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1. INTRODUCTION

Before society recovers from the shock of the economic crisis, a major global recession began with
the appearance of the COVID-19 pandemic. Everyday life changed suddenly, people were not allowed to
leave home easily, others started losing their jobs and others started working from home [1]. Education has
been particularly affected by the transition to remote instructional modalities due to the pandemic. Despite
generally effective coordination in many nations, this shift has resulted in a deterioration of educational
equality and the conditions conducive to effective learning, particularly within the domains of primary and
secondary education [2].

A systematic review conducted by Betthduser et al. [3] to study the effects of the pandemic on
education in 12 countries found that a deficit in the quality of teaching occurred, with this being especially
marked in areas with low economic resources and less digital infrastructure. These inequalities are
particularly relevant in the case of adult education. For example, Manoharan et al. [4] conducted a critical
review of focused on comparing online learning challenges among young and adult learners in English as a
second language classes during the COVID-19 pandemic, revealing significant disparities in challenges faced
by these two groups, and emphasizing the necessity for tailored approaches to address their distinct
educational difficulties. In a Delphi study by Képplinger and Lichte [5], interviewed 50 international experts
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in adult education, concluding that, apart from minor discrepancies between countries, the general consensus
was that the transition to online education had a strong negative impact on adult education.

Research by Charissi et al. [6] are focused on the effects of the pandemic on the education of young
adults in Greece, paying attention to their perceptions and behavior. The research showed that young adult
students showed an increased preference for acquiring skills with a short-term impact in dealing with crises
and life-threatening situations. Most students expressed a preference for face-to-face learning, although they
stated that they perceived the advantages of distance learning. The same conclusion was reached by
Karalis and Raikou [7] who investigated the teaching of adult students at Greek universities during the
pandemic period. Adult learners argued that face-to-face learning covers the subject being taught to a greater
extent. Regarding comfort in attending classes, others said they feel comfortable attending class and
participating in class, while others said they concentrate better and express themselves more when
participating remotely from a computer.

Adult education is a fundamental component of modern societies since through it the future of
these societies can be assured. It can help modern man to understand the social and cultural changes taking
place and to better adapt to the constantly changing conditions of society. Also, adult education provides
additional training of individuals, enrichment of their knowledge and skills, development and evolution of
individuals [8]. At the state level, adult education in Greece began in 1929 with the aim of combating
illiteracy. Adult education along with lifelong learning coordinated with the vocational training policies
developed in the European Union over the last three decades. The year 1996 was declared the European year
of lifelong learning and since then a number of funding opportunities have been launched to promote adult
education [9]. Since 2011, adult education courses in Greece are held in lifelong learning centers that are
usually supervised by municipality services. These centers offer a variety of free courses (economy-
entrepreneurship, quality of life-environment, new technologies, language and communication, social skills
and actions, culture and art, programs for vulnerable social groups) under the supervision of the Greek
Ministry of Education [10].

The COVID-19 outbreak has affected people’s lives at all levels. Thus, adult education was also
affected. Adult education has been affected hardest because most of it was based on face-to-face activities,
which have been reduced [11]. In the face of the COVID-19 situation, but also in the knowledge that future
pandemic and other emergencies are likely to occur in the future, Lopes and McKay [12] emphasize the
importance of adult education on pandemic issues so that trained adults can deal with similar situations by
acting appropriately and protective for themselves and others. An important issue to address is a proposal for
responding to emergencies in adult education so that it can fulfil its function. It will take time to deal with the
effects of COVID-19 pandemic in every area of life, including adult education. This paper attempts to present
adult education in Greek municipalities during COVID-19 pandemic and it does not concern judgments about
adult education, but describes the current situation and suggests ways to improve it.

2. METHOD

The present research was conducted using the focus group research method and qualitative analysis.
Focus groups research began to be used regularly in the late 1960s and has grown in popularity every year
since [13]. Focus groups are essentially a way to listen to people and learn from them. It is a process of
continuous communication between the facilitator and the participants, as well as between the participants
themselves [14]. They generally consist of a one-time meeting of persons who either know or do not know
one another and have a common experience [15]. A focus group is a special type of group in terms of
purpose, size, composition, and procedures. It is a small group of 5-8 people and sometimes 4-12 people,
who have certain characteristics in common that relate to the topic of the focus group. They provide
qualitative data in a focused discussion to help understand the topic of interest. Participants, who have the
required characteristics, are invited to participate [16]. Qualitative researchers use words to describe trends or
patterns in research settings [17]. The product of qualitative inquiry is rich descriptive. Data in the form of
excerpts and quotes contribute to the descriptive nature of qualitative research [18].

Municipality of Piraeus is the third largest municipality and settlement in Greece. Piraeus is the largest
port of Greece, but also one of the most important ports in the Mediterranean Sea [19]. The goal of a case study
is partly to explain the case under investigation and also, at the same time, to shed light on a larger class of cases
putting the study into a larger context [20]. Education is an aspiration in the conduct and dissemination of the
case. Engagement in case study research should contribute to participants’ knowledge [21].

2.1. Participants-focus groups questions

Two groups were participated in this research. Research group 1 consisting of the four employees of
the Lifelong Learning Center of the Municipality of Piraeus, and research group 2 consisting of four adult
learners who are the representatives of the four courses those continue to be conducted. We chose the use of
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two focus groups to gather more information in less time, as Fern [22] found that two focus groups of eight
people together could generate almost as many ideas as individual interviews with the same number of
people [23]. In addition, responses in one focus group provide more depth and are closer to what people
really think and feel, making working with two focus groups clearly more efficient [24].

We chose as the location of the interviews one of the Lifelong offices as both employees and adult
learners had direct access to it and it reinforces the neutral scientific status of the inquiry into the topic
[22], [25]. A total of one meeting for every group was held in July 2020 with each session lasting
approximately one and a half hour. The conversations between four participants and three researchers took
place in an office and they included a moderator who leads the discussion [26].

The participants have previously been informed about the purpose of the interview and about the
reasons they have been selected. They are also informed that their discussion will be recorded and assured
that their anonymity will be guaranteed. The same questions were asked to both groups. There was a general
question (what is the current situation in adult education related to COVID-19 pandemic?) and two follow-up
questions:

- What do you think of the new situation?
- If you could offer a piece of advice regarding the improvement of the adult education, what piece of
advice would you offer?

2.2. Procedure: focus groups interviews

2.2.1. General question: what is the current situation in adult education related to COVID-19
pandemic?

a. Focusgroupl

Employees interviewed analyzed the situation in adult education from the beginning of the year until
today. “The current situation related to the COVID-19 pandemic has affected learning at all levels,
especially adult education.” It was reported that preventive measures to prevent the spread of the pandemic,
resulted in the closure of adult education services. It is interesting to note from the participants that it
appeared that adult education should not have been in the government’s priorities. Specifically, they report
that, “although the Ministry of Education has encouraged schools and universities to use online and distance
education to ensure continuity of learning, adult education did not attract government attention during the
first wave of government decisions.” As a result, adult education services were abruptly closed. At the
beginning of 2020, almost half (20) of the adult education courses announced in November 2019 have been
conducted.

It is also pointed out that, although the government took care of the continuation of education in
schools and universities, using distance education, there was no similar decision for adult education. In
March 2020, the center for lifelong learning announced the postponement of all classes and there was no
online course scheduling. A little later, in May 2020, it was announced that only four courses (Spanish
language, internet tools, word processing, and interpersonal relations) would be held by the lifelong learning
center, “thus excluding the other learners who participated in the other adult programs”.

b.  Focus group 2

The second group reports that with the outbreak of the pandemic, at the beginning of 2020, people
were locked in their homes and all activities stopped. In particular participants report, “Government
regulations precluded adult education and classes could not be held online.” It should also be noted that in
May 2020 it was announced that 4 courses out of 20 would be held, thus excluding the participants of the
other 14 educational seminars. It is also mentioned the difficulty of conducting online courses, as “many of us
do not have devices that we can use for online learning.”

2.2.2. Follow-up question 1: what do you think of the new situation?
a. Focusgroupl

The group highlights the inadequacy of most education systems in the face of the world of digital
learning opportunities. The outbreak of the pandemic, combined with the above weakness, resulted in the
adult education sector being hit particularly hard. Describing the current situation, participants typically state
that “the situation in adult education can be described as unstable in terms of system operation and
delivery.” It is also pointed out that, “the crisis will probably worsen the existing problems. As most adult
learners do not even have basic digital skills, they are at risk of increased isolation and disadvantage.”

b.  Focus group 2
Describing the current situation, the second group states that the new situation that has developed
“has turned the course programs and attendance upside down.” The group also cites a number of issues that
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“hinder the wider and permanent spread of distance education.” The element that is particularly emphasized
is “digital poverty”, while the need “for reflection and planning to improve adult education” is underlined.
Finally, the importance of adult education in the new situation is emphasized: “adult education has a key role
to play as a response to the socio-economic and mental challenges we face.”

2.2.3. Follow-up question 2: if you could offer a piece of advice regarding the improvement of the adult
education, what piece of advice would you offer?

a. Focusgroupl

With the outbreak of COVID-19, existing weaknesses and shortcomings were highlighted. These
include the lack of digital knowledge and skills of many adult learners. It is emphasized that, “it is
fundamental to ensure access to digital learning tools and technologies. It is important for adult learners to
have the ability to learn and adapt.” Also, the “technological organization of the adult education system”
needs to be strengthened to allow learners to develop the appropriate skills and respond better to the
contemporary changing environment.

b.  Focus group 2

The issue of better utilization and integration of technology in adult education is the first thing that
this group emphasizes. It is characteristically stated that, “the digital gap is fundamental to enable the
transition to digital learning.” The lack or inadequacy of technological knowledge and skills of many adults
is highlighted. Also, an element highlighted by this group is “the need for knowledge of risk-reducing
behavior” and “need for better life skills.” “We need organizational, social, interpersonal, emotional and
psychological skills.” It is also pointed out that distance education cannot replace traditional education, as
“the most important of all is the mental contact we have with our teachers and with each other and the joy of
communication and the anticipation of the next meeting.”

After we finished the questions, we asked them if there is anything else they had like to tell us about
the topic. Finally, we thanked them for sharing their thoughts with us. Then, the researchers discussed our
overall impressions of the two groups’ responses.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Focus group comments were transcribed and responses categorized, using the Atlas.ti software [27].
Atlas.ti is a qualitative research tool that helps in data analysis. Portions of data are marked, creating quotes,
which can be in text, graphic, audio or video format. It provides qualitative data analysis [28] and it
significantly improves both the possibilities of the research process and its transparency. However, it is the
researcher who is responsible on the one hand for the approach followed in conceptualizing, organizing and
sorting out pieces of data and on the other hand for the systematic documentation of these processes. It is a
software qualitative cousin to statistical packages like SPSS or SAS [29].

Figure 1 shows the created network of identified codes in the responses, along with their
relationships. Then, the main points of the interviews of the two groups are then mentioned. Broader
conclusions were drawn from their answers and both the points of convergence and the points of divergence
of their opinions were highlighted.

Covid ‘

)
is cayse of SR
[ Distractions '

—— P R——
‘ Government decisions J Isolation ‘
L is pajt of
'yd is (\Y of Is part

( rantin: s cause O i X

\ Suarantine ] Safety measures Change to online classes }-—»ﬁ Online education problems ]

is (\ﬁ 0' ‘ydrlﬂ/ is assn('nfcd with

is pavl of Affens adult education

[Circunstances of adult students J

Uncertainty ]
is par rt of is par Wart of
is paft of

l Reduction of classes ‘ | Low priority ] [ Digital breach ] [Economic aspects ]

Access to digital resources l

Figure 1. Network of codes identified in the responses
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The research findings provided insights into the views, beliefs and practices of the employees and
adult learners selected for case study. They are written in narrative form to describe the answers and quotes
and revealed that both groups showed that the main impetus for the information came about the current state
of adult education and how we got to it, as well as ways to improve the situation. There is a relative
uniformity in the information and views gathered by both groups. The comments of each group
representative were based on the experience of their members. Both groups appear to be dissatisfied
regarding the way in which the competent service of the Ministry responded to the outbreak of COVID-19
pandemic.

The employees (group 1) seemed willing to formulate the training program by finding more flexible
ways of providing adult education, having, of course, the relevant permission and support from the
government and the competent ministry. Findings confirmed the need for adults to be trained in online
technology. Adult learners (group 2) believe that the traditional way of teaching cannot be replaced by the
online. There is also a need for better social, emotional and behavioral skills that would help especially adult
learners in a rapidly changing environment. The most reiterated idea is the imperative need to enhance digital
skills and access to digital learning tools for adult learners. This theme is consistently mentioned across both
focus groups underscoring the significance of bringing the digital divide and fortifying technological
infrastructure within the adult education system.

Besides, both groups emphasize the fact that adult education is an area of low priority in
government education policy, as demonstrated by the special emergency measures taken during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This low priority was reflected in aspects such as uncertainty about the continuity of
teaching, it is reduction, and late decisions to switch to online mode in relation to traditional education.
During the same period of time, the teachers show the same uncertainty and anxiety on their part. They are
worried, not only about the economic and social consequences of the pandemic, like everyone else, but
mainly about whether they will be able to meet the demands of an educational process with which they are
not familiar [30]. In addition, the transition to online mode involved a number of problems related to the
specific nature of adult learners, such as the digital divide or access to computers, and other problems more
related to the nature of online teaching, such as lack of motivation or feelings of isolation from classmates
and teachers. Some examples of pieces of transcripts associated with these codes are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Transcript examples with associated codes
Code Transcripts
Low priority “There was a government decision about the way of using distance-based learning by schools and
universities. There was no such a decision regarding adult education.” (Group 1)
“Government regulations left out adult education, and courses could not be moved online.” (Group 2)

Digital breach “...not ready for the world of digital learning opportunities. Adult education has been hit particularly hard.”
(Group 1)
“Many of us don 't have devices we can use for online learning.” (Group 2)

Online education “They also feel lack of motivation to work from home.” (Group 1)

problems “Learning from home often presents distractions.” (Group 2)

Both groups believe that the content of adult education programs has a positive impact on the lives
of learners, as it helps them to become socially integrated and active citizens, especially in the current
difficult conditions of the pandemic. The expression of interest of adult learners to continue their education in
other modules shows that participation in adult education can only be a positive experience and leaves a
positive sign in adult education. The fact is that the field of adult education has been facing particularly
difficult conditions since the beginning of the pandemic. That is why knowledge about the protection of
COVID-19 is vital. The most important issue that arose from the answers of both groups is, since the world is
changing, so must adult education.

The findings of this research showed the real situation in adult education offered by Greek
municipalities during the COVID-19 pandemic through the Piraeus Municipality study. Public adult
education services in Piraeus Municipality have been greatly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic as their
absence was seen in the first wave of government decisions to deal with COVID-19. All adult education
classes had been suspended due to the pandemic national emergency. James and Thériault [31] informed that
Brossard from the Institut de coopération pour | ’éducation des adultes (ICEA) reports that in 2020 the same
thing happened in Quebec, Canada, only they were more organized there. Of course there, while adult
education classes were suspended, the government held daily press conferences, explaining to adult students
concepts such as social distancing and the pandemic, who did not have access to or were not comfortable
with new technologies.
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The assessment of the situation during the pandemic identified the inadequacy of education systems
to offer digital learning and the need to train adults in digital skills. Uncertainty and anxiety were found both
on the part of representatives of the municipal education service and on the part of adult learners, as well as
their concern about the economic and social consequences of the pandemic and their isolation due to their
unfamiliarity with online education. We have identified the factors that contribute to effective adult
education. Adult education could be made significantly more effective through proactive education policies
with basic skills programs such as digital, domestic and adaptive skills among others that can improve the
lives of adults by providing them with mental health, protection, reducing social inequality and social
inclusion through of everyday life engagement and interaction.

These findings extend those of Ifiiguez-Berrozpe et al. [32] who found in their research that adult
education improved students’ social and political perceptions, encouraged greater cultural participation,
increased employability rates, and improved their health. Of course, their research only involved women with
a low level of education. Similarly, research by Heller and Mumma [33] revealed that those involved in adult
education experienced a significant 56% increase in income benefits alongside increased assimilation in the
host country, as the study looked at immigrant education in Massachusetts.

Regarding the teaching method, it was found that adult students prefer the traditional teaching
method to the online one. That is why the need to strengthen the digital skills of adults in relation to better
social, emotional and communication skills was underlined. Kedraka and Kaltsidis [34] reached the same
conclusion about the effects of the pandemic on education in Greece by exploring the experiences and
thoughts of young adult students. Adult learners consider that, although distance education is interesting,
modern, adequate and convenient, it cannot replace social interaction with classmates and teachers. They said
they longed to be back in classrooms and labs.

The research findings also provide information for government policy on adult education. Adult
education has been a low priority government policy. Similar results were obtained by Stanistreet et al. [35],
who then called for a special journal issue on education during the COVID-19 pandemic. In response they
received 150 abstracts from countries across all continents on the impact of COVID-19 on education,
including the United States, South Korea, Cameroon, Canada, and China. There were some common points
in these countries, such as the fact that the countries were unprepared, many adult students, in particular,
were left out of educational structures, as many community education centers were closed. In addition, many
adults had little or no knowledge of online education, and adult educators were looking for ways to promote
learning so that it continues when face-to-face classes resume. Other authors such as Smythe et al. [36]
explored pedagogical adaptations made by adult education instructors and their influence on students, with a
particular focus on the Canadian context. The study showed how these teachers independently devised
strategies in the absence of institutional support. Online teaching and learning capacity needs to be
strengthened and institutions, teachers and students continue to seek flexible ways to pursue their educational
goals in times of crisis [37].

Our analysis predicts that the need to adapt education to the changing world is imperative. This
approach contributes to the deployment of innovative teaching methods and the use of digital tools, so that
adult education can effectively respond to the changing needs of students, enhancing their learning
experience in an ever-evolving landscape. Karalis [38] suggests ways to plan and evaluate during the
disruption of education due to the COVID-19 pandemic without focusing on adult education. It proposes the
immediate routing of an emergency solution with the assessment of the situation, the formation of the
training program, it is implementation and its final evaluation.

After the pandemic, two trends have been formed in adult education: the return to the previous
situation and the movement of adult education to a digital environment [39]. Of course, as it already seems
that there will be future pandemic threats, the world is not completely returning to the previous state.
Face-to-face training is envisaged to be used alongside digital participatory approaches, where the
trainer/teacher instead of lecturing, brings out the experiences of the participants [40].

4. CONCLUSION

In this study, we found that adult education was hit harder than any other sector during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Both adult learners, as well as the employees of the Municipality’s Education
organization were faced with financial and personal uncertainty. Learning digital skills as well as other skills
such as social, emotional, psychological and self-protection skills is an essential need now. Adult students
perceived face-to-face education. Online education is seen primarily as an emergency response rather than a
long-term substitute or permanent situation. In no case can it meet the needs of adults for social and
emotional contact interaction between them. The course needs to be interactive and this perspective helps us
to orient ourselves to the next education system. After all, real change often happens in a deep crisis, such as
a pandemic. On top of this, the findings also highlight the importance of adapting adult education to the
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changing needs of today’s world. This includes incorporating flexible approaches and enhancing the
technological skills of both adult learners and teachers. By adopting innovative teaching methods and using
digital tools, adult education can effectively respond to the changing needs of students and enhance their
learning experience in an ever-evolving landscape. Overall, we believe that our findings have shown that
adult education during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, this article has identified two important ways to
improve adult education: providing adult digital literacy and mental health skills programs, protection from
current and future pandemics, and social contact. Finally, this article raised issues for further research on
what adult education might look like after the COVID-19 crisis.
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