way professionals and non-professionals are trained to fulfill these roles and tasks in basic skills education for low-skilled adults in the different 

country-specific contexts. 

- The extent to which non-professionals fulfill their roles and tasks either independently or under the responsibility of a professional. 

 

Based on comparison of the roles of “non-professionals” between the partner countries, non-professionals face the following situations: 

- The non-professionals works independently with no guidance of a professional 

- The non-professionals works under the responsibility of a professional  

- The non-professionals works in combination with, or as an assistant of, a professional  

- There are no non-professionals performing in adult education  

 

The new conceptualization of the teaching roles is not based on the question whether the teacher is a professional or a volunteer, but which competencies 

she/he has acquired needed for the roles and tasks she/he has to fulfill in basic skills education for low-skilled adults. 

 

The proposal is to think along the logical steps beyond: 

- What are the roles and tasks that must be performed in adult education in order to achieve a good quality  

- What knowledge, practical training, attitude and competences are required to fulfill these tasks1 and to achieve good quality in adult education 

- Which tasks must necessarily be performed by a professional (basic skills) teacher (volunteer/non-volunteer) 

- Which tasks can be performed by non-professionals, providing that they are trained to perform these specific tasks and that they respond to the 

competence-profile required to fulfill this task 

- To which extend can a non-professional work on a certain task completely independent from guidance by a volunteer/non-volunteer professional.  

 

Roles and tasks in education (examples, the list is not exhaustive) 

- Intake and diagnosis 

- Giving instruction 

- Select adequate materials 

- Constructing a course, tailor-made 

                                               
1 Referring to the definition of competences as the whole of knowledge, practical skills and required professional attitude in performing their job. 



- Developing tests 

- Developing materials  

- Evaluation of the learners progress 

- Coaching 

- Motivating 

According to the tasks to be fulfilled and the competences needed to do so, the decision can be taken if professionals or non-professionals can do the work, 

always looking at the personal competence profile of the professional or non-professional (not every qualified teacher in basic skills education is an excellent 

intaker, not every non-professional is a good coach of individual learners). 

For example: 

1.  Intake and diagnosis is an important task, includes a lot of knowledge and experience about adult learners and their specific learning  problems. The 

results of the intake must be interpreted in order to select the right course. In this case you can say that the ideal is that you chose for this task a 

professional, experienced in adult education.  

2. Most adults need some coaching and support outside the classroom, a non-professional can help the student with exercises, motivating and coaching 

under the condition that he is trained to do so and is himself under coaching of a professional. 

In the scheme below the SEA project is a first step to come to a model for looking in a different way to roles of professionals and non-professionals in basic 

skills education for low-skilled adults. Further thinking and development is necessary. 
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Professional teacher 

with experience in 

initial education and in 

adult education 

(volunteer or non-

volunteer) 

▼ 

Professional teacher, 

with experience in initial 

education. 

No specific experience in 

adult education 

 

▼ 

Non-professional, 

working in combination with, 

and under guidance from, a 

professional teacher 

 

 

▼ 

Non-professional, working under 

guidance from a professional 

teacher 

 

 

 

▼ 

Non-

professional, 

working 

completely 

independent 

 

▼ 

 The ideal teacher/trainer 

in adult education, fitting 

in the competence profile 

A professional teacher with 

pedagogical and didactic 

knowledge, but in need of 

further development of 

competence for working in 

adult education 

The non-professional has no 

background in neither education 

or adult education, works 

intensively in combination and 

as an assistant of the 

professional, who has the 

ultimate lead in teaching, 

The non-professional has no 

background neither in education nor 

adult education. He is trained to fulfill 

certain tasks, but the design of the 

learning process, the design of the 

curricula and selection of materials is 

the responsibility of the professional. 

 

the neighbor 

who likes to 

help the 

immigrant? 



designing the learning process 

etc. 

They work for example together 

in the classroom, or the non-

professional is helping the 

student with excercises in a 

study room or on digital devices 

while the professional is giving 

instruction to smaller groups. 

The professional is on relative great 

distance, for example: gives a short 

training, selects material the non-

professional can use and is monitoring 

the activities of the non-professional 

or can be contacted for questions 
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Professional teacher 

with experience in 

initial education and in 

adult education 

(volunteer or non-

volunteer) 

▼ 

Professional teacher, 

with experience in initial 

education. 

No specific experience in 

adult education 

 

▼ 

Non-professional, 

working in combination with, 

and under guidance from, a 

professional teacher 

 

 

▼ 

Non-professional, working under 

guidance from a professional 

teacher 

 

 

 

▼ 

Non-

professional, 

working 

completely 

independent 

 

▼ 

 Can be a (non-paid) 

volunteer teacher or a 

paid teacher 

Can be a (non-paid) 

volunteer teacher or a paid 

teacher 

volunteer volunteer We should not 

recommend 

this! 

    Example: students who finished their 

course but want to maintain their 

reading and writing skills go to a 

reading-club where non-professionals 

have the lead. The professional 

instructs the non-professionals how to 

coach and motivate the group and the 

individuals, selects reading-material 

that fits to the needs/level/interest of 

the students. Gives advice when non-

professionals have questions and 

visits the group several times a year. 

 

 


