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EUTOPIA is an alliance of 10 European universities: the 
Babeș-Bolyai University (Romania), the Vrije Univer-
siteit Brussels (Belgium), the Ca’Foscari University 
of Venice (Italy), CY Cergy Paris Université (France), 
the Technische Universität Dresden (Germany), the 
University of Gothenburg (Sweden), the University 
of Ljubljana (Slovenia), the NOVA University Lisbon 
(Portugal), the Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Spain) and 
the University of Warwick (United Kingdom). 

According to its mission statement (https://education.
ec.europa.eu/) EUTOPIA is an “inclusive, challenge-led 
alliance aiming to become, by 2030, a multicultural, 
confederated operation of connected campuses’’ 
which aims to “connect communities across our cam-
puses in order to transform our universities into open, 
inclusive, diverse, and innovative enablers for outreach 
impact on societies’’. As part of the European Universi-
ties Initiative, si EUTOPIA is committed to developing a 
new model for European integrated higher education 
institutions through transnational cooperation. 

EUTOPIA is also associated with six universities be-
yond Europe: Universidad de los Andes (Colombia), 
Arizona State University (USA), Kyungpook Na-
tional University (South Korea), Monash University 
(Australia), Université Internationale de Rabat (Mo-
rocco) and Stellenbosch University (South Africa). 
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Figure 1. EUTOPIA 
in numbers.

Figure 2. EUTOPIA 
international partners.

The diverse nature of this network of Global Partner-
ships not only allows the EUTOPIA alliance greater 
scope when addressing current and future planetary 
challenges but also goes towards building in the long 
term a “unique and daring alliance of transformative 
and engaged institutions”.

As part of their commitment to always improving the 
stan dards of teaching and research for the benefits 
of students and stakeholders, the universities of the 
EUTOPIA alliance collaborate to support innovative 
teaching methods, present novel educational frame-
works and launch bold research ideas. 

An example of such collaboration and connectedness 
is the FLECSLAB project presented here. From the 
10-strong alliance, the 6 universities which have joined 
together for the FLECSLAB project are: Vrije Universi-
teit Brussel, University of Ljubljana and the University 
of Warwick (which form the Core coordination team) 
along with Cergy-Paris Universite, the University of 
Gothenburg and the Universitat Pompeu Fabra (Barce-
lona), the institution charged with the Lifelong Learning 
Toolkit presented here. 

EUTOPIA is committed to the building of an Open Cam-
pus agenda where inclusiveness towards all types of 
students is strongly fostered. It is precisely this inclu-
sive, transversal, challenge-based philosophy that fits 
with the Lifelong Learning approach represented here 
by the FLECSLAB initiative in its allegiance to “ensure 
bottom-up input and engagement by all its communi-
ties: staff, students and external stakeholders”.

91 518
MASTER

298 303
STUDENTS

184 003
UNDERGRADUATE

45 498
STAFF

23 700
ACADEMIC STAFF

22 782
PhD

139
FACULTIES
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PART I

The FLECSLAB 
Project & Lifelong 
Learning
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Flexible Learning 
Communities Supporting 
Lifelong Learning Across 
Borders 

BACKGROUND OF THE PROJECT

In November 2021 the six founding member universities 
of the EUTOPIA alliance were awarded funding under 
the Erasmus+ programme (KA220-HED-Cooperation 
partnerships in higher education) for a project entitled 
“Flexible Learning Communities Supporting Lifelong 
Learning Across Borders” to provide a response to the 
challenge set by the European Commission Lifelong 
Learning (LLL) directives in this field. According to the 
project management manual:

The universities of EUTOPIA, launching this key ac-
tion, offer a response to the European Commission 
and the Lifelong Learning (LLL) ambitions plans 
by developing flexible mechanisms that recognize 
short-term intensive learning efforts in a transna-
tional context (and) a more inclusive approach to 
meaningful international learning that enables sci-
ence to reach a broad range of lifelong learners 
from diverse backgrounds and across disciplines. 

The driving idea behind this initiative stems from the 
recognition that despite radical changes in Higher Ed-
ucation (HE) demographics, current HE models have 
a limited capacity for accommodating LLL students. 
As with many higher education institutions, EUTOPIA 
is not really oriented towards accommodating lifelong 
learners and doors are very often closed to these 
target groups. The launch of the FLECSLAB initiative 
aims to open these doors. It addresses this changing 
learner landscape by:

In a wider sense, the project aims to extend the work 
of learning communities in terms of international 
networking of best practices in active learning, to 
contribute towards filling the LLL vacuum at high-
er education institutions and to defend an underlying 
philosophy which ties the learning experience to 
the societies that are around us.

Employing a roadmap 
made up of flexible learning 

pathways

Didactic innovation such as 
hands-on experience or short-
term, intensive instruction

An all-round more inclusive 
approach in order to reach out 
to non-modal learners from 
diverse backgrounds

Flexible Learning Communities Supporting Lifelong Learning  Across Borders
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FLECSLAB – MAIN OBJECTIVES 
 & SPECIFIC REMIT

FLECSLAB aims to extend the network of best prac-
tices in active learning by delivering a framework 
within which to improve training processes and 
non-modal educational experiences through the ap-
plication of the LLL philosophy and by providing a 
well-tested implementation tool which can explore 
the potential of the EUTOPIA alliance for guarantee-
ing a more substantial LLL offer to non-traditional 
learners based on existing components of their cur-
ricula. The project introduces and pilots formats that 
HEIs can implement, alongside traditional degrees, 
for diversifying their LLL portfolio through a trans-
disciplinary and multi-institutional approach to con-
tinued academic learning.

1.   Facilitate non-modal learning experiences 
through LLL philosophy

2.  Create instruments or “educational toolkit” 
for non-traditional learners at HE institutions

3. Revision of traditional learning formats

4.  Remedy the deficiencies in LLL 
opportunities at HE institutions through 
flexible learning pathways and social 
innovation

5.  Develop a business model to allow  
Eutopia Alliance members to sustain their 
LLL initiatives

FLECSLAB GOALS
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Partner Subtasks Methodology

VUB   Manage activities and organizes the 
links with the pedagogical experts of  
all partner universities. 

Collect feedback and guidelines from committee 
of experts in adult learning

Monitoring outcomes and outputs

Organization of 3 workshops with international 
pedagogical experts 

External outreach event in collaboration with the 
European Economic & Social Committee with the 
support of Lifelong Learning Platform

UW   Research the social networks/
ecosystems surrounding the LC for 
identifying the optimal match between 
learning formats and needs in the 
sectors involved

Selecting a sample of 12 testbed Learning 
Communities piloting diverse LLL formats based 
on a core asset analysis

Survey of the 12 testbed CLCs documenting their 
potential and barriers perceived for LLL activities

UPF   Responsible for mapping best practices 
in active learning in the alliance

  Prepare the training package for 
teachers willing to address adult and 
lifelong learners

Setting a grounded framework supporting the 
design and delivery of such educational offerings 
and a series of hands-on materials allowing to 
train HE departments interested in developing 
lifelong learning opportunities within and beyond 
the EUTOPIA Alliance

PROJECT RESULT 1: DELIVERING AN ANALYTICAL INSTRUMENT ALLOWING TO EXPLORE THE 
LIFELONG LEARNING POTENTIAL OF TRANSNATIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITIES

Table 1. Lifelong Learning Tool remit (Project Management Manual)

   Lifelong Learning Toolbox (WP1): a compilation 
of specialized teaching initiatives for HE institu-
tions that caters to non-modal or non-traditional 
learners. 

  Lifelong Learning Business Model (WP2) 
through which the project aims to introduce a sus-
tainable business model that will allow partner uni-
versities to maintain a high quality and innovative 
offer in the field of LLL. According to the Project 
Management Manual this model:

will be developed based on a benchmarking 
exercise that will examine useful formats and 
tools developed across Europe and evaluate 
them in relation to project goals and outcomes. 
The business model will consist of a set of 
sustainability scenarios, feasibility studies 
and strategy papers describing the conditions 
needed to develop and deliver the different 
LLL formats in a sustainable way. In that sense, 
guidelines and training for academic staff will 
be advanced and developed thus providing the 
HE sectors with case studies whose tools and 
business models can be extrapolated for all 
transnational alliances willing to open up their 
curriculum offering towards a range of non-tra-
ditional learners.

Our task at hand refers to WP1 (Lifelong Learning 
Toolbox) and the remit here is the provision of a se-
ries of resources and ideas to help higher education 
practitioners and policy makers in their development 
of pedagogical blueprints for lifelong learning initia-
tives. While the “toolbox” aims to offer some across-
the-board options which may be implemented by a se-
lection of the 12 EUTOPIA learning communities (LC) 

In order to reach these goals, two main Work Packages 
are foreseen for the project team to produce a series of 
resources to help HE practitioners and policy makers 
develop LLL pedagogies:

OUTCOMES OF THE PROJECT

LIFELONG LEARNING 
TOOLBOX 
(WP1)

LIFELONG LEARNING 
BUSINESS MODEL 

(WP2)
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some aspects will have to be finetuned when dealing 
with the LC in question and their outputs and outcomes 
monitored. The monitoring activities will enable us to 
develop a well-tested and documented portfolio 
of LLL formats that address different disciplines and 
sectors, a sound framework to support the design 
and delivery of such educational opportunities, and 
a set of practical materials to train higher education 
(HE) departments interested in developing LLL oppor-
tunities both within and outside the EUTOPIA Alliance. 

In more specific terms the LLL toolbox should help to:

  design a tested multimedia toolkit and training 
modules to support educators and trainers for 
adapting LLL formats to diverse disciplinary and 
societal fields. The tool will be designed by: 

  to learn from the experiences of those students 
embedded in the CLCs and in consequence pro-
vide an adaptable roadmap based on tangible de-
signs that the Higher Education sector can adopt 
and that will meet the needs of non-traditional stu-
dents identified in the ecosystems of the learning 
communities. In this sense FLECSLAB may be the 
first project to provide the HE sectors with such 
an intensive set of cases and to extrapolate the 
tools for all transnational alliances willing to open 
up their curriculum offering towards a range of 
non-traditional learners.

  to create the testing environment for European 
universities interested in building an inclusive LLL 
offer based on the best active learning practices 
in their curricula.

Working with a selection of the 
EUTOPIA Learning Communities.

Piloting diverse LLL formats.

Monitoring the outcomes and 
outputs to allow us to develop a 
portfolio of LLL formats relating 
to diverse disciplinary fields and 
sectors.

Creating a series of hands-on 
materials for HEI interested 
in developing LLL within and 
beyond the EUTOPIA alliance.

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

STEP 4

  to provide for multiplier events to ensure both the 
instruments are usable to a wider audience of ed-
ucators and policymakers. 

PROJECT RESULT 1: Lifelong Learning 
Toolbox (VUB)(1.1.2022-31.12.2024)

1.  Deliver a multimedia toolkit supporting 
educators and trainers for adapting LLL 
formats aligned with diverse disciplinary 
and societal fields.

2.  Suggesting a roadmap and tangible 
examples and designs with the 
associated tools that the sector  
can adopt.

3.  Create the testing environment for all 
European university alliances interested 
in building an inclusive LLL offer based 
on the best international practices in their 
present curricula training modules and 
guidelines for supporting teachers staff. 

4.  Multiplier events E1 & E2 to ensure it is 
usable to a wider audience of educators 
and policymakers across Europe. 

 5.  A finalized version of the toolkit will be 
made available on the EUTOPIA website, 
so that remains available beyond the 
timespan of the project.

Table 2. Projected results. 
Source: FLECSLAB Management Manual.
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METHODOLOGY

In order to achieve both the wider and the more spe-
cific objectives, the FLECSLAB team adopted a meth-
odological approach based on three lines of enquiry:

1.  Three from a total of 12 EUTOPIA Connected 
Learning Communities (CLCs) —one correspond-
ing to each annual launch from 2021, 2022 and 
2023— were selected as testbeds to identify good 
practices & conditions that need to be fulfilled for 
covering the needs of LLL. Each of the CLCs corre-
sponded to one of the three main learning ecosys-
tems, namely: 

1 = a robust, highly structured model with clear 
parametres (e.g. Urban Education)
2 = a mid-strength model with some room for 
manoeuver (e.g. Design and Science)
3 = a fragmented or “scattered” model (e.g. 
International Journalism & Global Media)

The 12-strong body of Connected Learning Communi-
ties aims to link best teaching practices in open and 
active learning across the EUTOPIA universe:

By drawing on the CLC building blocks within the EU-
TOPIA alliance, FLECSLAB will create a specialized 
instrument for HE institutions which goes beyond 
the demand of conventional degree-seeking students 
and opens up to non-traditional learners looking for 
renewed learning experiences. By way of example 
and in the specific case addressed later here, this 
tool will include guidelines and training modules 
to support academic staff when addressing senior 
(60+) adult learners.

2.  Semi-structured in-depth interviews were reg-
istered with the Lead of each of these CLCs to 
discuss their adaptability to the LLL model. These 
recordings were then transcribed and analyzed by 
the FLECSLAB Core Coordination Team and made 
available online to researchers. The comments 
made by the Leads during these Q&A sessions were 
also examined by the European Education Experts 
(EEE) committee.

3.  The EEE also had an additional consulting role to 
play here regarding the development of the edu-
cational model (both dimensions + descriptors) un-
derlying FLECSLAB. These comments were circu-
lated among all the partners and openly discussed 
in team meetings throughout 2022-2024.
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TARGET GROUPS

The FLECSLAB project aims to reach out to three main 
groups:

  International public of non-degree seekers or 
non-traditional students who wish to partici-
pate in and benefit from opportunities primarily 
designed for full time study. These students can 
be reached through the existing CLCs —for ex-
ample, as part of senior study programmes with-
in the HEI— but also outside the partnership by 
reaching out to non-modal students and offering 
them flexible learning solutions to both upskill and 
reskill. Such practices may include the revision of 
traditional learning formats and the coordination of 
short term learning experiences which, in the case 
of the non-modal learners, can lead to recognition 
through mechanisms such as study certificates 
which run parallel to the mainstream curricula and 
regulated undergraduate degree programme. 

  European Universities, pan-European alliances 
and all EU Higher Education Institutions interest-
ed in providing and developing a lifelong learning 
teaching portfolio and learning opportunities are a 
core target group to be reached

Figure 4. Presentation 
of pilot model before 
members of the EEE. 
(Barcelona, March 2024)

Figure 3. EUTOPIA 
Connected Learning 
Communities.

  Due to its focus on active learning and transdis-
ciplinary topics, FLECSLAB will actively involve 
multi-stakeholders outside academia and oper-
ating in the social context of the learning com-
munities. The interinstitutional and transdiscipli-
nary nature of the offer along with the co-creation 
of formats and tools may interest employers at the 
demand side and facilitate their cooperation with 
HEI as part of their response to the LLL needs of 
citizens and professionals. 

Figure 5. FLECSLAB target groups.

TARGET 
GROUPS

International public  
of non-degree seekers or  
non-traditional students

European 
Higher 

Education 
Institutions

Multi- 
stakeholders 
outside Academia

FLECSLAB
PROJECT

2

1
3
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When it comes to stakeholders, the aim here is to ex-
plore scenarios for flexible learning patterns with the 
help of major stakeholders in society who may exercise 
some responsibility for further education and employ-
ment in a European context. In that sense FLECSLAB 
distinguishes between:

  Stakeholders at intra-alliance level: course in-
structors, participating students in CLCs and the 
extra-academic partners of the EUTOPIA partner 
universities.

  Stakeholders at extra-alliance level: other Eu-
ropean University alliances, policy-makers and 
civil society.

  Associated partners: relevant non-academic ac-
tors from the business world, the cultural sector 
and public organizations are invited to actively 
participate in the learning process and to nour-
ish learning materials by bringing active teaching 
techniques as well as “real-life” issues and chal-
lenges to the table.

ECOSYSTEMS 

These ecosystems are resulting from the analysis 
of the 12 testbed CLC  in a sequence of  workshops 
organized by the president of the Education Experts 
Committee. The results of this testbeds 

The form in which a Lifelong Learning project can de-
velop depends on three main factors: 

1. Context: the level to which there an organiza-
tional / institutional network dedicated to and in-
vested in carrying out lifelong learning activities in 
the sector at hand 

2. Educational offering: under which educational 
umbrella are training programs carried out? Private 
or public institutions? HEI or competitors such as 
ad hoc learning centres or professional colleges/
unions/guilds? 

3. Learners: How well have we targeted our learn-
ers? Have the HEIs correctly identified who these 
programmes are intended for and does the educa-
tional offer serve their needs?

In many ways, these factors determine what type of 
didactic ecosystem exists in each sector and the co-
herence and interaction between these 3 dimensions 
(learner / educational offering / context) increases the 
chances for a sustainable contribution of the connect-
ed learning communities to LLL. For our purposes here 
and backed by the results of the interviews with the 
testbed CLCs three prototypes of Lifelong Learning 
ecosystems have been projected: 

Figure 6. European 
University alliances.

Figure 7. FLECSLAB Stakeholders. 

Stakeholders
 at intra-alliance 

level

Stakeholders at 
extra-alliance 
level

Associated 
partners
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1 = a robust, highly regulated model with  
clear parametres
2 = a semi structured model with some room  
for maneuver
3 = a fragmented or “scattered” model

Each of the three pilot test proposals presented here 
responds to a type of ecosystem. In order to prepare 
academic staff for LLL engagement, the toolkit must 
cover each of them accordingly.

The contrasting profile of each of these ecosystems 
helps us to decide which LLL proposal fits most ade-
quately during the implementation process. 

For example, in those cases where LLL programs al-
ready exist and have strong institutional or stakeholder 
support —such as in the case of the highly regulated 
model 1 and well structured model 2— it may be more 
productive to adopt evaluation methodologies for 
their implementation unlike model 3 which —due to its 
comparatively disperse nature and barely non-existent 
institutional support— may require pilot tests to mon-
itor its development. To clarify this classification and 
the characteristics of each ecosystem further details 
can be seen here:

Category 1: 
The REGULATED ecosystem 

Category 2:
The STRUCTURED ecosystem

Category 3: 
The SCATTERED ecosystem

LEARNERS: well identified // controlled by 
regulations imposed by public authorities and/
or professional organizations // tendency to 
look for short programs to combine profes-
sional and family related responsibilities 

EDUCATIONAL OFFERING: emanates large-
ly from HEI which provide the initial degree 
required for entering the profession // targets 
learners who aim to update their skills and 
offers full degrees / bridging programs cre-
ating access to the profession for non-modal 
entrants

CONTEXT / BUSINESS MODEL: Stable con-
tracts between regulatory authorities / 
professional organizations // Limited compe-
tition in this LLL segment // resources given 
to suppliers often do not cover needs and full 
cost of the educational offer

CLC PROTOTYPE: “URBAN EDUCATION”: The 
Connected Learning Community entitled “Ur-
ban Education” can be considered as the blue-
print for this regulatory and highly structured 
ecosystem. Ideas related to this CLC are fully 
outlined in Part III (Pilot Test 1) of this report. 

1. THE REGULATED 
ECOSYSTEM

DIMENSION 3:
Context/business 

model
DIMENSION 1:
Learner

DIMENSION 2
Educational
offering
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LEARNERS: Driven by self-perceived needs 
or ambition to widen/update competences 
acquired in the initial degree // Learner is 
more difficult to identify but the ecosystem 
signals the needs (e.g. statements by 
employers organizations / signs of mismatch 
on the labor market / implementation of new 
technologies, etc)

EDUCATIONAL OFFERING: In HEI the offer 
usually takes the format of (short) programs 
at postgraduate level // LLL segment is a 
competitive one and non-academic players 
have an important part of the market

CONTEXT / BUSINESS MODEL: Permanent 
facilities giving access and visibility to the 
educational offer (e.g. business schools 
and more recently living labs) // sustainable 
approach often characterized by intensive 
cooperation between academia and 
stakeholders (public or private)

CLC PROTOTYPE: “ DESIGN AND SCIENCE” 
The Connected Learning Community known 
as “Design and Science” is considered as a 
prototype for this semi structured ecosystem 
and is further discussed in Part III as Pilot 
Test 2. 

LEARNERS: Similar to the characteristics of the 
structured ecosystem; driven by self perceived 
needs + difficult to identify // signals of nature 
of LLL needs less clear compared to structured 
model // lobby groups related to the ecosystem 
are less organized and less powerful

EDUCATIONAL OFFERING: In this ecosystem 
the offer is not structured and is “hidden” in 
learning components spread across a wide 
variety of degree programmes

CONTEXT / BUSINESS MODEL: Lack of institu-
tional approach = more difficult to bridge the 
potential of HEI and needs of learners // pri-
vate and online competitors organize ad hoc 
offering often focusing on “trendy” skills + use 
of academic experts to develop packages

CLC PROTOTYPE: The research team con-
sidered the informal nature of model 3 as 
the corresponding ecosystem for the CLC 
known as “International Journalism”. This is 
evidenced by the characteristics of the learn-
ing cohort in question —senior learners with 
considerable age differences, backgrounds 
and motivations— the lack of cohesion 
among lobby groups and the increasing com-
petition of ad hoc parallel educational offers. 

2. THE STRUCTURED 
ECOSYSTEM

3. THE SCATTERED 
ECOSYSTEM

LIFELONG LEARNING: A BRIEF RECENT  
HISTORY AND CURRENT STATE OF THE DEBATE

Lifelong Learning is a concept that refers to the idea 
that learning is not limited solely to the formal context 
of high school or university-level studies but should 
form part of a continuous, integral socio-educational 
process. This philosophy was sponsored by suprana-
tional organizations such as the OECD since the mid-
90s —when Jean Claude Paye. General Secretary of 
the Organization published the book Making Lifelong 

Learning a Reality for All— and took on greater impor-
tance in the United Kingdom when the National Ad-
visory Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong 
Learning was formed, under the chairmanship of Pro-
fessor Bob Fryer, expert and promoter of LLL, as well 
as the introduction of participatory processes in the 
educational field. In the first report on the state of Life-
long Learning in the UK, Fryer (1997) highlighted: 

“The country needs to develop a new culture of 
learning, a culture of lifelong learning for all. It is 

The findings related to these 3 prototypes will ena-
ble us to formulate a series of guidelines for academic 
staff willing to engage in lifelong learning.
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essential to help people to adapt to the constant 
changes of working and social life”. 

The promoters of Lifelong Learning consider that 
learning is not only limited to the knowledge acquired 
from the formal classroom phase but also includes ad-
aptation to change and the acquisition of new skills. 
This acquired knowledge can be focussed on the 
demands of the labour market and the improvement 
of individual work skills, or they can be focused to-
wards personal well-being or private motivations. LLL 
encourages learning beyond the margins of formal 
education and takes on various informal and innova-
tive modes of instruction. It can include learning on 
the job, participation in courses, workshops, seminars, 
readings, shared community activities and study trips, 
among others. The benefits of lifelong learning include 
personal enrichment, development of social skills, ad-
aptability, increased employment opportunities and 
improved quality of life in general. It is also important 
in a constantly evolving society, where knowledge and 
skills become obsolete faster, and continuous learning 
allows the student to stay updated and competitive in 
the job market.

Definitions aside, the need to import LifeLong Learn-
ing into society has been documented in detail. Over 
three decades ago, Candy (1991) remarked that in or-
der to incorporate LLL individuals should meet the fol-
lowing requirements: personal autonomy; willingness 
and ability to manage one’s overall learning endeavors; 
independent pursuit of learning without formal institu-
tional support or affiliation and learner-control of in-
structions. Towards the end of last century, major ef-
forts were made to create an optimal environment for 
the integration of mechanisms for adult training in our 
societies This lack of formative culture was highlight-
ed by Tannenbaum (1998) who in his research based 
on a study of more than 500 individuals, showed that 
when the sources of education were varied those who 
made use of them did not fit into any specific profile, 
evidencing the lack of structuring of LLL tools.

As we entered the 21st century, the attention had shift-
ed towards empowering individuals to take charge 
of their own learning across diverse contexts over 
the course of their lives (Sharples, 2000, Field, 2006). 
In that sense, Claxton (2000) spoke of a “triple R” when 
it comes to LLL: resilience, resourcefulness and reflec-
tiveness. In addition to institutional efforts to create 
this conducive environment for LLL, two game-chang-
ing factors greatly increased the focus on education in 

Figure 8. Cover 
of “Learning for 
the Twenty-
First Century”.

Figure 9. 
Cover of The 
Economist 
(January, 2017).

Figure 10. 
Reports 
about the 
current state 
of Lifelong 
Learning.
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adult stages: the 2008 economic crisis which boost-
ed all forms of education, whether formal or informal 
(e.g. Master degree enrollment increased by 742% in 
Spain between 2007 and 2015), and the introduction 
of online courses facilitated remote learning. 

As a result of these socioeconomic circumstances the 
expansion and widespread implementation of LLL in-
itiatives took off from around 2015 onwards. So much 
so that the prestigious magazine The Economist dedi-
cated its January 2017 front cover to this story entitled 
“Lifelong learning is becoming an economic impera-
tive” in which it highlighted the importance of acquir-
ing new skills given the rise of digitalization.

The Economist feature from 2017 highlights the cor-
relation between education and economic benefits 
and publishes academic literature which suggests 
that each additional year of schooling is associated 
with a 8-13% increase in hourly earnings (Card, 1999). 
The magazine questions whether the HEI properly pre-
pares students for the professional field and highlights 
the need for training that adapts to the demands of 
the contemporary labour market. It goes on to argue 
that these factors create an optimal situation for the 
consolidation of Lifelong Learning given that LLL pre-
pares learners for today’s workplace through short and 
multi-format courses based on updated contents. 

Following on from this a report made by the Pearson 
company (2020) concludes that 54% of today’s work-
places will need to incorporate upskilling and reskilling 
processes in 2025, mainly in the field of technology. 
These updating protocols can be offered through dig-
ital micro-credentials, an ever-growing trend in the 
education landscape (Lang, 2023). 

The introduction of Artificial Intelligence in the labour 
market has resulted in many jobs facing the threat of 
extinction given the reliance on digitization and roboti-
zation processes. Whilst this scenario may also present 
an opportunity to create 150 million technology-relat-
ed jobs over the coming years (as indicated by a recent 
World Economic Forum report of 2023) this means that 
by 2030, digital skills will be a mandatory requirement 
for 77% of all potential job offers. For this reason, the 
WEF points to “Education 4.0” —a more inclusive lifelong 
experience through which students will be responsible 
for developing and updating their own abilities.

UNESCO takes a less market-oriented angle and con-
siders Lifelong Learning not only as a global strategy 

to improve training levels but also to combat social, 
economic and knowledge inequalities. It recognises 
that while there is a general consensus on the need 
for and effectiveness of LLL in contemporary society, 
it is not easy for these educational initiatives to reach 
all groups. In that sense, the 5th UNESCO Global Re-
port on Adult Learning and Education-GRALE (2022) 
points out that disadvantaged and vulnerable groups 
are often deprived of learning opportunities. In 23% 
of the 159 countries surveyed in the report, less than 
1% of adults aged 15 or over participate in education 
and learning programmes while only 22% of countries 
spend more than 4% of their education budget on 
adult learning.

Figure 11. EAEA logo.
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At a regional level the development of LLL in Europe is 
monitored through the European Association for the 
Education of Adults. EAEA is a European NGO with 
120 member organizations in 43 countries. By repre-
senting more than 60 million learners Europe-wide, its 
main objective is to influence policies of non-formal 
adult education and lifelong learning strategies.

1.  Civil society organizations are the most 
innovative actors with new projects and 
initiatives on issues of the day, including the 
green transition, community building and 
inclusion.

2.  National ALE policies focus mostly on 
employment and labour market needs. 
Education for well-being and health, 
democracy and sustainability is less valued 
across Europe, despite the scale of societal 
challenges like the green transition and the 
recent Covid-19 pandemic.

3.  In most countries, adult learners cannot 
participate in adult education policy making 
processes.

4.  Organizations that are members of EAEA do 
not have the capacity and resources to apply 
their activity programme.

5.  Insufficient levels of funding for adult 
learning and education, especially at the 
national and local level.

In their most recent published report of 2023 they 
expose 5 key trends emerging within adult education 
in Europe:

Table 3. 5 key trends emerging 
within adult education (EAEA).
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Despite the structural and political difficulties in push-
ing the subject further up the public agenda, it is clear 
that LLL is finally taking off in comparison to previ-
ous years. This is not wishful thinking but is backed 
by European Commission statistics from (2023). These 
show that in 2022 an average of 11.9% of all people 
aged 25 to 64 in the EU had participated in education 
or training in the previous 4-week period: an increase 
of 2.8% in comparison to the data obtained prior to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. The proportion of the EU popula-
tion who had participated in adult learning was high-
er among women (12.9% in 2022) than among men 
(10.8%) and women recorded higher participation rates 
than men in all EU Member states except for Romania 
and Slovakia. 

Civil society is also driving LLL initiatives forward. A 
relevant example here is the Lifelong Learning Plat-
form (LLP). This organization platform promotes a 
holistic version of LLL and its vision is not based on 
the classic school-work-retirement pattern of formal 
education, but instead integrates non-formal and 
informal learning. LLLP has several working groups 
up and running, it participates in various civil socie-
ty partnerships and takes part in those EU projects 
which aim to provide evidence and solutions to key 
educational challenges.

It goes without saying that many incipient areas in the 
field of LLL are currently being addressed by academ-
ia, institutions and civil society. Such studies include 
the effect of the Covid pandemic on online training 
and LLL programmes (Eynon & Malmberg, 2020), the 
need to focus on practical content on LLL programmes 
(Kilag et al. (2023) or the demands for upskilling due to 
the extension of the retirement age in many European 
countries (Lyngdal-Wulff et al. 2024).

Figure 12. LLP logo.
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One of the key derivatives of the creation of the Life-
long Learning Toolkit as a “specialized instrument for 
all HE institutions going beyond the demand of degree 
seeking students and opening to non-modal learners 
looking for international learning experiences” is the 
parallel production of strategies and professional de-
velopment techniques for training academic staff will-
ing to engage in lifelong learning.

The challenge presented by the FLECSLAB project is 
the co-creation of a Lifelong Learning Toolkit which 
draws on the teaching experiences and in-class activ-
ities of the Connected Learning Communities (CLCs). 
In order to obtain greater knowledge and to be able to 
extrapolate from these initiatives a collection of ideas 
which may be incorporated into a LLL teaching pro-
posal such as that presented here, in-depth structured 
interviews were also held with some of the CLC Leads 
in which they were asked about their approach to LLL 
—examples include active participation through in-
novative instruction and the piloting and monitoring 

General Guidelines for the 
HEI-LLL Transition and 
Framework for a Lifelong 
Learning Toolkit 
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Dimensions underlying the transformation 
of HE institutions into LLL institutions

Entrepreneurship

Urban Education

Multilingualism & Diversity¡

International Journalism & Global Media

Veganism v. Animal Protein Consumption

Additive Manufacturing of Construction Materials

Strategic Innovation in Healthcare

Television Direction

Text and Discourse Analysis

Nursing in Complex Situations

Science & Design

IMPACT: Interdisciplinary learning platforM for 
sPort 4 sociAl Change iniTiatives

of diverse formats— as well as further details regard-
ing the potentiality of LLL initiatives within the ecosys-
tem of their respective CLCs.

As mentioned beforehand, traditionally HE institutions 
have shown themselves to be hermetic when it comes 
to incorporating LLL initiatives so a challenge is to 
present a menu of proposals which circumvent such 
reticence through flexible learning pathways, social-
ly innovative teaching techniques which are compati-
ble with a changing learner-centred landscape. 

This map —put together by the Core Coordination 
Team and the external Education Experts committee in 
March 2024— is based on interviews with the Eutopia 
CLC leads and their analysis of the HEI-LLL landscape 
as it stands. The map groups together six general di-
mensions that underpin the transformation of Higher 
Education Institutions into LLL institutions. Each of 
these themes was then further outlined in great de-
tail in a technical factsheet by the EEE. Those CLCs 
included in the study comprise:

The driving concepts behind each aspect located on 
this map are highlighted here given their relevance to 
the Toolkit: 

Table 4. Our 12 Eutopia CLC.

LEARNER-
CENTERED

Skills demand / 
challenge based 
= co-creation 
content

Co-creation, 
collaboration & 
connectedness

Personalised 
learning 
pathway

Innovative 
teaching / 
Professional 
development

Support & 
guidance

Validation, 
certification & 
recognition
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LEARNER CENTERED

  Teaching materials that align with the specific 
characteristics of the mature learner 

  The focus on personal human development 

  Rapid, flexible and participatory learning 
alternatives

  Open, self-regulated learning 

  Focus on interaction and collaboration

  Personalized learning pathways based on 
individual interests and prior experience

INNOVATIVE TEACHING / LEARNING  
& PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

  Open educational resources (curricula, 
materials, resources…)

  Students actively cooperate with teaching 
staff in co-development and co-learning

  Co-working with peers / learners in 
identifying and formulating learning goals

  Focus on learning transfer to the real-life 
context: emphasize experiential learning; 
involve real life data and cases from real-life 
experiences

  Interaction with other stakeholders / 
community engagement

  Need to understand “adult learners plural 
cultural contexts”

  Extent to which course instructors can 
develop their LLL teaching skills

  Opportunities for innovative methods

  Finetune skills regarding diversity and needs 
of LL learners

VALIDATION, CERTIFICATION  
& RECOGNITION

 Validation of non-formal learning

 Importance of transversal skills

 Open assessment of learning outcomes

  Short programme credentials / study 
certificates

LEARNER-
CENTERED

innov.
 learning
 & teaching
professional 
development

Skills 
demand

Validation, 
certification & 
recognition

Co-creation,
collaboration & 
connectedness

Support, 
guidance, 

organizational 
capacity

Networked 
(Digital)

 & international 
institution
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CO-CREATION,COLLABORATION  
& CONNECTEDNESS

  Openness to new ideas

  Develop an ecosystem whereby education, 
research and innovation combine

  Open education principles = HEI share practices 
and teaching approaches

  Collaborative curriculum and course design

  Experts noted need to embed a range of 
stakeholders within each LC ecosystem

  Outreach / community engagement

  Co-design, co-creation, co-teaching co-
assessment at all levels of research and 
education

  Focus on transdisciplinarity and need to 
emphasize connectedness between research 
world, world of work and learning (1st round)

SKILLS  
DEMAND 

  Transdisciplinarity necessary for development 
of transferable skills

  Need for analytical join-the-dots skills

  New TICs = digital upskilling

  Media literacy skills

SUPPORT, GUIDANCE, ORGANIZATIONAL  
CAPACITY

  Improved LLL governance: degree to which LLL 
teaching is embedded in the educational model 
of the institution

  LLL as central to the vision and not a side-line 
strategy

  Increase cost-effectiveness of possible LLL 
schemes (blended / peer learning)

  The fostering of a positive attitude culture 
towards LLL: the need to develop “good 
stories” around opening HEI to LLL institutions

  Targeted support towards vulnerable groups 
(e.g. migrants, elderly)

  Clear links with other education/training 
sectors (e.g adult training schools)

  The degree to which the learner is given 
centrality and autonomy

  Community engagement

  Extent to which HEI are equipped to facilitate 
LLL and teaching

NETWORKED (DIGITAL)  
INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTION 

  The HEI fosters digital inclusive innovation

  Active support for use of digital 
technologies to enhance quality in teaching

  Use of communication channels learners 
are familiar with (e.g. social media)

  International perspectives reflected in HEI 
approach to teaching

  Interdisciplinarity 

 Link to societal challenges
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Initiatives from the CLC Testbeds – 
Teaching Innovation and Flexible  
Learning Pathway

1. TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH
The need for a transdisciplinary approach in order 
to tackle societal issues was stressed by many CLC 
leads. An appropriate example here is Entrepreneur-
ship where knowledge of markets, technology, fi-
nance, human resource management, communication 
and design necessarily combine to move the student 
out of the business-orientated comfort zone.

A second relevant example here is International Jour-
nalism and Global Media whose lead explained that 
such a course involves incursions into geopolitics, 
international relations, history, economics and global 
studies. When justifying the transdisciplinary nature 
of the course content the Lead mentioned that “today 
globalization processes force us to consider interrelat-
ed disciplines. Whereas before lifelong learners tend-
ed to put things in a “box” now they have recognised 

Specific Components 
of the Lifelong Learning 
Toolkit

After having presented the general requisites for the 
transformation of a HEI into a LLL institution based on 
the identification of tendencies by educational ex-
perts the research team considered it necessary to 
shift the attention from these macro proposals to the 
details of the CLC teaching experiences themselves 
in order to visualize how some of these transforma-
tive “dimensions” play out in the learning communi-
ties and to make these driving ideas more tangible to 
staff, stakeholders and policy-makers alike. The ide-
as outlined here focus on innovation, flexible learning 
mechanisms, co-creation and the principles of open 
education with a view to their future incorporation into 
a Lifelong Learning proposal. 

Figure 13. Scheme 
of Entrepreneurship 
Education.
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the need for greater fluidity and connectivity between 
different fields”. For Multilingualism and Diversity “in-
terdisciplinary learning is key to exploring key issues, 
to championing diversity and cross-university collab-
oration, to transforming the learning experience and to 
contributing to building a new academic model”.

A final example here is the Design & Science CLC which 
takes the form of a “transdisciplinary summer school 
focusing on building an understanding of visual com-
munication design in correlation with various scientific 
fields” and which offers its students the opportunity to 
improve knowledge in the field/s of synergy between 
science and the arts, tackling the interdisciplinary 
fields where science enlightens the public and society 
through visual communication”. As the CLC Lead told 
researchers, most co-creation nowadays is multidisci-
plinary and learning how to work together is invaluable:

“We are not alone in the projects […] the teams 
are really interdisciplinary (...) We need to inform 
ourselves as part of the team and we need to know 
the boundaries and how we can organize that pro-
cess […] That’s why we need to understand the 
other professions. To learn in advance which pro-
fessions are part of the team. […] For example, the 
learning community […] it’s organized by merging 
the professions, with respect to each other, of 
course, but trying to build this through some kind 
of new environment, society, community.” (DESIGN 
& SCIENCE)

2. GROUP-BASED TEAM LEARNING
Many CLCs opt for project-based learning in groups. 
This teaching approach —clearly favoured for exam-
ple by the Fundamentals of Television Direction CLC—
transforms the classic instructor-student relationship 
as teamwork is fostered as interests are fused to 
achieve a common and tangible goal: the production 
of television programmes and/or innovative audiovis-
ual formats in general. Working in groups is fostered at 
Masters level too as in the case of the Technological 
Business Development group where “students from 
different programs work together in interdisciplinary 
groups to engage in a ‘technological business devel-
opment project’. 

3. SEARCH FOR SOLUTIONS
Problem-solution combinations were found to be 
commonplace among the CLCs as part of their push 
for innovation. Urban Education is a flagship example 
in this case as it aims to develop solutions for metro-

politan educational challenges. Along with ideas such 
as interdisciplinarity and collaboration, “solution” is the 
keyword in its course remit: 

Interdisciplinary student teams collaborate with 
urban schools (and possibly other stakeholders, in 
function of the self-chosen research topic) to an-
alyse and/or develop solutions for urban educa-
tional challenges related to topics such as edu-
cational organization (Who organizes education?), 
school-community partnerships (The school as 
an island or as a network?), school infrastructure 
(Schools of/for the 21st century.), inclusive edu-
cation (Pupils in boxes? A mosaic of diversity). By 
means of collaborative inquiry all steps of the 
research cycle are followed to analyse a specific 
situation (and in some cases suggest solutions for 
specific challenges). 

Urban Education is not the only CLC to use this ap-
proach. Entrepreneurship and Innovation adopts an 
applied learning-by-doing approach and International 
Journalism students learn how to detect fake news 
and verify news sources through a problem / solution 
approach. 

4. CASE STUDIES ON SOCIETAL CHALLENGES
The case study approach is also prevalent among the 
CLCs. Strategic Innovation in Health Care is led by a 
professor with extensive experience of operational 
management at local and national level who aims to 
address “pressing problems” and works on “real-life 
issues” in the context of healthcare practice.

This idea of working with “real-life research results” is 
also stressed in the Business Development projects 
coming from the departments at the VUB and forms an 
integral part of the IMPACT (Interdisciplinary learning 
platforM for sPort 4 sociAl Change iniTiatives) pro-
gramme by means of a “Community Engaged Research 
and Learning’ approach, whereby the community in-
tends to bring students in contact with practitioners 
and relevant organizations to better understand the 
challenges they face.”

5. “TEACHER” CONCEPT RELOADED
The varied profile of the instructors was an inter-
esting finding from analyzing the teaching resources 
deployed in the testbeds. A flexible definition of “staff” 
ranged from regular class instructor to research-
er-coach, (Business Development) student teachers, 
peer trainers (International Journalism) guest lectur-



30 2. Specific Components of the Lifelong Learning Toolkit

ers, experts (Urban Education) external practitioners, 
advisors, technicians…This heterogeneous profile 
crossed almost all the communities and one CLC Lead 
was vocal in welcoming this approach when saying “I 
don’t mind having professionals and lay people. […] If 
the objective actually is to make the model resilient, 
you must get into the market.” (Veganism)

On the subject of staff profile, a “double or circular 
training” phenomenon whereby learners become 
trainers can be detected. In other words students re-
ceive their instruction at their respective HEI before 
joining laboratories/private sector/business world and 
are then invited back to collaborate with academia as 
supervisors or coaches. (Entrepreneurship, Tech-
nological Business Development) As the Text and 
Discourse Analysis lead succinctly put it, “you have 
a student, you train them, they get work and expe-
rience and then as members of our translation team 
they come back and supervise our current students.

6. RENEGOTIATING TEACHING TIME & SPACE
Diversity regarding temporality and modularity in 
course design are further examples of flexible learning 
initiatives within the CLCs. Courses may range from 
traditional semesters (15 week period) to trimesters 
(10 week courses at the UPF for example) to short-
er one-week programmes (such as the “Languages 
in Use Week” project offered by Text and Discourse 
Analysis and Multilingualism & Diversity or the week-
long Design & Science Summer School), one-day spe-
ciality courses (Veganism) or webinars (used by Nurs-
ing in Complex Situations). On this issue, the Lead 
of the Multilingualism community commented that in 
order to accommodate mature learners HE institutions 
“need to involve teaching in bite-size type format and 
flexibility that we don’t have in academia”. 

Diversity regarding teaching spaces could even 
be added here as many of the CLCs move out of the 
classic “classroom” in order to inhabit “third spaces” 
such as the city itself as an outdoor learning environ-
ment (Urban Education), film studios (TV Direction), 
hospitals (Nursing) or adult learning centres (Jour-
nalism-Fact checking project) or a “virtual Language 
Café” (Text & Discourse Analysis).

7. GET THE STAKEHOLDERS ON BOARD
Co-creation with industry stakeholders is a clear trait 
of the FLECSLAB CLCs. The majority of the learning 
communities form close partnerships with a wide 
range of no-academic actors. The International Jour-

nalism instructor works closely with the professional 
news verification platform Verifica’t; external experts 
are invited to the project meetings of the Urban Edu-
cation course and the Television Direction Lead told 
researchers that external producers respond to the 
invitation not only to impart their knowledge but also 
to learn themselves: “people from the industry learn 
from young people who can do experimental projects 
that they just can’t do because the sector demands 
specific standardized products”. 

The need to work hand-in-hand with professional or-
ganizations was also highlighted by the Multilingualism 
and Diversity team. According to its Lead “it’s a sine qua 
non…we simply cannot do what we do without them…it 
is a needs-driven start”. The Nursing Care team agreed. 
One member of their community told researchers that in 
their case “collaboration and co-creation with industry 
stakeholders is paramount” and pointed out that this 
interaction is vital given that the nurses have the dou-
ble status of academics and practitioners and there-
fore need to establish organic connections with HEI and 
co-create with them. In the same field, the Strategic In-
novation in Healthcare team told researchers that they 
are working with professional bodies in the creation of 
a management and leadership competency framework 
for healthcare professionals.

8. SHARING CULTURE 
If an integral part of the open education policy is the 
sharing of resources is clearly integrated into the CLCs. 
Examples here include how Television Direction shares 
its film archives, how International Journalism shares 
its peer training materials or how the Urban Education 
team is working together on a shared glossary of terms 
within their field. This exchange of knowledge allows for 
the sharing of projects and ideas as students may be 
working on similar cases at an international level. 

9. SURF THE CHANGES
Adaptability is a key characteristic of the model to be 
adopted. This is due to various factors ranging from 
the variables surrounding the learner educational 
profile. Strategic Innovation in Healthcare has to ca-
ter to students with Phds who are taking the course to 
upgrade their practical skills or nurses who are taking 
the course to improve their qualifications. Veganism 

Figure 14. FLECSLAB 
Specific Components 
of the LLL Toolkit. 
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takes on veterinarians who wish to update their skills 
or to update their credentials to keep their vet licens-
es. Senior students on the International Journalism 
course may have a 20-25 year generational age gap. 
The socio-linguistic background of learners may be 
a factor to be adapted too (for example, in Barcelo-
na, courses are often bi-lingual Catalan/Spanish). The 
need to adapt to the LLL scenario may involve accu-

mulative adaptability regarding face-to-face or online 
teaching, open timetables, academic or alternative 
learning settings, the level of co-creation and empow-
erment given over to students or the finetuning of a 
programme based on the specific needs of the learner. 
Regarding these two final points, the Multilingualism 
& Diversity CLC is a case in point as they aim to “em-
power students and provide them with the opportunity 

1. 
TRANSDISCIPLINARY 

APPROACH

7. 
GET THE STAKEHOLDERS 

ON BOARD

6. 
RENEGOTIATING 

TEACHING TIME & SPACE

12. 
SUSTAINABILITY AND 
LONGER TERM GOALS

2.
 GROUP-BASED TEAM 

LEARNING

8. 
SHARING 
CULTURE 

5. 
“TEACHER” CONCEPT 

RELOADED

11. 
TAKE ON THE SKILLS 

CHALLENGE

3. 
SEARCH FOR 
SOLUTIONS

9. 
SURF THE 
CHANGES

4. 
CASE STUDIES ON  

SOCIETAL CHALLENGES

10. 
DRAW ON 
DIGITAL



32 2. Specific Components of the Lifelong Learning Toolkit

to be more involved in their own learning experiences. 
This is why we have launched several pioneering ac-
tivities, such as the possibility for students to design 
their module in Multilingualism”. 

10. DRAW ON DIGITAL
The use of digital technologies to which the EEE team 
referred to in their summary of the HEI-LLL landscape 
is also present in the CLCs. An online learning pro-
gramme is key to the Strategic Innovation in Health-
care team, the Entrepreneurship CLC uses one too 
while the fact-checking initiative for senior students 
on the International Journalism course monitors stu-
dents through a whatsapp platform. 

11. TAKE ON THE SKILLS CHALLENGE
The “skills challenge” mentioned in general terms by 
the “dimensions map” shown previously is clearly em-
bedded in the CLCs under analysis. This ranges from 
the specific competences that must be acquired 
to be a residential assistant (Strategic Innovation in 
Healthcare) or a credible news verifier (International 
Journalism) to equipping learners with refined gen-
eral skills such as a capacity for analysis (according 
to the Multilingualism & Diversity Lead, “it’s not about 
how to find the information but how to assure its qual-
ity and how to connect ideas”) or an upgrade regard-
ing digital literacy for those mature learners unfamiliar 
with new digital environments. The Design & Science 
Lead is ready for the challenge:

“We live in a society, in an environment, in an era 
that constantly requires us to have new skills 
which we could not get from our basic education 
and which was a long time ago. As these working 
projects grow we need to learn specific skills and 
transform them into our organized learning pro-
cesses and that’s why these kinds of lifelong activ-
ities and systems are needed.” (DESIGN & SCIENCE)

12. SUSTAINABILITY AND LONGER TERM GOALS
The resilience of the model along with that of monitor-
ing its impact manifests itself in many ways throughout 
the CLC landscape. The IMPACT project aims to see 
how Sports Development Goals work and to determine 
their social repercussions and aims to help involved 
organizations to be more efficient The peer-to peer 
disinformation training workshops (International Jour-
nalism) are designed to grow exponentially as learners 
become trainers and a “domino” effect occurs when 
it comes to dissemination. Urban Education aspires 
to introduce sustainable ideas into the metropolitan 

classroom and the Nursing Care CLC aims to consol-
idate its research and continually update the devel-
opment of knowledge and understanding in complex 
care situations. 

SUMMARY

This collection of teaching initiatives and guidelines 
for training which emerge from the CLCs have been 
selected for their potential embedment into a solid 
Lifelong Learning proposal:

  The transdisciplinary character of course con-
tent reflects a more holistic and integrated ap-
proach and allows for greater flexibility when 
adapting to the diverse background of the 
non-traditional learner. 

  A problem/solution focus addressed in team for-
mats and as part of a “knowledge share culture” 
forms part of the collaborative teaching philoso-
phy behind LLL. 

  Viable case studies based on “real-life” societal 
challenges and backed by invested stakehold-
ers allows for the greater community engage-
ment which mature learning requires. 

  Adaptability to these flexible pathways is key in 
order to “surf” the changes in the learning envi-
ronment, to incorporate skill acquisition and to 
achieve a certain level of sustainability regarding 
the implementation of these changes.

Amid such renovated teaching designs the learner 
must remain at the centre, a principle summed up by 
the Veganism CLC Lead when stating: 

“Always the learner is at the centre. I don’t see 
anything else in the centre. How you service that 
learner is the key. If you have an empty centre, then 
you can dance around these circles and it’s not 
going to do any good.” 
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PART III

Lessons from the 
Ecosystem Prototype: 

International 
Journalism
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As was discussed in the Methodology section of this 
report the development of Lifelong Learning projects 
is tied closely to learner profile, educational offering 
and context.

Three types of learning ecosystems were formulated 
with these criteria in mind.

1. a regulated model defined by clear parametres, 
well identified learners and stable contacts between 
regulatory authorities and educational suppliers
 
2. a mid-strength structured model: learners are 
more difficult to identify and driven by their needs; 
educational offer is short programs at postgraduate 
level; intense cooperation between stakeholders 
(public/ private, e.g. business schools) 

3. a fragmented or “scattered” model: learners dif-
ficult to locate; self-perceived LLL needs; specific 
nature of these motives unclear; unstructured ed-
ucational offering; existence of private/online com-
petitors which offer ad hoc packages 

In order to further our research goals and to prepare 
academic staff for LLL engagement, we have selecet-
ed one CLCs as represenative of one of this models. 
Concretely, we selected International Journalism 
CLC as example of a fragmented model and we have 
elaborated a prototype of LLL project to implement 
in this area. It is hoped that the findings related to 
the prototype will enable us to formulate a series of 
guidelines for academic staff willing to engage in life-
long learning. 
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As for a suitable prototype of a more fragmented or 
scattered model the Flecslab Core Coordination Team 
and the Connected Learning Community Lead coin-
cided in that the learning ecosystem for the Interna-
tional Journalism course constituted a fair approxi-
mation given that it goes beyond the medium level of 
structuration typical of model 2 and is closer to the 
informality more characteristic of model 3 given the 
learner cohort in question (senior learners with poten-
tially considerable age differences, backgrounds and 
motivations) the course content material (news verifi-
cation and disinformation) and the teaching approach 
deployed (peer-to-peer training).

One of the threads that runs throughout the un-
dergraduate International Journalism course at the 
Universitat Pompeu Fabra (UPF) in Barcelona refers 
to the disinformation war which breaks out during 
armed conflicts (recent examples include Russia/
Ukraine and Israel/Hamas). This leads students to 
debate information malpractice in times of war. As 
some of the students enrolled on the course belong 
to the UPF Seniors programme this forces them to 
navigate through a toxic news landscape with which 
they are comparatively unfamiliar —that of fake news 
and social networks— and demands of them digital 
reskilling and competence. This situation led to the 
creation of a senior citizen disinformation workshop 
network which combines both lifelong education pre-
cepts and digital competences.

In the pilot test case presented here —where senior 
citizens embody non-traditional learners— it should 
be borne in mind that the composition of the toolbox 
is made up of three phases:

1) the innovative design and development of a tool-
box geared towards such a specific non modal 
learner community and which includes materials for 
recruiting trainee volunteers; a guide for the train-
ing workshop; instruments used in the peer-to-peer 
sessions (videolinks, QRs, powerpoints, case stud-
ies); a proposed whatsapp course for knowledge 
consolidation and ideas for creating a permanent 
structure for a self-managing volunteer network.

PILOT TEST
Senior Citizens and 
Disinformation – a LLL 
project derivative of 
International Journalism  
and Global Media
UPF

International Journalism 
and Global Media – Eutopia 
(eutopia-university.eu)

Figure 15. Labor Potential 
Reproduction Transformation in 
Digital Economy Conditions

DO-10.2991/aebmr.k.200324.042
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2) the carrying out of pilot tests to detect aspects 
which can be improved.

3) the training of peer-to-peer instructors who will 
deploy and further develop the materials the toolbox 
contains and whose results it is hoped will be widely 
applicable.

tory: the digitization of society. This process —accel-
erated by the outbreak of Covid-19 (Venkat-Kamesh, 
2021)— has turned into a challenge for this less digi-
tally literate sector resulting in greater difficulties for 
the performance of daily tasks (Papí-Gálvez & La Par-
ra-Casados, 2022). These tasks include management 
in the banking sector —which has not only been wide-
ly digitized but has also been affected by the intensive 
closing of branches and the reduction of the work-
force in the banking sector— along with digitization 
processes in other areas, such as in the public health 
sector, the introduction of QR codes in restaurants or 
mobile applications linked to public transport, among 
many others.

The effect of digitisation extends to all these aspects 
of daily life and digital news consumption is no excep-
tion whether through online legacy outlets or social 
networks. Aside from the fact that seniors tend to 
encounter greater difficulties in the digital panorama 
in general, the fact that desinformative news content 
flows unregulated within the system leaves the senior 
population especially vulnerable.

The LLL teaching proposal put forward here revolves 
around one of the main concerns within contemporary 
Communication Studies; namely the digital gap which 
affects the media literacy and interaction of senior 
citizens (Besalú et al., 2021; Besalú & Pont-Sorribes, 
2021; Guess et al., 2019; Hameleers & van der Meer, 
2019; Ramírez-García et al., 2017; Sánchez-Velilla et 
al., 2017). While for authors such as Aufderheide (1993) 
for whom media literacy is “a citizen’s ability to access, 
analyse and produce information for specific results” 
or Livingstone (2004) for whom it refers to “the ca-
pacity to evaluate and create messages in a variety of 
contexts”, recent events tied to the added problem of 
disinformation have led scholars to create the idea of 
“media competence” (Ferrés & Piscitelli, 2012). 

In its 2022 report the Spanish Education Ministry de-
fines the acquisition of these basic digital skills as 
those which necessarily involve “the creative, critical 
and secure use of information technologies to achieve 
goals related to work, employment, learning, use of 
free time, inclusion and participation in society”. Life-
long Learning and digital literacy are therefore closely 
tied by the very nature of their terminologies. This is 
clearly shown in recent research such as the work of 
Anthonysamy et al. (2023), who through a survey of 
563 individuañs shows how a certain degree of auton-
omy in the digital space helps LLL learners to increase 

1. DESIGN
The design and development 
of the toolbox.

2. PILOT TESTS
The carrying out of pilot tests 
to detect aspects which can 
be improved.

3. PEER TO PEER
The training of peer-to-peer 
instructors who will deploy and 
further develop these materials.

Figure 16. 3 phases of the toolbox.

The non-modal learners to which the model is ad-
dressed here refers to senior citizens, in themselves 
an excellent example not only of how Higher Educa-
tion demographics are changing but also of how LLL 
initiatives need to introduce flexible mechanisms that 
recognise short term intensive learning proposals and 
which enable academia to reach a wide range of life-
long learners from various backgrounds and across 
disciplines. 

THE “SENIORS” CONCEPT  
AND DIGITAL LITERACY

While considerable discrepancy exists in the academ-
ic community regarding both the terminology to be 
employed in this debate —“seniors”, “elderly”, “OAPs” 
etc— and its numerical definition —recent research on 
the “elderly” and their use of whatsapp sets the bar as 
low as 50 (Sadaba et. al, 2023) while specialist publi-
cations such as the Journal of Aging Studies only con-
siders articles which deal with the over-65 age brack-
et— it is clear that the older population has to face 
one of the most important revolutions in human his-
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their learning experience and be more satisfied with 
the LLL programme.

In the present report, the authors refer to “media lit-
eracy” as the capacity to comprehend, evaluate and 
employ the media in a critical and effective way. The 
aim of media literacy is to empower people so that 
they can navigate and interact with the media in a re-
sponsible and critical way, and make informed deci-
sions about the information they consume and share. 
The finetuning of this skill is essential in the digital era 
when as citizens we are permanently exposed to and 
targeted by diverse media platforms. Greater media 
literacy empowers citizens to navigate and negotiate 
with media in a responsible and critical fashion and 
allows us to make informed decisions on those issues 
which interpellate them. 

With the aim of reducing this generational gap in re-
lation to media competence, FLECSLAB caters to this 
segment of the population as a case study due to its 
vulnerability in the digital sphere. With the aim of con-
tributing to generating a better informed citizenry and 
consolidating a solid network of seniors to combat dis-
information, FLECSLAB proposes a series of learning 
activities and experiences and aims to act as a hub for 
drawing together different actors which operate within 
the wider network of organizations dedicated to the 
training of the elderly and the fight against disinforma-
tion. In this way the project offers a 

route for direct knowledge transfer giving this sec-
tor of society a sense of agency and allowing them 
to contribute to the strengthening of the democratic 
foundations of society.

How this proposal fits the FLECSLAB project 

The LLL proposal put forward in this report ticks all the 
main boxes in the original remit:

  it clearly identifies its LLL target group: the non 
modal learners are senior citizens
 
  it opens the door to HEI traditionally closed for 
adult learners

  it offers a tested and specifically-adapted mul-
timedia toolkit for class instruction ranging from 
didactic video capsules, additional audiovisual 
materials for both in class and outside study

  it provides detailed training modules for LLL in-
structors through the sessions aimed at HEI staff 
and the peers 

  it creates a clear roadmap by piloting diverse and 
innovative formats moulded to fit non-traditional 
learners (through peer-to-peer training)

  it monitors outcomes and progress through ex 
ante and ex post surveys and a whatsapp plat-
form to allow learners to update their skills and 
knowledge

  it provides for multiplier events as trainers “ex-
port” the knowledge gained through workshops 
offered to the public administration (e.g. town 
councils) private associations (e.g. sports clubs) 
or civic organizations (adult learning centres).

MEDIA 
LITERACY

LIFELONG 
LEARNING

The generational gap in media literacy reveals diver-
gent behaviour based on age. With the consolidation 
of social media in the second decade of the 21st cen-
tury, differences in the levels of media literacy have 
further widened. While younger consumers are criti-
cal in their news consumption habits and more agile 
in their detection of disinformation practices, senior 
citizens (also referred to as older adults) are more 
likely not to check sources as well as to consume and 
share disinformation online (Martí-Danés et al., 2023; 
Besalú et al., 2021; Braschier & Schacter, 2020). One 
of the most salient aspects of post-pandemia studies 
in the field refers to the need to bridge the digital gap 
for senior citizens in order to equip them to decode 
disinformation, combat fake news, disarm malignant 
practices (scams. hoaxes, phishing...) and conse-
quently increase the quality of their decision-making 
and participation in democratic societies. 

FLECSLAB
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In this sense, this document provides a specialized 
instrument and a series of guidelines addressed to 
HE institutions aimed at building a structure for the 
delivery of LLL activities open to non-modal learners 
which, while emanating from the university environ-
ment, extend beyond traditional learning models and 
academic confines. It does not limit itself to indicating 
what the FLECSLAB project guidelines should be, but 
also provides a pilot test oriented around the subject 
on the impact of disinformation in senior citizens / 
older adults. 

The UPF team of researchers conducted these pi-
lot tests, suggested the steps to follow and put the 
proposal into practice through a double formula: the 
holding of media literacy workshops + peer-to-peer 

PROBLEM 
IDENTIFICATION = 
DIGITAL GAP AMONG 
SENIOR CITIZENS

PROBLEM SOLVER = 
HE INSTITUTION  
(e.g. UPF)

INSTRUMENT = 
FLECSLAB PROJECT

SHORT TERM RESULTS 
= AGENCY TO SENIORS

MID-TERM RESULTS 
= CONSOLIDATION 
OF SENIOR TRAINING 

NETWORK

 LONG TERM RESULT = 
INFORMED CITIZENRY - 
DEMOCRATIC HEALTH

Figure 17. Methodological scheme of UPF FLECSLAB.

training. The result has been a successful knowl-
edge transfer project with multiple stakeholders 
who are currently disseminating the FLECSLAB pro-
ject at a local level through both public institutions and 
private associations. 

Parallel to such ‘analogue’ or face-to-face initiatives, 
a short media literacy course will also be prepared 
online in the aim of reaching a wider public. The pilot 
test digital course will consist of 9 audiovisual video 
capsules each of them explaining a concept related to 
disinformation. These videos will be available through 
video sharing platforms such as the FLECSLAB You-
Tube channel. In these videos, the researchers along 
with several other experts both practitioners and ac-
ademics will explain basic concepts about disinfor-
mation. An example of such a short didactic video can 
be seen below in the first session entitled: “A Guide 
to Concepts: Disinformation, Malinformation and Mis-
information”.

ANALOGUE  
WAY

DIGITAL 
WAY

Media literacy 
workshops

Media literacy course 
through Whatsapp
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Module  1 Conceptual introduction: Disinformation, 
Malinformation and Misinformation

Module  2 Media Literacy

Module  3 Information Credibility.

Module  4 Fact-checking platforms.

Module  5 Journalism and misinformation.

Module  6 Seniors and misinformation.

Module  7 IA as an informative threat 

Module  8 How to detect bots? What role does 
social media play?

Module  9 Disinformation during electoral 
campaigns 

Figure 18. Screen cap-
ture of the first session 
of the digital course 
(English version).

Figure 19. Screen 
capture of the first 
session of the digital 
course (Catalan 
version).

The videos are approximately 2 minutes long and 
the contents will be available in both Catalan and 
English.

The following table shows the course contents :

In order to fully explain the LLL-UPF Journalism 
project, the report adopts a 5-step approach: 

  Step 1: Definition of the community of non- 
modal learners
  Step 2: Identification of stakeholders in the 
social context
  Step 3: The model: toolbox design + pilot tests 
+ peer-to-peer training
  Step 4: The key role of multipliers
  Step 5: Future challenges

Establishing a community of non-modal learners 
starts from the idea of   creating spaces conducive to 
lifelong learning that maintain a link with the univer-
sity but which, until now, have not been explored and 
articulated.

The question here is to search for teaching spaces 
with potential from which the HEI —in this case the 
university— can create permanent lifelong learning 
structures. In our case, the definition of the commu-
nity of non-modal learners starts from the incorpora-
tion into the International Journalism course (offered 
to third year students of the UPF Degree in Journalism) 
of mature students over 50 years old as part of a LLL 
programme at the UPF known as the UPF Senior pro-
gram. Despite the benefits derived from intergenera-
tional exchange (one of the aspects most valued by 
the senior community), there is a lack of educational/
training programs focused on their specific needs. No 
specific courses are directed towards this type of stu-
dent, who then joins the class with the vast majority of 
local and international undergraduate students. 

Christopher Tulloch, FLECSLAB project leader at the 
UPF, is course instructor of the International Journalism 
course. After a series of informal talks with senior stu-
dents, he detected that they i) constituted a motivated 
cohort of students with a real interest in international 
affairs; ii) brought their personal experience and back-
ground and historical context to the classroom; iii) that 
they had a greater affinity with the teacher given the 
reduced gap in age and iv) were predisposed to going 
beyond the concepts taught during class lectures. 

That said, Tulloch also observed that when class con-
tent led these same students out of their comfort zone 
(for example in discussions about social networks, 
fake news and disinformation practices) a clearly iden-
tifiable knowledge gap existed. The strong connection 
with this group of senior students allowed him to pro-
pose a series of activities related to lifelong learning 
that could improve their skills, update their knowledge 
and allow them to participate in debates on subjects 
which up until now had remained out of reach. A pos-
itive response from students led to formal contacts 
between the CLC lead and the UPF Senior program 

Step 1:
Defining the community  
of non-modal learners
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coordinator and an initiative was launched to create a 
new space to maximize and profit from the possibility 
of facilitating this knowledge transfer.

As can be observed this proposal falls midway be-
tween the semi structured model 2 of Lifelong Learn-
ing –given that a structure which links the HEI (uni-
versity) and seniors is already in place– and the more 
informal model 3, given the pioneering nature of the 
proposal and the inexistence of such precedents re-
lated to Lifelong Learning.

Figure 20. Community of non-
modal learners UPF – FLECSLAB.

Step 2:
Identify stakeholders 
in your social context

Once the community of non-modal learners has been 
defined, it is necessary to identify issues and corre-
sponding population groups that can develop the role 
of stakeholders in relation to our lifelong learning pro-
ject. As regards the topic, the research team chose an 
emerging field in communication studies —the effects 
of disinformation on senior citizens— and proposed 
a short course on digital literacy aimed at combating 
disinformation directed at this vulnerable age group. 

Disinformation and seniors

“false or misleading content that is spread with an 
intention to deceive or secure economic or politi-
cal gain and which may cause public harm”.

Definition of Disinformation:  
European Commission, 2019

Disinformation is one of the defining characteristics 
of the highly polarized political environment within 
which citizens interact today. (Digital News Report 
2023). As Sadaba (2023a) points out, “the complexity 
of this ecosystem, where truthful information coexists 
with false or erroneous content, highlights the need to 
train users to be critical of the information they receive 
and share”.

In a very recent study, Sadaba et. al. argue that due to 
the identification of disinformation as a danger to de-
mocracy and to social cohesion by over 95% of the 
Spanish population, “many institutions point out the 
need for media literacy campaigns and initiatives that 
alleviate the harmful social effects of the phenomenon, 
especially among vulnerable audiences’’. (Sadaba et al, 
2023a:1) While it is true that academic research is slow-
ly recognising that the elderly are potentially the most 
vulnerable to the deliberate falsehoods disseminated on 
the Internet and social networks (Braschier & Schacter, 
2020; Besalú et al., 2021 Guess et al., 2019; Valera-Or-
daz et al, 2022; Hameleers & van der Meer, 2019) there 
can be no doubt that greater media focus has been 
placed on young people (De Vicente-Gómez et al, 2021), 
leaving senior citizens to be comparatively overlooked.

The presence of senior learners in the International 
Journalism CLC —which deals with disinformation and 
fake news in global media— has allowed them to be 
targeted here for such media literacy proposals and 
to go some way to bridging the so-called “digital gap” 
between the “digital natives” (Farrés & Piscitelli, 2012) 
and the relative digital incompetence of disempowered 
older generations. Action must therefore be taken to 
reduce this gap so as not to isolate an important sector 
of the population (Papí-Gálvez & Parra-Casados, 2022). 



41FLECSLAB Toolkit

At a Spanish level, the findings of reports such as 
the 2021 Barometre of the Pensioners’ Union (2021) 
corroborate this digital gap, when affirming that 40.5 
% of those over 65 had never accessed the Internet 
by themselves.

The need to re-skill in order to bridge the digital gap 
among seniors has also been recognised by the local 

public administration. Proof of this is a report published 
by the Digital Policies team at the Department of Busi-
ness and Labor of the Catalan Government (2022), which 
defines the following gaps related to digitalization:

  Digital access gap: difficulties in accessing tech-
nology and the media that make it possible to be 
digital.
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  Digital knowledge gap: lack of skills and compe-
tencies in technology, networks and digital tools.

  Digital usage gap: lack of use of technology, the 
network and digital tools to carry out certain ac-
tivities.

A case in hand that exemplifies this digitalization pro-
cess is banking management, which has consolidated 
this transition in recent years, especially with the ap-
pearance of the Covid-19 pandemic. This is confirmed 
by the Bank Maturity 2022 report, which identifies 
Spain as the country with the second most digitalized 
banking system in the world. These large-scale dig-
ital shifts, whether in the banking, administrative or 
healthcare fields, marginalize those with fewer digital 
skills, in this case senior citizens.

UNESCO identifies three clear lines of action regarding 
skills: digital, informative and media. The chart below 
shows which factors compose each of these fields: 

These competencies conform to the concept of In-
formation Media Literacy which is the key instrument 
that UNESCO adopts in the face of information satu-
ration and disinformation that we live with in our day 
to day lives.

One of the most useful tools for disseminating the IML 
plan is the organization of workshops on media and 
digital literacy. While the emergence of fact-checking 
platforms has represented an intra-professional re-
sponse to this issue, such media literacy workshops 
can act as a viable complementary strategy to combat 
disinformation as part of a coordinated strategy to limit 
the negative consequences of this phenomenon (War-
dle; Derakhshan, 2017). These workshops are aimed at 
equipping citizens with the resources to upscale their 
personal skills and critical capacity to allow them to 
measure their information consumption habits, con-
front their own biases and recognize the disinforma-
tion tactics to which they may fall victim.

Scientific evidence exists that shows that workshops 
do have a positive effect (Moore & Hancock 2022). One 
such example is the experiment carried out by Sadaba 
and Salaverria consisting of a 10-day whatsapp based 
course with over 1000 participants over 50 years of 
age which showed that such training actions on media 

DIGITAL LITERACY INFORMATIVE LITERACY MEDIA LITERACY

  Use digital tools.
  Understanding the digital identity.
  Recognize digital rights.
  Asses the AI aspects.
  Manage digital security.
  Act safely in the digital space.

  Define and articulate information 
requirements. 

  Identify information and acces it.
  Evaluate information.
  Make ethical use of information.
  Communciate information Use the 
TIC for the information processes.

  Understand the role of the media 
in democractic societic.

  Understand the conditions of 
media.

  Critically asses the contents that 
appear in the media agenda.

  Actively relate to the media to 
express yourself and get involved 
in democratic processes.

  Understand the tools required for 
production.

Table 21. 
Source: AMI multidimensional approach (UNESCO)
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literacy can have a positive effect on the senior popu-
lation (Sadaba & Salaverria, 2023 p. 9). 

That said, the authors also point out that “although it is 
true that given their maturity and experience they are 
attributed with greater critical capacity, their knowl-
edge and skills to select and weigh the information 
they receive through the Internet may be more limited” 
(2023a: 3). In that sense, digital fraud has grown expo-
nentially throughout 2022 and 2023 through the con-
solidation of AI. In the following graphic we can see the 
most vulnerable countries in Europe to digital fraud:

While creating a deepfake visual image is not a crime 
in itself, many governments are concerned about the 
consequences this phenomenon may have at a com-
municational level and are working on establishing 
stricter regulations. The disinformation capacity of AI 
is a serious problem given the enormous media reper-
cussion of which it disposes.

The lack of regulation in this sector, along with the lack 
of informational and digital skills among the senior pop-
ulation leads to the possibility of creating a network of 
media literacy workshops that help prevent toxic news 

Figure 22. Ranking of 
countries with more digital 
frauds.
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consumption practices. Now the workshops are shown 
as a channel conducive to the adaptation of the lifelong 
learning model of continuous training. Therefore, a co-
ordinated effort of numerous agents to combat disinfor-
mation is necessary (Cucarella & Fuster, 2022), includ-
ing the journalistic sector itself (Pérez-Tornero, 2008), 
which has in-house fact-checking teams as its most 
distinctive characteristic (Nieminen & Rapeli, 2019).

Academic and professional projects regarding 
senior citizens & disinformation in Spain

There is a growing interest within both the Spanish 
academic and professional contexts regarding the 
vulnerability of senior citizens when faced with disin-
formation practices. As for HEI research on this subject 
we can cite recent studies such as that of Sádaba et 
al. (2023), based on an investigation in which they de-
signed a digital course aimed at people over 50 years 
of age. A sample of 1,029 individuals residing in Spain 
was divided between those who took the course and 
those who did not, demonstrating that those who had 
taken the course had higher levels of media literacy.

Likewise, the Ideograma-UPF Chair of Political Com-
munication and Democracy (2023) analyzed the abil-
ity of seniors to detect disinformation, resulting in an 

optimistic view of their capabilities but with an impor-
tant gender bias. as it showed that women evaluate 
all types of information with more credibility, whether 
true or false. Both studies reach the conclusion that 
pre-established political ideas hinder the objectivity 
of the respondent.

From a professional standpoint we can also refer to 
projects such as SUM (Seniors United against Mis-
information) led by the Catalan verification project 
known as Verificat in conjunction with colleagues in 
Bolonia and Lapland in northern Finland. Apart from 
Verificat, there are other projects on dissemination in 
the field of disinformation such as the media education 
workshops hosted by the platform Learn to Check or 
the Intergenerational Digital Divide Chair of the Uni-
versity of Valencia with annual reports on the state of 
the digital skills. Within Spanish newsrooms almost all 
major outlets have fact-checking platforms and many 
independent organizations have emerged.in recent 
years dedicated to news verification.

So, in this pilot test of the FLECSLAB project, seniors 
are identified as project stakeholders. This age group 
now occupies a larger space in the population pyramid 
than ever before. According to the National Statistics 
Institute (2023), in Spain citizens over 64 years of age 
represent 20.43% of the Spanish population, the high-
est percentage in history. The aging of the baby-boom 
generation (1946 to 1964) results in the inversion of 
the social pyramid. Until now, in much of Western so-
cieties the younger generations were the majority, an 
aspect that is reversed today. This implies an aging of 
the global population, which only further highlights the 
demographic importance of this sector, as has been 
observed in certain electoral processes such as Brexit 
(Nouvellet, 2017) or the victory of Donald Trump (Cook 
et al. 2017).

Figure 23. 
Deepfake of 
Pope Francis.

Figure 24. Spanish 
fact-checking 
platforms.
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1. BUILD THE TEAM

1.  Umbrella of a solid academic institution  
(UPF)
2.  Researchers with previous experience  
in didactic innovation necessary for all  
LLL-based projects

3.  Pooled and contrasted knowledge of the 
chosen field of experimentation (in this  
case, senior learners and disinformation)

The FLECSLAB project leader at the UPF creates the 
core team drawing on accredited researchers with 
a suitable background in two complementary fields: 
one of more universal application —related to teaching 
innovation projects— and the other tied to the more 
specific characteristics of the proposal at hand, name-
ly that of senior citizens and disinformation.

EXPERIENCE IN TEACHING INNOVATION APPLI-
CABLE TO LLL PROJECTS. Dr. Tulloch has worked 
in the field of teaching innovation and knowledge 
transfer for over two decades as can be seen from 
the profile of publications in the field such as “The 
Classroom is the Newsroom” in Journalism & Mass 
Communication Educator (Vol. 73, Num. 1 2018); “The 
Catalan news agency: a unique professional training 
model in journalism teaching” (CIDUI Journal, vol. 2 , 
2014) or book chapters on journalism instruction inno-
vation in monographs such as New Technologies and 
Audiovisual Digital Information (2003) or Internet and 
Multimedia Communication (2001). Tulloch has also 
formed part of various teaching innovation initiatives 
such as the European project “Integrated Journalism in 
Europe” (2013-2015), the “EdVolution” teaching initia-
tive at the UPF (2022) or the COPE project (Covering 
Cohesion Policy in Europe) a project led by the Univer-
sity of Dortmund aimed at implementing a multilingual 
MOOC in order to train European journalism students 
in their coverage of the European Union (2023-2024). 
He has also spoken on journalism innovation at the 

Step 3:
The UPF FLECSLAB – LLL Model

MISSION:  
creation of a LLL toolbox for “non-modal and 
non-traditional learners”, (in this case citizens 
60+) to provide them with mechanisms to 
identify disinformation and false news content

The model is composed of THREE main phases: 

1) toolbox design and development;  
2) pilot tests;  
3)  peer-to-peer training to put the tools to 
the test and a step-by-step is set out 
below: 

1. BUILD THE RESEARCH TEAM
2. DEVELOP THE MATERIALS
3. RECRUIT THE TRAINERS
4. IN-HOUSE TRAINING COURSE 
5. PEER-TO-PEER TRAINING COURSE
6. MONITORING STRATEGIES COURSE

Figure 25. Cover of the 
report “Disinformation in 
the senior population”.

Desinformación en la 
población sénior: el impacto 
de la verificación en la 
credibilidad informativa 
Autores: Aleix Martí-Danés, Carles Pont-Sorribes,  
Reinald Besalú, Ruth Rodríguez-Martínez, Marcel Mauri-Rios, 
Xavier Ramon-Vegas, Roger Cuartielles 

Una colaboración de la Cátedra Ideograma – UPF de Comunicación 
Política y Democracia y el proyecto de investigación FACCTMedia
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leading international congresses in the field (IAMCR, 
ECREA, AE-IC…)

EXPERIENCE IN APPLIED DISINFORMATION RE-
SEARCH. Doctoral student Aleix Marti joined the 
FLECSLAB team as a researcher with proven experi-
ence in applied projects related to disinformation due 
to his work as the coordinator of the Chair in Political 
Communication and Democracy (Ideograma-UPF). 
As regards disinformation and senior citizens —the 
chosen cohort for the FLECSLAB project— Martí has 
presented recent studies on seniors and credibility 
organized by the Chair in Generational Digital Gap as 
well as extensive fieldwork for the project “Disinfor-
mation among older adults: analyzing the impact of 
fact checking on news credibility” the results of which 
were showcased at the 2023 Annual Congress held by 
the International Association for Media and Communi-
cation Research in Lyon, France. 

The results of this study can be found here: ‘Desinfor-
mación en la población sénior: el impacto de la verifi-
cación en la credibilidad informativa’. 

PROFESSIONAL FACT-CHECKING COLLABORATION. 
The research team at the UPF chose to approach a 
professional fact checking platform -in this case, the 
Catalan project Verificat.cat —in order to a) guaran-
tee correct procedural measures when approaching 
senior citizens with fact checking issues and b) capi-
talize on their experience in previous projects as part 
of their media literacy and educational platforms. Ver-
ificat has been recognised by both the International 
Fact-Checking Network (IFCN) and the European 
Fact-Checking Standards Network (EFCSN) and is 
specialized in monitoring hate speech, tracking polit-
ical claims and disinformation particularly in the field 
of science. Assistance for the FLECSLAB project came 
from Cristina Figueras and Irene Tortajada. 

2. DEVELOP THE MATERIALS

4.  Materials necessary for the  
“kick-off” orientation session 

5.  Didactic material necessary  
for the 4-hour training course

6.  In class materials to be used  
by peer-to-peer trainers

7.  Materials necessary for project  
monitoring (pre and post)

ORIENTATION CLASS. As the project is based on the 
help of volunteer senior citizens —in this case drawn 
from the UPF Seniors programme— clear explanatory 
materials must be developed for the orientation class 
in order to attract future volunteers for peer-to-peer 
training based on three main premises: i) a clear ex-
planation of the Flecslab project; ii) the idea of Lifelong 
Learning applied to senior citizens and iii) the need to 
bridge the digital gap in this sector of the population. 

The goal of this meeting is to introduce the main ideas 
of FLECSLAB to our group of stakeholders, in that case 
the seniors population through the Senior - UPF pro-
gramme. This session allows us to invite them to join 
this project and explain what we expect from them. 
Also, it is very important to understand what concerns 
they may have about misinformation, how this affects 
their day-to-day life and the specific problems they 
encounter problems (e.g. scams, sharing false infor-
mation, etc.).

Figure 26. Example of slides used in this meeting.

TRAINING COURSE. This consists in the preparation 
of visual (photos, posters) and textual (newspaper ar-
ticles, web posts) materials to be presented during the 
course to enable future trainers to explain how to ver-
ify “news” stories. This may involve PowerPoint pres-
entations, interactive elements and updated practical 
examples. The materials employed here are for training 
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purposes and are not necessarily the ones to be used 
in class which may be edited and simplified. 

Figure 27. Example of the templates  
used in the presentation.

Figure 28. Example of the templates used  
in the presentation.

Figure 28. Example of the templates used  
in the presentation.

TRAINING COURSE (PEER-TO-PEER). After the train-
ing course has been completed, researchers then fine 
tune the teaching materials based on senior trainees’ 
reactions and feedback to be used by them as part of 
their peer-to-peer training. 

MATERIALS FOR PROJECT MONITORING. In order to 
track our non-modal learners’ progress in the field of 
disinformation, an exploratory initial questionnaire is 
drawn up designed at ascertaining information from 
those senior citizen learners regarding their news 
consumption practices and knowledge of disinforma-
tion. This is distributed before the class begins and 
is stored for later analysis. This is complemented by 
a second questionnaire distributed at the end of the 
classes in order to gauge media literacy progress in 
this case by contrasting previous awareness of disin-
formation practices with the knowledge gained follow-
ing the course.
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3. RECRUITMENT OF PEER-TO-PEER TRAINERS

8.  Background research on peer-to-peer 
teaching techniques

9. Criteria for choosing the trainees

One of the main objectives of the FLECSLAB project 
is the building and consolidation of a network of digi-
tal media literacy trainers based on the “peer-to-peer” 
idea according to which the teaching instruction sen-
ior citizens receive is given to them by someone of a 
similar age. The fact that the instructor and the work-
shop attendees share a similar background facilitates 
their capacity for understanding the digital challenge 
and allows for experiences to be shared more easily.

That said, the recruiting of peer-to-peer trainers is 
clearly one of the most challenging aspects of the 
project. While the benefits of peer instruction for stu-
dent learning have been widely documented (Chan-
dra & Palvia 2021; Tullis & Goldstone 2020; Boud 
2001) finding a balance among role models is crucial 
in order to assure a multiplier or “domino” effect. For 
the FLECSLAB project, different factors are taken 
into account:

Figure 30. Exposing 
the key concepts of 
FLECSLAB.

  Age: training a senior close to 60 is not the same 
as one closer to 80
  Gender: depending on the profile of our students 
this could be a factor
  Communicative ability: students need confidence 
and public speaking skills to do this 
  Comprehension of the FLECSLAB project and aims
  Territorial balance: ensure urban/non-urban variety 
regarding trainee background

In the case of the UPF, project leaders approached the 
“UPF Senior” program aimed at non-modal learners 
over the age of 60. A “call for interest” email was sent 
to this collective and approximately twenty volunteers 
signed up for the initial orientation session. After this, 
volunteers were then given a month to consider if they 
would like to sign up for the full 4-hour training course. 
Of these approximately 70% (14 or 15 students) joined 
the training session.
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4. “TRAIN THE TRAINERS” COURSE 

10.  Two sessions x 2 hours held at the 
university campus

11.   Class 1 = lifelong learning philosophy + 
FLECSLAB initiative + student experiences / 
feedback encouraged)

12.  Class 2 = (tips and practical advice on fact-
checking and how to combat disinformation)

13.  Volunteer trainers must understand  
their role

Once the cohort of volunteer trainers is assembled, 
the project team then proceeds to offer a 2 session 
4-hour training course. 

TRAINING DAY 1: The first session, of a more general 
nature, begins with a short debriefing of the FLECSLAB 
project before dealing with the reasons behind this ini-
tiative: namely the digital gap, disinformation practic-
es and the potential vulnerability of the senior citizen 
demographic.

TRAINING DAY 2: The second —more practical— 
session presents the trainees with advice as to how 
to avoid falling into the disinformation trap and specif-
ic tips regarding the detection of fake news practices 
and a guide as to how to contrast news stories ranging 
from sourcing techniques, photographic checks, hori-
zontal readings and digital counter-checking skills.

Figure 31. Templates used in the”Train the trainers” session.
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Students are taught how to recognize different mani-
festations of bias in the fake news debate such as con-
firmation bias, group bias and repetition bias.

 the seniors are also trained as to what is their role:
  they must ensure that the students are the protag-
onists of the session
  they should create an atmosphere of trust, respect 
and mutual attention
 the concerns of all participants should be included
  the public may be heterogeneous especially re-
garding news consumption
  trainers should not invalidate their participants’ 
views,ideologies or referents
 how to adapt their tone based on their public 

These training courses are carried out with the 
collaboration of Verificat —the Barcelona-based 
fact-checking platform recognised by the International 
Fact-Checking Network and the European Disinforma-
tion Laboratory and which has previously worked with 
Google and the European Commission— according to 
which they provide materials for the workshops and 
co-direct some of the pilot sessions. 

Figure. 32 First cohort 
of UPF Senior peer-to-

peer trainees.

PEER-TO-PEER TRAINING WORKSHOPS – UPF-SENIOR
(FEBRUARY 2024)
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Figure 33. Seniors attending 
the workshop training.
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5. PEER-TO-PEER WORKSHOP

14.  For greater outreach, the course is held in 
various locations (Adult learning centres, 
libraries, social entities, sports clubs…)

15.  Course: 2 hours. Ideal Group: 10-15 
students

16.  Project instructors may accompany trainer 
on first day for observation and feedback 
purposes

 17.   Short questionnaire handed out to students 
prior to course instruction

18.  Follow-up post-session questionnaire 
that may identify progress and knowledge 
transfer

Fig 34. Examples of slides used in peer-to-peer sessions

With the volunteer trainees ready to go they them-
selves may choose the centre where they wish to be-
gin their peer-to-peer training. The trainers may be 
present for the first session in order to observe pro-
ceedings and give feedback to volunteer.. They are to 
hand out a questionnaire prior to starting regarding 
their student’s social media habits, news feeds and 
knowledge of disinformation practices. These are then 
stored for later analysis. Once this is done the course 
begins. Students are informed what they should be 
able to achieve once the session is completed, name-
ly the capacity to identify dubious claims, to use the 
most adequate channels for verifying information and 
ability to transmit a comforting message about how to 
confront desinformation. 



53FLECSLAB Toolkit

  how the Internet has facilitated these 
practices
  how to trust the source
  individual vs. collective effects of 
disinformation
  information saturation
  role of emotions 
  facts versus opinion
  cognitive and collective bias
  identifying dubious claims
  the SIFT model (Stop, Investigate, Find, 
Trace)
  deep fake photography
  empower students to combat fake news
  change news habits

The course content is of an eminently practical char-
acter and is focussed on helping the target audience 
in their day-to-day digital news consumption and in-
cludes the following ideas:

  difference between misinformation, disinformation 
and hate speech
  activity based on recounting a personal experi-
ence of one of these practices
  SMS phishing techniques and how to combat 
them 
  fake whatsapp messages and how to detect 
them (content, language, style). The deployment 
of whatsapp by senior citizens is an important 
part of the training course “given that they tend to 
place their trust not in the medium, but in those 
who send them the information they can become 
not only consumers of disinformation but also dis-
seminators”. (Sadaba et al, 2023 p. 3) In Spain, 
90% of smartphone owners over 55 years old use 
whatsapp (IAB Spain, 2019).

At every stage, key concepts should be explained in an 
accessible manner and if necessary can be decoded 
through the use of simple graphic formats:
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The trainers encourage their peers to question more: i) 
who authored the news story?; ii) who sent it?; iii) why 
have I received it now?; iv) why is it so viral?: v) who 
does it benefit?; vi) does it contradict other stories?; 
vii) does it play on our emotions?

Once the course content is transferred and students 
have aired any final doubts, they are asked to com-
plete a short follow-up questionnaire on identifying 
disinformation and fact-checking practices. These are 
collected and later compared to the pre-course ques-
tionnaire in order to check knowledge transfer. Once 
the adult students have left the classroom, the peer-
to-peer trainer may be debriefed by the Flecslab team 
as to their performance and this feedback is used for 
the next session.

In summary the model looks like this:

6. MONITORING STRATEGIES

19.  Creation of a whatsapp application to check 
media literacy progress

20.  Editing of 2-minute video capsules on 
disinformation

21.  Co-creation by stakeholders (seniors) 
of glossary of disinformation-related 
terminology 

In addition to analyzing the responses of our senior 
learners through the pre and post-class question-
naires, a useful complement to monitoring the success 
of knowledge transfer once the face-to-face course is 
over is through the application of fact-checking prac-
tices and disinformation detection through the crea-
tion of a whatsapp application which can be directly 
accessed by senior learners.

Through subscription to the course, the seniors can 
receive updated contents designed towards improving 
their digital literacy skills through the solution of prob-
lems which they face on a day-to-day basis. Students 
are encouraged to

  share their whatsapp experiences
  to recognise its potential for multiplying disinfor-
mation 
  to accept practical advice given to them in a clear 
language by way of examples 
  to send dubious messages to fact-checking plat-
forms such as Verifica’t

The afore-mentioned organization ACEFIR could help 
with the diffusion of this Whatsapp course as the par-
ticularity of this course is that it will be developed in 
the Catalan language in order to access the Cata-
lan-speaking senior universe and will have been based 
on a previous demoscopic study to enable researchers 
to know more about their specific problems regarding 
disinformation. 

WORKSHOPS

SENIOR TRAINERS

Public presentations 

For example:
  Sports association
  Adults school
  Lifelong learning center
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Short online questionnaires will be posted at the be-
ginning and at the end of the course in order to have 
a sample of media literacy levels ex ante i ex post of 
those surveyed. Course instructors can also send ex-
amples of potential fake news stories and gauge the 
level of progress through the answers given on this 
social media platform. 

In order to answer the questions posed on the 
whatsapp platforms, the seniors can consult the col-
lection of short (2-minute) videos posted online 
which deal with disinformation issues. A potential 
guide to the videos could read as follows:

1   Key concepts: Disinformation, 
misinformation and toxic 
practices

2 Media literacy
3 News credibility
4. Fact-checking platforms
5. Journalism and disinformation

6. Seniors and disinformation
7. The threat of AI
8. Bots on social media
9.  Disinformation during election 
campaigns

10 A disinformation checklist

A collective glossary of disinformation-related termi-
nology and vocabulary can be built up from student 
experiences (especially useful for non-native English 
speakers faced with the frequent anglicisms used in 
this field).

HARMFULFALSE

False Context
Imposter Content
Fabricated Content
Manipulated 
Content

DISINFORMATION

False Connection
Misleading Context

MIS-INFORMATION

Leaks
Harassment
Hate Speech

MAL-INFORMATION
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Fig 35. Example of slide used in 
peer-to-peer sessions.

1. MATERIALS FOR RECRUITMENT 
ORIENTATION SESSION

2. MATERIALS FOR 
TRAINING CLASSES

3. MATERIALS FOR 
PEER-TO-PEER WORKSHOPS

7. CREATION OF 
PEER-TO-PEER NETWORK

6. WHATSAPP-BASED COURSE TO 
CONSOLIDATE KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER

4. FOLLOW UP MATERIALS  
TO MONITOR PROGRESS

5. VIDEOCAPSULES

The FLECSLAB Toolkit
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DOES THE UPF FLECSLAB MODEL 
RESPOND TO THE LLL DIMENSIONS?

   Teaching materials that fit the characteristics of the mature learner Tailor-made senior-oriented 
materials 

  The focus on personal human development Through knowledge acquirement

  Rapid, flexible and participatory learning alternatives Adapts to all senior publics

  Open, self-regulated learning Peer-to-peer is self-regulated

  Focus on interaction and collaboration Through group recruitment and 
training sessions

  Personalized learning pathways based on individual interests  
and prior experience

News verification skills can be 
used for all aspects of daily life

  Openness to new ideas Driving philosophy of the seniors 
project

  Develop an ecosystem whereby education, research and innovation 
combine

Done

  Open education principles = HEI share practices and teaching 
approaches

Yes

  Collaborative curriculum and course design Senior students have a big say

  Outreach / community engagement Already mentioned

  Co-design, co-creation, co-teaching co-assessment at all levels The project works due to this

  Focus on transdisciplinarity 100%

LEARNER 
CENTERED

   Open educational resources (curricula, materials, resources…) All available

  Students actively cooperate with teaching staff in co-development and 
co-learning

Yes

  Co-working with peers in identifying and formulating learning goals Yes through P2P training

  Focus on learning transfer to the real-life context: emphasize experien-
tial learning; involve real life data and cases from real-life experiences 

Various case studies are included

  Interaction with other stakeholders/community engagement Fact checkers / LLL organizations

  Need to understand “adult learners plural cultural contexts Considered

  Extent to which course instructors can develop their LLL teaching skills Huge options here

  Opportunities for innovative methods Clearly the case

  Finetune skills regarding diversity / needs of LL learners Model is open to accommodate this

INNOVATIVE TEACHING / 
LEARNING & PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

CO-CREATION, 
COLLABORATION AND 
CONNECTEDNESS
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   Improved LLL governance: degree to which LLL teaching is embedded 
in the educational model of the institution 

Not fully there yet

  LLL as central to the vision and not a side-line strategy Work to be done

  Increase cost-effectiveness of LLL schemes  
(blended / peer learning)

Pending

  The fostering of a positive attitude culture towards LLL: the need to 
develop “good stories” around opening HEI to LLL institutions

Still a challenge

  Targeted support towards vulnerable groups (e.g. migrants, elderly) Done

  Clear links with other education/training sectors  
(e.g adult training schools)

100%

 The degree to which the learner is given centrality and autonomy Maximum

 Community engagement P2P courses fulfill this role

 Extent to which HEI are equipped to facilitate LLL and teaching Adequate

SUPPORT, GUIDANCE, 
ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY

  Validation of non-formal learning TBD

  Importance of transversal skills Total

  Open assessment of learning outcomes Done

  Short programme credentials / study certificates Yes

VALIDATION, CERTIFICATION 
AND RECOGNITION

  Transdisciplinarity necessary for development of transferable skills Yes

 Need for analytical join-the-dots skills Yes

 New TICs = digital upskilling Fundamental

 Media literacy skills Taught on the course

DEMAND  
FOR SKILLS

  The HEI fosters digital inclusive innovation Yes

  Active support for use of digital technologies to enhance quality in 
teaching 

Yes

  Use of communication channels learners are familiar with (e.g. social 
media) 

100%

 International perspectives reflected in HEI approach to teaching Yes

 Interdisciplinarity Yes

 Link to societal challenges 100%

NETWORKED (DIGITAL) 
INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTION
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frameworks within which the model may evolve. To 
further develop the LifeLong Learning toolkit, project 
leaders should look to potential actors or allies in both 
public institutions, private companies and the so-
called “third sector” made up of non-profit entities, 
associations and foundations. 

As for the case study presented here, the FLECSLAB 
researchers reached out to actors (multipliers) in dif-
ferent sectors to further project their model.

Step 4:
Find multipliers for your 
lifelong learning project

Two complementary factors to take into account when 
developing tools for Lifelong Learning initiatives are 
the social context in which they are employed and 
where they may flourish and the importance of their 
dissemination. In this sense the benefits of the “multi-
plier effect” have been well documented (Lang 2020; 
Wiseman et al. 2013; Strain 1988). It is therefore nec-
essary to look beyond the immediate stakeholder as 
the main protagonist for the expansion of the project 
towards other networks, entities or organizational 

Figure 36. The FLECSLAB roadmap.

1. EUTOPIA ALLIANCE 2. FLECSLAB Project 3. UPF Barcelona

6. Connected Learning 
Community: International 
Journalism + Global Media

5. BA in 
Journalism

4. Faculty of Communication

10. Training Volunteers 
(Upskilling)

12. Freely-organized 
autonomous sessions

11. Semi-supervised. 
Workshops (pilot)

7. Cohort non-modal 
learners (seniors)

8. UPF Senior programme 
(students +60)

9. Recruitment  
peer-to-peer Trainers 

Disinformation Workshops
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MULTIPLIER 1: LIFELONG LEARNING  
ORGANIZATIONS

As the FLECSLAB progressed, researchers came into 
contact with various Lifelong Learning organizations 
with which they could interact and where they could 
present the seniors media literacy initiative. One such 
LLL structure is ACEFIR (Catalan Association for 
Education, Training and Research) an initiative that 
brings together a team of professionals from various 
disciplines with the common interest of working for 
education, training and research particularly focussed 
on adults and the elderly. ACEFIR is a member of the 
European Association for Adult Education (EAEA) 
and the European Basic Skills Network (EBSN). 
https://acefir.cat/

organization that gathers 44 pan-European entities 
active in the field of education, training and youth 
and the EPALE  project (Electronic Platform for Adult 
Learning in Europe).

As a result of these contacts the researchers were in-
vited to participate in the Lifelong Learning Lab 2023 
(the most relevant congress in the field of Lifelong 
Learning in Europe) held in the city of Girona on the 
26th-27th June. 

ATTENDANCE TO GIRONA LIFELONG  
LEARNING LAB 2023  (JUNE 2023)

PARTICIPATION IN LEARNING DAY 
OF ACEFIR  (NOVEMBER 2023)

ACEFIR is the most important organization in the field 
of Lifelong Learning in Catalonia and has participated 
in multiple European projects over the last thirty years. 
The FLECSLAB researchers contacted the ACEFIR 
President and veteran Lifelong Learning advocate Rosa 
Maria Falgas in the spring of 2023 who introduced 
them to the Lifelong Learning Platform , an umbrella 

The Lifelong Learning Lab Congress offered the 
FLECSLAB researchers multiple perspectives on the 
subject and allowed them to see two main challeng-
es that lie ahead in this field. The former refers to re-
skilling and reaching EU goals of full employment and 
the needs of the labour market while the latter is more 
closely tied to the health sector, occupational therapy 
and the benefits of the learning experience. 

As regards the benefits of LLL for the economy, re-
searchers were able to establish contact with the 
Gentis Foundation, an organization specialized in re-
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training adults in digital competence to facilitate their 
reintegration into the labour market. 
https://www.gentis.org/en/ 

Following the Girona Lifelong Learning Lab Congress, 
the FLECSLAB team were then invited to present their 
project during the “Adult Learners’ Day” (“Dia de l’Ap-
renent”), an annual forum for the presentation of dif-
ferent projects by association in the LLLl sector. This 
took place in November 2023 and was an excellent 
opportunity to make solid ties with the LLL community 
in Catalonia and to present the FLECSLAB project.

Thanks to the ACEFIR contact, the potential “multiplier 
effect” for the FLECSLAB model is enormous as thanks 
to their patronage of our project, various Town Halls, 
adult training centres and senior citizens organizations 
have contacted the project leaders in order to host 
media literacy and counter-disinformation workshops. 

Figure 37. Aleix Martí, FLECSLAB 
research assistant exposing the 

project in Girona (2023).

In general terms the project has been well received 
and many local associations are willing to cooperate 
in the widening or multiplication of the FLECSLAB 
workshop network. The research team reached a for-
mal agreement with ACEFIR according to which once 
the materials were fully developed for carrying out the 
media literacy workshops for seniors, this umbrella or-
ganization would help the researchers to establish a 
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wide experience in activities based on knowledge 
transfer and training in the field of media literacy. The 
FLECSLAB researchers came into contact with the or-
ganization by attending their media literacy workshops 
in 2023. These workshops consisted of three sessions 
during which both class dynamics and the type of 
contents used during the workshops were explained 
to adult students. The FLECSLAB team cooperated in 
these classes. 

The attendance at and participation in the media lit-
eracy workshops organized by Verificat led to clos-
er cooperation between the FLECSLAB team and a 
professional journalism fact-checking platform. This 
alliance between a public university and a non-profit 
organization has a multi-level multiplier effect:

  leads to the sharing of adult learner cohorts (Verif-
icat had located its volunteers while the FLECSLAB 
team found theirs through the UPF Senior pro-
gram)
  allows for the sharing, editing and exchange of in-
class materials and results
  permits different didactic approaches to the same 
challenge: the FLECSLAB team in a more academ-
ic/teaching mode and the Verificat team from a 
professional hands-on perspective
  has led to the creation of mixed team teaching 
both in terms of age, gender and experience
  the FLECSLAB project is exportable to other larger 
fact-checking platforms in Spain such as Newtral, 
Maldita or, EFE Verifica which would lead to an un-
doubtedly wider “multiplier effect”. 

network of adult learning groups to extend the project 
as far as possible and would collaborate in the dissem-
ination of the online Whatsapp media literacy course. 
Such adult learning groups could include publicly ad-
ministered organizations at both a Catalan level such 
as AFOPAS (permanent Education Workshops for Sen-
iors in Catalonia) or at a Spanish level such as CEATE 
(Spanish Confederation for Third Age Training).

MULTIPLIER 2: MEDIA LITERACY  
PROJECTS IN NEWS ORGANIZATIONS

Connecting to media literacy platforms launched pre-
viously by professional news organizations was con-
sidered a useful step towards widening the repercus-
sions of the FLECLAB project. In that sense, Verificat 
is the leading fact-checking platform in Catalonia 
and is the only one recognised by the International 
Fact-checking Network (IFCN) and the European 
Disinformation Observatory (EDMO). 
https://www.verificat.cat/

Verificat is a non-profit association with the aim of 
fighting misinformation and manipulation on the inter-
net because it believes that “a better informed society 
is a more critical and democratic one”. Located in Bar-
celona, the organization is made up of a wide group 
of journalists specialized in news verification and has 

Figure 38. Verificat (fact-checking 
platform), partner in the elaboration 
of the workshops.
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senior learners can offer a certain guarantee to 
instructors when recruiting potential trainers for 
peer-to-peer instruction
  it can lead to a “word of mouth” effect among adult 
learners in other programmes at other educational 
centres. By way of example this institutional news 
release had precisely this effect. 

MULTIPLIER 3: ADULT EDUCATION  
PROGRAMMES: E.G. UPF SENIOR 

It is clear that one of the most immediate multipliers 
of this peer-to-peer training model in media literacy 
could be in-house higher education adult education 
programmes. Many European universities have a life-
long educational offer for the non-modal learner and 
these could be a source of stakeholders and poten-
tial trainers. By way of example, the UPF Seniors pro-
gramme has between 150-200 year-on-year students 
over the age of 50 and aims to draw them closer to the 
university. Students can choose from over 200 cours-
es and some of these include undergraduate courses 
on offer within the Connected Learning Communities 
—or CLCs— of the Eutopia Alliance.
https://www.upf.edu/web/upfsenior 

With regard to such programmes, the “multiplier ef-
fect” can manifest itself in various ways

  it offers a bigger net for capturing students who 
may be receptive to course aims
  it allows for greater guarantees when recruiting 
potential trainers. Previous in-class contact with Figure 38. Screen Capture of Seniors-UPF webpage. 
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MULTIPLIER 4: PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION LLL / 
DIGITAL LITERACY PROGRAMMES:  
CIVIC CENTRES, LIBRARIES, NEIGHBOURS’  
ASSOCIATIONS

As a result of coinciding at LLL forums over the last 
year or so, the FLECSLAB research team has met 
representatives from many town halls, civic centres, 
libraries and neighbours’ associations charged with 
creating adult education or LLL projects for their sen-
ior citizens. 

Many of them have a vested interest in empowering 
their elderly and reducing the digital gap among their 
older local population and have approached the team 
to invite them to present their model in their respective 
towns. There is a clear “domino” multiplier effect here 
which requires coordination given the possible scale 
of such dissemination.

MULTIPLIER 5: PRIVATE ENTITIES  
(FOUNDATIONS, CLUBS…)

Public administration aside, many private entities such 
as savings banks’ foundations also have considerable 
funds set aside for senior citizen programmes as part 
of their mission to cater to their older clients. These 
organizations very often have their own spaces for 
such workshops and dispose of quality infrastructure 
in order to reach out to their elderly population and 
urge them to attend such programmes.

Figure 39. FLECSLAB seniors trainers. Figure 41. Flecslab presentation 
at Hospitalet sports club; Caixa 
Penedes Savings Bank LLL project.

Figure 40. Caixa Savings Bank programme for LLL.



65FLECSLAB Toolkit

MULTIPLIER 6: INTERNATIONAL  
COMMUNICATION / EDUCATION CONGRESSES

A key element of the FLECSLAB project —given its 
multi-university and pan-European character— is the 
need to project the model into the international media 
education forum. This is necessary in order to com-
pare and contrast the present model with other ini-
tiatives which may be already in operation in Europe, 
submit it to analysis and then to finetune the proposals 
based on the comments made. 

This process is in fact already underway. One such 
example of the interest generated by the FLECSLAB 
initiative is the acceptance by the Media Education 
section of the prestigious ECREA (European Commu-
nication Research Association) congress to be held in 
Ljubljana, Slovenia in September 2024. This could also 
be a way into building international alliances to further 
expand the project. 

MULTIPLIER 7: MEDIA LITERACY  
WHATSAPP COURSE

A straightforward multiplier proposal is of course the 
whatsapp course that this model proposes. This flex-
ible option caters to those non-modal learners who, 
although interested in the subject of disinformation, 
may not want or be able to participate in the work-
shops along with their peers. The tool proposed here is 
a 9-day whatsapp course that broadly follows a meth-
odology adopted by fact-checking platforms such as 
Newtral or Mediawise. 

Once the student has subscribed to the FLECSLAB 
Whatsapp channel he/she will receive a message with 
audiovisual content on one of the topics presented in 
the Digital Course. The singularity of this course is that 
it is to be directed especially at senior people so the 
contents will be segmented and adapted to this seg-
ment of the population. 

In addition to the short didactic video, the senior citi-
zen will receive a message with a quiz-type question 
in which he or she has to answer a question related to 
the video.

Here we can see the welcome message: 

Figure 42. 
Screencapture of the 
welcome message 
of FLECSLAB digital 

course.
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The wider distribution of the WhatsApp course will 
be largely carried out through the Lifelong Learning 
associations mentioned earlier here. Questioning the 
senior population about the concepts taught in the 
videos will allow researchers to measure their level of 
achievement and to gauge if such an application is a 
genuinely useful tool for them to increase their media 
literacy skills.

And here we have one example of the kind of messag-
es they receive: 

Fig. 44. Multiplier effect of 
the Media Literacy project.

Figure 43. Screencapture 
of the FLECSLAB digital 
course.
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As can be seen from the contents of this document, 
this LLL initiative is to a large extent a “work in pro-
gress” as many aspects of the project are still unfold-
ing or need fine-tuning. Despite the ‘organic’ nature 
of the proposal there are some elements regarding its 
immediate future that can be addressed. 

Impact of the workshops 

It goes without saying that one of the key elements of 
this project is to be able to measure its impact on our 
cohort of non-modal learners and specifically the 

potentiality of the workshops and the peer-to-
peer experiment in general. 

As previously mentioned here the 
adult learners are asked to com-
plete a questionnaire prior to the 
class in order to gauge their 
media habits, knowledge of 
misinformation practices 
and trust in news outlets. 
Following the peer-to-
peer classes students are 
then asked to complete 
a second questionnaire 
where they are quizzed 
more specifically on their 
capacity to detect false 
information, to attribute 
responsibility for combat-
ing misinformation prac-
tices or for example if they 
have learnt how to validate 
sources. They are also asked 
about the design of the workshop 

itself (quality of the instruction, 
contribution and co-learning of class 

colleagues, recommendations for suture 
workshops, etc).

Researchers can then tabulate and cross-reference 
the answers to detect projected knowledge transfer 
or issues which may need addressing (for example, 
regarding the instructor or class contents).

Step 5:
Results and future challenges: 
driving the project forward

Solid structure of multipliers

An additional challenge for the FLECSLAB model is 
how to consolidate the chain of multipliers involved 
in the development and dissemination of the project. 
This process has two main sides to it: the trainers and 
institutional collaboration. As for the former, there are 
at least three potential tasks at hand here:

  to assemble a solid team of peer-to-peer teaching 
volunteers
  to weave a network of mutual collaboration among 
them so they can exchange ideas, methods and 
tips to improve their classes
  create the conditions to allow for the volunteer 
network to work independently. Once the peer 
instructors are trained and their initial sessions 
have been supervised, they must be given free 
rein to operate 

Once a body of instructors has been trained, the pro-
ject must be dimensioned regarding the ambition of its 
outreach before formal agreements may be made with 
further education institutions, public bodies and civil 
society in order to carry out the workshops.

Share the toolkit / materials

providing the instructors with constantly updated and 
multilingual materials with which to work is also a task 
to be taken into consideration. This is a fast-moving 
field and the trainers must work with updated mate-
rials. This could be in a co-creation format based on 
their in-class experience. Aside from the content itself, 
the languages of instruction should also be taken into 
consideration here. 

Institutionalization validation

Given how seriously the European Union has regard-
ed the upskilling and reskilling of the European adult 
population, one of the main tools proposed to achieve 
this endeavour is the deployment of Micro-Credentials 
(MCs). Lifelong learning organizations have welcomed 
this initiative as a way of broadening access to learn-
ing opportunities for all and the senior citizen sector 
can be considered part of this. 
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Conclusions

The results from the Pilot Test on Senior Citizens, Me-
dia Literacy and Disinformation as a derivative of the 
Eutopia Connected Learning Community “International 
Journalism & Global Media” reveal various aspects re-
garding teaching innovation, flexible learning mecha-
nisms and opportunities for non-modal learners. These 
ideas in line with the principles of open education can 
contribute both to the presentation of viable solutions 
for stakeholders and policy makers and to the projec-
tion of some conclusions regarding their incorporation 
into a rounded Lifelong Learning proposal. 

The initiatives from the testbeds and the practical im-
plementation of a model such as that used in the Sen-
ior Citizens and Disinformation project presented here 
allow us to analyse the operability of the components 
of the LLL Toolkit outlined in Part II of this report:

  a multi-disciplinary approach in order to tackle the 
challenges of societat issues forms a clear part of 
the DNA of these flexible learning pathways. Present 
in many of the CLCs (such as Multilingualism or De-
sign & Science to name just two examples), it is clear 
that combining fields of knowledge and moving both 
the model instructor and the non-modal learner out 
of a monodiscipline “comfort zone” is a necessary 
step for increased synergy and greater inter-discipli-
nary connectivity. In the case of the digital literacy/
disinformation model presented here elements of 
technology, human psychology, communication and 
design are all present. 

  Team and project-based learning runs across all 
the testbeds (relevant examples here include Fun-
damentals of TV Direction or Technological Busi-
ness Development) reinventing along the way the 
standard instructor-student relationship. In-class 
hierarchies are re-assessed as students foster a 
more collective approach and the role of the con-
tent expounding “teacher” is reworked to be more 
that of a facilitator for the independent generation of 
knowledge and alternative proposals for its transfer. 
The radical “peer-to-peer” or “train-the trainers” ap-
proach employed in the senior media literacy model 
explained here is an exemple of how students rene-
gotiated their relationship in the classroom to reach 
collective goals.

  As part of their push for viability, problem/solu-
tion-based initiatives are a key part of the Toolkit 

presented in this report. The collection of LC testbeds 
revealed that teaching strategies were often aimed 
at reaching practical proposals (Urban Education or 
Entrepreneurship are two such examples) as can be 
exemplified by the model presented at length here 
according to which a cohort of non-modal learners 
such as senior citizens have a vested interest not only 
in learning how to detect fake news but also how to 
avoid digital fraud given that they are a sector highly 
vulnerable to such cybercriminal practices. 

  A case study approach is a natural derivative of such 
solution-based proposals. With regard to the seniors 
media literacy case explained in the report “real-life” 
issues are confronted directly in the classroon as 
older students aim to transform their (often negative) 
fake news/cyberfraud experiences through a case 
study-based teaching approach often explained by 
class peers handpicked and trained by course in-
structors. In order to reinforce this “real-life” strategy 
the course brings students into direct contact with 
practitioners and relevant organizations “in the field” 
(in this case fact-checking media platforms).

  The heterogeneous profile of the CLC course in-
structors has meant that the  reconfiguring of the 
“teacher” concept forms a necessary part of the 
FLECSLAB Toolkit. This flexible definition of course 
instructor encompassed figures better defined as 
“teacher-coach”, “expert”, “external practitioner”, 
“advisor”, “technician” and, in the case of the sen-
iors media literacy model dealt with here, even “peer 
trainers” which can be seen as part of a “circular” 
training model whereby  learners become trainers. 

  Along with the “classic” figure of the teacher, the 
regotiation and increasing diversity of teaching 
spaces could even be added as part of the Toolkit. 
Many of the CLC testbeds revealed their usage of 
“third space learning environments” such as the city 
itself (Urban Education), film studios (TV Direction) 
or hospitals (Nursing). This is particularly prevalent 
in the case of the seniors and media literacy project 
presented here given that our “peer trainers” venture 
out to alternative teaching spaces such as adult ed-
ucation centres, social clubs or day care centres. 

  In order to deploy the Toolkit and thus increase the 
viability of such a model, this report makes it clear 
that the stakeholders play a vital role and are to 
be welcomed aboard the LLL project. Co-creation 
with industry representatives is a clear trait of the 
majority of the FLECSLAB Leaning Communities as 
close partnerships are formed with a wide range 
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of non-academic actors. While architects and engi-
neers may form part of an Urban Education course, 
the  instructors behind the media literacy project 
presented here worked closely with a professional 
news verification platform Verifica’t who entered 
the classroom to explain how they combat fake 
news in the newsroom and gave practical tips in 
highly didactic fashion to non-modal students such 
a senior citizens. As one interviewee put it, “collab-
oration and co-creation with industry stakeholders 
is paramount”. 

  A collaborative and resource-sharing learning 
culture is a key aspect of the LLL Toolkit outlined 
in this report. In the model presented here, this 
“open share” culture is employed at all levels. Staff 
share their knowledge and teaching material with 
students. These non-modal students are welcome 
to explain their experiences so that techniques can 
be developed to combat cyberfraud practices. The 
fact-checking platform called in on the project then 
shares its databank of examples, glossary of terms 
and practical guide to the students who once qual-
ified as peer trainers then go out into the field to 
share their knowledge with their peers in non-formal 
teaching locations. Collaboration and resource gen-
erosity is key to the model. 

  Adaptability and the capacity to embrace and pro-
vide instruments for change is an essential part of 
the model. This is due to many variables. One such 
factor is the profile of the non-modal learner. In the 
case of the seniors market (following the exemple 
presented here) one issue could be the age (and 
even generational) gap among the students given 
that it may range from 60 years old to learners in 
their early Eighties. Another could be the level of dig-
ital proficiency. While a learner in their early 60s may 
be familiar with information technology, that may not 
be the case for a class colleague twenty years old-
er. Course materials and didàctic skills may need to 
be finetuned accordingly. The socio-linguistic back-
ground of learners must also be factored in to the 
teaching challenge in bi-lingual or dual language 
communities such as the case of Barcelona where 
courses may need to be offered in both Catalan and 
Spanish. In more general terms, the need to adapt 
to the LLL scenario may involve accumulative ad-
aptability regarding face-to-face or online teaching, 
open timetables, academic or alternative learning 
settings, the level of co-creation and empowerment 
given over to students or the finetuning of a pro-
gramme based on the specific needs of the learner. 

  To increase the capacity for genuine deployment of 
the Toolkit, digital technologies must be incorporat-
ed as part of the model. While these are incorporated 
into many testbeds, nowhere is this more salient than 
in the case of the “senior learners and disinformation” 
model presented here. To begin with, the non-modal 
learners must bring their mobile smartphones to class 
in order to relate to the course material employed in 
class. An intelligent and directed use of the internet 
is also essential for tracking fake news or for search-
ing for alternative sources of information. Students 
are also offered a fact-checking related whatsapp 
course for them to follow in order to implement their 
acquired disinformation skills. Given the very nature 
of how disinformation reaches this sector, it must be 
combatted on its own digital backyard. 

  The challenge of developing new skills and up-
dating previously-acquired competences is clearly 
embedded in the CLCs. On the one hand, this may 
reside in refining general aptitudes such as a capac-
ity for analysis or simply keeping up with develop-
ments in the field of reference. On the other this may 
involve the acquirement and deployment of specific 
observation skills and digital tools in order to be for 
example, a credible and qualified news verifier (in 
the case of the seniors and disinformation model)

  Going beyond short-termism and aiming at longer 
more sustainable goals is a major element of the 
Toolkit. The resilience of the model will depend on its 
design, reliability, implementation and monitoring. In 
the specfic case offered here, the peer-to-peer disin-
formation training workshops are designed to grow ex-
ponentially as learners become trainers and a “domino” 
effect occurs regarding how the course materials are 
propagated. This can be clearly seen in the “multiplier 
effect” diagram at the end of the report. 

In summary, the wide-ranging initiatives and training 
guidelines which emerge from the learning commu-
nities together with the Lifelong Learning and Higher 
Educational characteristics of the specific model pre-
sented here offer a holístic, flexible and integrated 
approach for non-modal students and a viable option 
for them to operate in a HEI landscape given its pre-
ference towards team-based learning, collaborative 
teaching, resource sharing philosophy and willingness 
to take on societat challenges supported by invested 
stakeholders which in turn act as a bridge towards 
community engagement and vouch for the sustaina-
bility of the project.
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1. LEARNER-CENTRED

Alignment to the individual characteristics of the mature learner 
→ incl. disadvantaged learners; adult learners, etc.

Motivation of the mature learner
→ skills needs and competences demand
→  upskilling: reskilling; personal development; second chance education; career changes; etc. Mature learners look out 
for rapid and flexible learning alternatives to academic degrees incl. certificates, industry recognized certificates, 
digital badges, shorter degree programme, etc.

→ focus is on human development rather than on human capital

Widening access routes to education
→ inclusive
→ affordable (OECD, 2021; pay per use)

Stackable modular education
→ Not limited over time
→ EADTU project MCE, 2019; European Commission/ECREA/Euydice, 2021.

Open / self-regulated learning
→ Towards heutagogic learning 

Individual tracking or prior learning and experiences
→ ownership by the individual
→ EU Recommendation on individual Learning accounts, EU Recommendation on Upskilling Pathways

Personalised learning pathways
→  Choosing their portfolio of modules according to personal skill needs and competence demands. Elements of choice 
and support and guidance enlarge. Students can build their own curricula or based on personal interests and prior 
experiences. Curricula are not anymore fully predefined but upfront given structure to a more flexible personalized and 
a participatory model. 

Seeking International / European mobility and experiences
→ virtual mobility / blended mobility opportunities

Focus on interaction, collaboration

Adapted to cultural and linguistic context of the mature learner

2. PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Professional training offer of learning designers and provides

Professional training offer of guidance providers

Professional training offer on training of validation of prior learning inlc. MC

Professional training offer on innovative and online assessment methods

Professional training about diversity & needs of LL learners

Development of and training of transferable skills 

Appendix
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3. INNOVATE LEARNING AND TEACHING

Digital / networked didactics
→ EADTU project EMBED (2019): Digital education plan of EU for HEI

Sharing (open) educational resources

Collaborative course design and development
→ Students actively cooperate with professors / teachers / advisors in co-development and co-learning
→  Co-working with peers/learners in identifying and formulating together learning goals and assessment criteria “as well 
as defining learning activities and outcomes” 

Active Learning methods
→ Involve real life data and cases from real-life experiences / Learning on-the-job 
→ Self-regulated learning

Participatory model
→ Interaction with other actors and stakeholders / community engagement 

Open assessment 
→ credentials (digital) as MC, Open Badges, short programmes credits, industry recognised certificates
→ Sustainable assessment using Boud’s framework

Cultural-relevant curriculum
→  t  he “need to understand adult learners’ plural cultural contexts and identities so that effective learning could happen”

Widening access routes to education

4. CO-CREATION, COLLABORATION & CONNECTIVENESS

Knowledge creation: Openness to new ideas
→ Provide support for the identification of new ideas and their mutual exploitation.
→ The HEI integrates research, education and industry (wider community) activities to exploit new knowledge.

Knowledge exchanges and sharing 
→ Develop and support an ecosystem whereby education, research and innovation are intertwined
→ Open education goes along with open science
→  Apply open science principles → The degree to which an institution facilitates research communities for sharing ideas, 
data, methods and results with local, national, regional and global collaborative networks of research participants

→  Apply open education principles → The degree to which an institution facilitates open learning communities for sharing 
practices, materials and courses

Knowledge Collaboration: Partnership among and collaboration with various actors and stakeholders
→  The HEI demonstrates active involvement in partnerships and relationships with a wide range of stakeholders of each 
ecosystem

→ Community engagement

Open Knowledge Practices through communities 
→ Open Science and education sharing.
→ The transdisciplinary research practice is the major open practice adopted.
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5. ORGANISATIONAL CAPACITY

Have an institutional strategy and a continuous assessment of its maturity of LLL
→  The degree to which LLL, teaching and education are embedded in the vision, educational model and goals of the 
institution.

→ The degree that LLL is central to the vision and not at the side-line of the strategies
→ The degree the institution fosters a culture encouraging positive attitudes towards LLL.
→ Potential of future capacity building in view of sustainability.

Have institutional support set up for LLL
→ Targeted support towards vulnerable groups 

Sharing and openness 
→  Have a explicit links with all other education and training sectors in LLL context 
The degree that the learner is giving centrality and autonomy and the degree that the whole learning cycle is been 
considered

→ Partnership with local actors and stakeholders (community engagement)
→ Partnership with employers → employers support

Quality Assurance
→ The process where LLL courses, programmes, rules and regulations are evaluated and revised on a regular basis. 

Governance
→ The way in which policies are translated to rules, regulations and actions that facilitate LLL

Finance
→  The extent to which financial resource are allocated to develop, support and stimulate LLL/Funding tends to come for a 
variety of source: 70% identified funding as the core problem and tuition fees still make the biggest contribution

Facilities (infrastructure) 
→ The extent to which institutions are equipped to facilitate LLL and teaching

6. NETWORKED (DIGITAL) AND INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTION

Digital transformation and capability
→  The HEI fosters a digital culture and implements and monitors a digital strategy supporting innovation and 
entrepreneurship.

→ The HEI invests in, manages and continuously improves a fit-for-purpose digital infrastructure
→  The HEI actively supports the use of digital technologies of enhance quality and equity in teaching, learning 
and assessment. And the HEI uses communication channels the learners are familiar to work with such as social 
media.

→  The HEI actively uses open educational resources, open science and open data practices to improve the 
performance of the institution and increase its impact on its ecosystem.

→  The HEI makes full use of its digital capacity to promote sustainable and inclusive innovation and 
entrepreneurship.

The Internationalized institution crossing broders
→ The connectiveness is transnational 
→ Internationalization is an integral part of the HEI’s agenda.
→ The HEI explicitly supports the international mobility of its staff and students. 
→ The HEI seeks and attracts international staff. 
→ International perspectives are reflected in the HEI’s approach to teaching
→ The International dimension is reflected in the HEI’s approach to research

Crossing sectors and disciplines 
→ The connectiveness multiple and/or interdisciplinary (crossing various disciplines, sectors, academic topics).
→ Being linked to societal challenges.


