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Abstract
This study seeks to identify the socio-economic background and the current trend of lifelong learning regimes in Asia. It is based on an archival research from the perspective of policies, measures and regional co-operation in Asia. The study maintains that lifelong learning has become a key element on the policy agenda of both the government and private sectors in Asia in order to face the economic and demographic challenges of the 21st century. The study also maintains that there is a gradual shift from active labour market policies towards active lifelong learning policies in Asia. Yet, Asian countries are at different stages of policy reforms to ensure lifelong learning opportunities for all. While lifelong learning is enshrined in the constitution of many Asian countries, some have targeted, in relatively narrow terms, only certain categories of the workforce. Participation in lifelong learning and training is yet to be further encouraged among the older population, those with low education, and low-skilled, low-paid and female workers. While governments have reasserted their role through policy measures, institutional infrastructures and supporting programmes, partnership and more investment in the private sector in lifelong learning and training programmes have also turned out to be important trends in Asia. 
1
Introduction

This research paper seeks to identify the socio-economic background and the current trend of lifelong learning regimes in Asia. It is based on an archival research from the perspective of policies, measures and regional co-operation in Asia. 
This paper maintains that lifelong learning has become a key element on the policy agenda of both the government and private sectors in Asia in order to face the economic and demographic challenges of the 21st century. It also maintains that there is a gradual shift from active labour market policies towards active lifelong learning policies in Asia. Yet, Asian countries are at different stages of policy reforms to ensure lifelong learning opportunities for all. While lifelong learning is enshrined in the constitution of many Asian countries, some have targeted, in relatively narrow terms, only certain categories of the workforce.
Participation in lifelong learning and training is yet to be further encouraged among the older population, those with low education, and low-skilled, low-paid and female workers. While governments have reasserted their role through policy measures, institutional infrastructures and supporting programmes, partnership and more investment in the private sector in lifelong learning and training programmes have also turned out to be important trends in Asia. 
2
Asian socio-economic background

According to the Asian Development Bank (2008), developing Asian performance in 2007 broke records set over almost two decades. Aggregate gross domestic product grew at 8.7%, due to supportive global economic conditions, a largely favourable policy environment, and productivity gains as the region continued its remarkable modernisation and transformation. The accelerating growth was led by China, which expanded by 11.4%, its fastest rate in 13 years. East Asian growth as a whole accelerated to 9.3%. India also grew apace, while growth in South-East Asia inched up to 6.5%. Yet, during 2008, both China and India were expected to slow. Growth in East Asia was also expected to decelerate in 2008 to 8.1%, and South-East Asia to slow to 5.7%. 
A contributory factor to the previous growth in many parts of Asia was the high proportion of the population in the labour-force age group, particularly young adults. The contribution of the so-called ‘demographic dividend’ was through productive employment, asset creation and investment.
Asia had a population of 3.74 billion in 2006, accounting for approximately 57% of the world’s total. An additional 365 million people are expected during 2006 and 2015. Yet, such a population growth will be of a declining rate, from an average annual rate of 1.4% registered between 1990 and 2006 to 1% annually between 2006 and 2015. The Asian labour force of 1.8 billion in 2006 represented approximately 59% of the world’s total. Some 221 million people, or 12.1%, are estimated to be added to the region’s current labour force between 2006 and 2015. This is a result of the slowdown in Asia’s labour force growth from the average annual rate of 1.6% experienced between 1996 and 2006 to 1.3% annually between 2006 and 2015 (International Labour Organization (ILO) 2007)
The labour force in Asia’s developed (industrialised) economies is projected to contract by 3.6 million, or 4.6%, driven largely by trends in Japan. China and the Republic of Korea are also all expected to show significant declines in the prime-age population share, which could represent a potential ‘demographic cliff’ of lower output growth. They are expected to face emerging labour shortages and other social and economic consequences of their ageing workforces (ILO 2007). So does South-East Asia. The optimum conditions for a demographic dividend in Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam will be declining after 2010. Malaysia and Indonesia will be following the trend after the labour-force peak of 63.0% and 65.0% in 2020, respectively (Wongboonsin 2003; Wongboonsin and Kinnas 2004).
Countries that will see the biggest increase in the share of people of prime working-age population include Afghanistan, Bhutan, Cambodia, Mongolia, Pakistan, Timor-Leste, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, the Philippines and some Pacific Island countries. Yet, they are also categorised with the highest numbers of working poor, the largest informal economies, and insufficient numbers of decent and productive jobs. They are expected to face enormous labour supply pressure (ILO 2007). This compares with a key challenge in Asian countries with a declining rate of labour force growth, in terms of extending working life and enhancing the employability of older workers though lifelong learning in such a way that promotes decent work at later stages in the life cycle, while also providing a mechanism for skills and knowledge transfer to the next generation of workers (ILO 2006).
Accordingly, in years to come the ‘demographic dividend’ in Asia is not guaranteed. To take advantage, countries must create a large number of productive jobs – a major challenge in many parts of Asia (ILO 2007)..
Against the above demographic background, fast-rising growth in Asia has resulted in a structural change, fueling the demand for skills-intensive services. Despite a rising level of education attainment across all skills groups, developing Asia is suffering from a growing dearth of skills, especially among professional occupations such as accountants, doctors, engineers and pilots. The shortage is serious enough, potentially, to harm the productivity of entire industries and the economy as a whole. The structural nature of the skills gap suggests that it is likely to afflict developing Asia for years to come. This is in addition to an increase in youth unemployment and joblessness. Poor education and training are increasingly pushing poor, young workers into informal sector jobs, often at low pay and in miserable working conditions (Asian Development Bank 2008).

3
Current trend of lifelong learning regimes in Asia

According to the ILO (2000: para. 5), ‘lifelong learning ensures that the individual’s skills and competencies are maintained and improved as work, technology and skill requirements change, ensures the personal and career development of workers; results in increases in aggregate productivity and income; and improves social equity.’
Lifelong learning has become increasingly important in Asia. It permeates contemporary policy developments in a growing number of countries. 
Statements on lifelong learning have also been made by various international and regional bodies and organisations. According to APEC (the Asia–Pacific Economic Cooperation):
A skilled and adaptable labour force is vital for sustained economic growth in the new economy. Collective efforts by all stakeholders are required to promote human resources development by increasing individual participation in lifelong learning and skills upgrading in response to the rising skills demands of the new economy … High levels of skill development will require economies to implement appropriate, comprehensive labour market policies, which must respond, in particular, to the imperative of narrowing the digital divide … Access to quality basic education and the development of basic literacy and numeracy skills are an essential foundation for further learning and skill acquisition. Individuals must engage in lifelong learning to promote sustained employability. Equally, workers and employers should be encouraged to invest in skill development and skill upgrading.
 APEC 2001
ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations) has also encouraged regional co-operation on lifelong learning by promoting a network of regional skills training institutions, the mutual recognition of skills, using information and communication technology (ICT) to promote networking opportunities between ASEAN education and training centres, and by establishing shared labour market monitoring systems (ILO 2004). 
4
Regional mutual recognition arrangement for professional services

At the regional level, countries in South-East Asia signed an ASEAN Framework Agreement on Services (AFAS) in 1995 to improve the efficiency and competitiveness of ASEAN service suppliers, as part of the roadmap for the integration of ASEAN, particularly an ASEAN economic community by 2015. A recent development in ASEAN co-operation on trade in services includes a mutual recognition arrangement (MRA) for professional services. At present, ASEAN has concluded seven MRAs on: 
· Engineering Services (signed 9 December 2005);
· Architectural Services (signed 19 November 2006);
· Framework Arrangement for the Mutual Recognition of Surveying Qualifications (signed 19 November 2006);
· Nursing Services (signed 8 December 2006);
· Medical Practitioners (signed 25 July 2008);

· Dental Practitioners (signed 25 July 2008); and

· Framework on Accountancy Services (signed 25 July 2008).

Capacity building and training on a lifelong basis are part of ASEAN’s strategies to improve the efficiency and competitiveness of ASEAN practitioners of professional services. Accordingly, continuing professional education is a key mutual recognition criterion identified in all the abovementioned MRAs. This is part of the parameters to ensure that the standards of an ASEAN member state are maintained, monitored and regulated, so that the services provided are of high quality. An MRA is considered a binding treaty between governments, affecting the role and commitment of relevant professional regulatory authorities and non-governmental institutions.
The main driver behind the move towards lifelong learning is the increasing pace of economic change, in technologies, in product and labour markets, and the presumed increase in the rate of depreciation of knowledge and skills as training systems struggle to keep pace. It is widely recognised that a well-trained workforce is the key to a competitive edge (ILO 2004).
A previous study suggests that Asia is experiencing a gradual shift from active labour market to active lifelong learning policies. Job-related career orientation of adult education and lifelong learning are increasingly considered a strategic investment. 
In Asia, it is the governments that have been taking the lead, pursuing a centralised approach to adult and lifelong learning governance and policy and support infrastructure development. Lifelong learning in a number of Asian countries has been promoted through legislation or through government policies that have demanded major changes to the education system. They are, for example, Japan, the Republic of Korea, Hong Kong, China, Singapore, Thailand and the Philippines. 
Lifelong learning in Asia can be categorised into three main approaches:
· a holistic approach: Japan;
· a focus on vocational skills and employability: South-East Asia; and
· a focus on non-formal and adult education: Korea and China.
The objectives of lifelong learning in Asia can be classified into three main categories (Atchoarena 2006):
· adapting to the knowledge-based economy: China, Malaysia and Thailand;
· establishing a lifelong learning society: Japan; and
· reducing the emphasis on academic pathways and credentials: Korea and Japan.
Partnership co-operation between the ministries of education and labour is a rising trend in Asia, in response to the call for job-related lifelong education and training. The various approaches and mechanisms are set out in Table 1.
Table 1: Lifelong learning approaches and mechanisms in Asia
	Japan
	- With strong laws and policies supporting the promotion of a lifelong learning society and the provision of a wide variety of adult educational activities, the concept of lifelong learning is included in the Fundamental Law on Education in Japan. The Law for Promotion of Lifelong Learning provides subsidies and promotes lifelong learning systems at the community level.

	
	- Lifelong learning (shôgai gakushû) includes all types of social education activities (shakai kyôiku), learning at all stages of life, both formal and non-formal learning at companies, community centres, museums, etc.

	
	- Now, Japan is promoting the basics of lifelong learning for children, and learning of competence corresponding to rapid social transformations in schools, industry and communities. Learning through experience is highlighted.

	Korea
	- The focus is on labour-related administration; trying to build a system to integrate various lifelong learning programmes provided by various institutions using a national human resource development framework; and on expanding higher education opportunities for adult learners through the Credit Bank System, Self-Study Programme and cyber universities.

	China
	- The 1995 Education Law stipulates that the state operates a lifelong education system and creates conditions so that its citizens learn throughout life. Major drives to lifelong learning are: (1) to universalise literacy and basic education; (2) to popularise higher education; (3) to systematise vocational education; and (4) to practise community-based adult education.

	Singapore
	- The Manpower 21 programme envisions Singapore as a ’talent capital’, a hub of continuous learning for lifelong employability. The School of Lifelong Learning establishes a comprehensive system to meet the needs of all workforce levels.

	
	- Singapore’s Workforce Development Agency has provided a foundation for a national Continuing Education and Training system by building up the Employability Skills System and the Singapore Workforce Skills Qualifications system. The Lifelong Learning Fund provides significant resources to support training programmes for workers while creating more learning opportunities for individuals, particularly in courses to certify workers for enhanced employability.

	Malaysia
	- The concept of lifelong learning in Malaysia is clearly linked to productivity and employability. Educational Institutions are encouraged to introduce flexible learning approaches.

	
	- Employers are encouraged to promote lifelong learning through training and retraining to equip workers with new skills and knowledge so as to keep up with technological developments. The Human Resource Development Fund and the Skills Development Fund provide opportunities for school leavers, and training and retraining for workers.

	Philippines
	- The government is seeking the private sector’s participation in technical and vocational education and training policies. The Technical Education and Skills Development Authority, as the highest policy-making body, formulates continuous, co-ordinated and fully integrated technical education and skills development policies, plans and programmes.

	Thailand
	- The Constitution ensures that all people will have both the rights and

duties to receive education and training as well as academic freedom (sections 30, 42 and 69). The role of the private sector in the provision of education at all levels is also emphasised (section 43).

	
	- As part of the lifelong learning effort, the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare and the Ministry of Education are working together to set up a system for transferring credit between skills and basic knowledge. This initiative is to encourage the workforce to upgrade their skills and knowledge.

	
	- The 1994 Occupational Training Promotion Act set up the Skill Development Fund to encourage private businesses to organise training for their workforce and to establish and register their own training centres for workplace learning with the Ministry of Labour.


Source: Yamada  et al. 2003; Shuping 2002; Bax and Hassan 2003; ILO 2004; Wongboonsin and Rojvithee 2007.
A recent development in developing Asian countries includes a new Education Act emphasising the role of manpower training in Thailand Other developing ASEAN countries are also reforming their training systems and policies to increase access and provision of training to all on a continuous basis. They share the aim of enhancing productivity and employability in response to a rapidly changing environment (Wongboonsin et al. 2007). 
Given that workplace learning is part of lifelong learning in Asia, as shown in the Table 1, the following sub-section focuses on the notion of workplace learning.
5
Workplace learning

Workplace learning may be simply described as learning that occurs in the context of the workplace, or learning which, somehow, relates to the workplace. In fact, the term is defined differently from one scholar to another. One refers to it as the processes and outcomes of learning that individual employees and groups of employees undertake under the auspices of a particular workplace (Holliday 1998).Meanwhile, others define workplace learning as part of a more general process of skill formation (Ashton and Sung 2002), as well as in terms of activities, including training and human resource development (Watkins and Marsick 1993), and others that develop people as resources for organisations, from the perspective of what learners do rather than focusing solely on what trainers or developers do in organisations (Nadler and Nadler 1989). The learning processes may be formal, problem-based, experience-based, incidental, informal learning, self-directed at the individual or group levels, or organisational learning. They may be bound to, separated from one another, and/or integrated into the production processes of the workplace. The latter may be an organisation, an enterprise, or even a home-based one (Matthews 1999). The outcomes of workplace learning may manifest as development in terms of the working-life experiences, attitudes, knowledge and skills of an individual employee, which is subject to incorporation into organisational improvement (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995).

These divergent notions suggest either that there are different types of workplace learning in practice or that the use of the workplace as a learning experience has been transformed over the years. Such variation is due to the differences in the paradigm of learning and its goal, and its association with different kinds of activity, and different levels of learning – individuals, teams and the organisation.

According to the ILO, workplace learning has become increasingly important during the last decade (Ashton and Sung 2002).  Explanations include the growth of the knowledge economy, the role of ICT and its impact on technological progress, the growing use of high-performance working practices, and the unmet demand for knowledge and skills for productivity and competitiveness.
Against the background of the different paradigms, types and focus of workplace learning as mentioned above, this study maintains that the approach to workplace learning varies from one country to another in Asia, irrespective of the different levels of economic development.
For example, among the developed Asian countries, Singapore encouraged a self-directed approach to workplace learning in the late 1990s, through the Singapore Committee on Competitiveness under the Singapore Ministry of Trade and Industry. This is part of the government policy emphasising lifelong learning at the national, institutional and enterprise levels. The Singaporeans are expected to be eager to constantly learn new things and upgrade themselves (Read 2001). Meanwhile, Japan, another developed Asian country, has been relying on the approach of learning organisation and knowledge creation at the enterprise/organisational level for decades. Business processes are emphasised as the key to helping employees to move towards becoming information developers rather than just resources for the enterprise/organisation (Mayuma 1984: 100-11). Korean employers, on the other hand, are much more likely to provide training that will assist an employee to gain a higher level of skills to enable them to gain a promotion, than that relevant to the tasks performed in the current job (Katrina et al. 2001).
Currently, Thailand, as a developing Asian country, is depending on the combination of individual self-actualisation and external prescription. The latter includes the 1994 Occupational Training Promotion Act, which set up the Skill Development Fund to encourage private businesses to organise training for their workforce and to establish and register their own training centres for workplace learning with the Department of Skills Development, Ministry of Labour. Amendments to the Skill Development Promotion Act are expected to promote and support skill upgrading through occupational skill training for those active in the industrial labour force. Participating employers are entitled to company tax deductions of up to twice their actual expenditure on training. Enterprises with at least 100 employees are obliged to provide training for at least half of their staff. Otherwise, they are to pay a levy into the Skill Development Fund at the annual rate of some TB 480 (about US$ 15) per employee not receiving training. Enterprises with training programmes are entitled to further tax deductions for capital investments and the costs incurred in bringing in training experts. This is in addition to water and electricity supplies free of charge (Wongboonsin and Rojvithee 2007: 43–62). 
Wages and income legislation represents a recent development to guarantee fair wages for employees, while encouraging employees to improve their skills through a self-directed approach to workplace learning. To do so, the law sets a salary scale for each different profession in Thailand, based on knowledge, skills and experiences, in both public and private sectors of employment. Yet, the implementation is on a voluntary basis. The Ministries of Labour and Education are also working together to set up a system for credit transfers between accredited vocational and professional skills and general educational qualifications. This is to encourage employees to upgrade their knowledge and qualifications on a lifelong basis (Wongboonsin and Rojvithee 2007). 

6
Challenges

Asian countries are still far from ensuring universal access to lifelong learning.

A major challenge, however, is to develop and extend these new approaches to

lifelong learning to make it a reality for all. 
Participation is particularly low among older people, among those with low

initial education, and among low-skilled, low-paid and female workers. In Singapore, for example, 43% of the population aged 15–34 acquired some form of structured training, compared with 32% of those aged 35–44 and 23% of those aged 45–64 as reported by the Adult Training Survey 2000. Adults with tertiary education had the highest participation rate at 56%. The incidence dropped to 37% for adults with secondary or post-secondary education and plummeted further to 12% for adults with less than secondary education (ILO 2004).
Instead of restricting lifelong learning to a small, elite group, there is now an expectation that it should involve the entire adult population. For this to occur, new alliances and forms of collabouration between different institutions and social partners will be required (ILO 2004).

7
Conclusion

A review of the literature on lifelong learning in Asian countries reflects a common concern that lifelong learning needs to be aggressively promoted and the concept to be shared widely so that the lifelong learning agenda can be successfully implemented there. The challenges facing the implementation of lifelong learning in many Asian countries include the need for developing a national qualifications framework, changing mindsets to create a learning society, and better co-ordination and collabouration between ministries or agencies and other stakeholders. In most Asian countries, there are many different players providing different and sometimes similar initiatives and forms of lifelong learning to the various stakeholders. Lifelong learning should be further promoted among older people, those with low initial education, and among low-skilled, low- paid, female and home-based workers.

References

Asian Development Bank (2008) Asian Development Outlook 2008.
APEC (2001). APEC 2001: Summary of Meetings. Available from www.cb.cityu.edu.hk/research/apec/content/doc/.../APEC2001.pdf.
Ashton, D. and Sung, J. (2002) Supporting Workplace Learning for High 

Performance Working, Geneva: ILO.
Atchoarena, D. (2006) ‘Lifelong learning: a step towards knowledge-based 

Societies?’ IIEP/UNESCO, Caribbean Forum for lifelong learning, May 16–17 2006.
Beckett, D. and Hager, P. (2002) Life, Work and Learning: Practice in Postmodernity. London and New York: Routledge.
Holliday, R. (1998) ’EEB 703 Workplace Learning, Module 2: Foundational 

Concepts’, Wagga Wagga: Charles Sturt University.
Katrina, B., Lee, Y., Phan, O. and Ra, Y. 2001) Adult Retraining and Reskilling in Australia and South Korea, National Centre for Vocational Education Research, South Australia.

ILO (2000). Learning and Training for High Performance in Asia and the Pacific. In-focus Programme on Skills, Knowledge and Employability Working Paper, ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, Geneva: International Labour Office.

ILO (2004) ’Lifelong Learning in Asia and the Pacific’, ILO Regional Tripartite 

Meeting, Bangkok, Thailand, 9–10 December 2003.

ILO (2006) Realizing Decent Work in Asia, Report of the Director-General, 

Fourteenth Asian Regional Meeting, Busan: Republic of Korea. 
ILO (2007) Visions for Asia’s Decent Work Decade: Sustainable Growth and Jobs 

to 2015, International Labour Organization.
Matthews, P. (1999) ‘Workplace Learning: Developing an Holistic Model’, The 

Learning Organisation, 6(1): 18–29.
Mayuma, M. (1984) ’Alternative Concepts of Management: Insights from Asia and Africa’, Asia Pacific Journal of Management 1(2): 100–11.
Bax, M. And Hassan, M. (2003) ‘Lifelong Learning in Malaysia’, presented at International Policy Seminar co-organised by IIEP/UNESCO and KRIVET on Making Lifelong Learning a Reality, Seoul, 24–26 June 2003. 
Nadler, L. and Nadler, Z. (1989) Developing Human Resources, San Francisco and 

London: Jossey-Bass.
Nonaka, I. and Takeuchi, H. (1995) The Knowledge-Creating Company, Oxford and 

New York: Oxford University Press.
Read, J.M. (2001) ‘Developing Self-Directed Learning’, Research and Practice in 

Human Resource Management,  9(1): 119–37.
Shuping, M. (2002) ‘Promoting Lifelong Learning in Beijing for a Learning 

Society’. In C. Medel-Anonuevo (ed.) Integrating Lifelong Learning Perspectives, UNESCO Institute for Education; cited in Medel-Anonuevo, C. (2008) ’Operationalizing the Policy Discourses of Lifelong Learning: Challenges for Africa’, Working Documents, Association for the Development of Education in Africa Biennale on Education in Africa, Libreville, Gabon, 27–31 March 2006.
Watkins, K.E. and Marsick, V.J. (1993) Sculpting the Learning Organisation, 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Wongboonsin, P. (2003) ‘Demographic Dividend: Window of 

Opportunities and Challenges for ASEAN in the 21st Century’. In K. Wongboonsin (ed.) Proceedings of National Conference on Six Remaining Golden Years for International Competitiveness: Impacts of Demographic Transition (Policy Preparation for Demographic-Dividend and Post Demographic-Divided Periods), Bangkok, 6 November. Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Printing House
Wongboonsin, P. and Kinnas, J. (2004) ‘Maximizing the 

Demographic Dividend via Regional Cooperation in Human Resource Development’. In K. Wongboonsin and P. Guest (eds) Policy Synthesis on Demographic Change and Demographic Dividend in Asia, Asian Development Research Forum and Thailand Research Fund.
Wongboonsin, P. Thientong, D., Tangtrongpairoj, S., and Tipakorn, S.. (2007) Comparative Education Regimes of 

ASEAN Countries, Bangkok: Office of the National Educational Council.

Wongboonsin, P. and Rojvithee, A. (2007) ‘Competence 

Development as Workplace Learning in Thailand’. In L. Chisholm , H. Fennes, R. Spannring. (eds) Competence Development as Workplace Learning, Innsbruck: Innsbruck University Press: 43–62.
Author
Professor Patcharawalai  Wongboonsin, College of Population Studies, Chulalongkorn University, Thailand

Email: Patcharawalai.w@chula.ac.th






PAGE  
1

