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What are the differences between formal and non-formal 

education? 

 

Before enumerating some relevant differences between the two types of education, formal and non-
formal, here is a definition of the concept of non-formal learning – NFL: “Every king of organized and 
systematic learning activity, realized outside the official context, aimed at facilitating some particular 
learning classes to particular subgroups of the population” (i.e. adults who find themselves in a situation 
of unemployment). 
 
A part from taking place outside the official context and being intended for specific groups, what other 
differences can be found between formal and non-formal learning? 
 
The setting: NFL can be carried out in any setting, not only inside a classroom. 
 
The learning relationship: in formal learning – FL – the relationship between the educator (teacher) and 
the participant (student) is vertical, hierarchic and unidirectional; instead, in NFL the relationship is 
horizontal, between equals and multidirectional in many ways, despite the fact that there exists a 
division in the roles and tasks (between participant and facilitator/supervisor or trainer). 
 
The roles:  in NFL the “students” are not called “students”, but they have other different names, such as 
“participants” or “volunteers”, for example. This is because they “participate” and carry out actions, 
taking on a role more active than those of the students in a classroom. Taking part in a NFL program 
offers the opportunity to take on a great variety of roles, as well as realizing various tasks. FNL is a kind 
of learning based on practice, experience, action, exchange and reflexion. 
 
The contents: although FL allows students to develop their knowledge and acquire new information, the 
value of NFL is that it promotes the development of the participants’ capabilities and behaviour (as well 
as values, interests, motivations, behaviour patterns) only in a more useful way, just like FL. 
 
The object: in FL, the object of learning is external, is situated outside the person, is the same for 
everyone, regardless of each person, and it is fixed, it doesn’t change. On the other hand, in NFL the 
object is mainly internal, it modifies depending on each person and it changes over time, even though 
sometimes it is external (i.e. society and surroundings changes and transformations). In other words, in 
NFL the main raw material is the person. 
 
The relationship between the object and the subject: the degree of correlation and commitment to 
one’s learning process is ever more relevant when the learners become the protagonists of their 
learning process, and at the same time they discover new ways of learning. If motivation, interests and 
concerns have some bearing on the results, the value of NFL becomes clear when each person decides 
autonomously whether or not to take part in an activity of NFL. If there is any correlation between 
learning and enjoying, the best learning experience is the one where the learner is doing something that 
he/she want to do or enjoys doing. 
 
The protagonist: in NFL the main character of each educational process is, undoubtedly, each 
participant as an individual. For this reason, in educational programs is of prominent importance 
keeping in mind each person’s experience (the culture, the needs, the motivation, the interests, the 
expectations); it is necessary to dedicate some spaces to recflect on what has been done and how it has 
been done, so that all the participants can be able to think about their learning. 
 
 



 
 

C/Albareda 1-13, 2n, 08004 Barcelona,  

Telf. +34 934 124 493 

www.catalunyavoluntaria.cat 
 

 

 
 
The effects: one of the main differences between FN and NFL is that, while the effects of the first can be 
seen especially on a cognitive level, the effects of the latter can be also seen on an emotional and 
technical-practical level (capabilities). 
 
The access: NFL is defined by the fact that accessing to it as a completely free and voluntary act, never 
compulsory. This allows the participant to choose the most interesting option among many others.  
However, those options are fewer than what we would like, for the access to high-quality NFL programs 
is still fairly limited because of many reasons (lack of institutional support, frailty of this sector, lack of 
messages directed towards young people, lack of clear incentives, unawareness of the society etc...). 
 
The methods: while, as everybody knows, FL is based on comprehension techniques and on the analysis 
and memorization of the information, NFL uses a great variety of working methodologies that revolve 
around the actions, the training, the practice, the reflexion and the continuous improvement of one’s 
experiences and capabilities. Some of the methods of NFL have a playful component that is hard to find 
in the methodologies used in FL. The best known are the games, the workshops and the simulation 
games that allow investigating a great variety of contents. The learning process is individual but is the 
result of a team work, and therefore, of the reflection. 
 
Although we could mention many others, these are only few of the most obvious differences between 
the two kinds of learning. From another point of view, formal and non-formal education are totally 
complementary and essential for a comprehensive learning, properly adjusted to social and working 
needs, for a human and economic development. 
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