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Preface

The discussion about Continuing Education at universities is included in the creation of a standardized basic structure in the Higher Education system according to the Bologna Process. Key words would be the Bachelor- and Master Studies which have to be organized in a new way. They lead to higher flexibility and create a linkage between graduate and postgraduate studies. Thus Continuing Education has gained importance. The offers of Continuing Education at universities will have to be integrated stronger into the new process of quality assurance by evaluation and accreditation than before. Standards, certificates and seals of approval are replacing national requirements. Quality assurance becomes a basic model to make the whole spectrum of studies offered in the university sector more transparent.

The German Conference of Federal Ministers for Culture defines Continuing Education as the continuation or resumption of organized learning after the completion of a first professional phase und usually after the uptake of a profession or family responsibilities, whereupon the programmes of Continuing Education meet the standard of the professional and didactic standard of a university. This includes complements from other fields of study (e.g. economics for physicians), supplements by specialization in a field of study which has been completed (e.g. coaching for educationalists), building upon related fields of study (e.g. postgraduate studies ‘Geragogik’ for psychologists). The programmes are structured differently in the spectrum of  postgraduate study possibilities, which are all regulated by different examination regulations There are “postgraduate study programmes” with diploma, “postgraduate studies” with certificate, whose time volume is clearly below that of study programmes, individual seminars (lectures, conferences, workshops), for which only a certificate of participation can be gained.

As to quality assurance, universities as providers of Continuing Education now face the problem that the old requirements for standards and procedures of the old system of quality assurance by accreditation can only be transferred to consecutive study programmes (Bachelor and Master). Programmes concerning Continuing Education with diplomas below the standards of postgraduate study programmes are not defined in the system of accreditation, yet, and are hence in danger of being downgraded formally.

In the face of this situation it seems to be necessary to formulate a frame for the quality management of Continuing Education, in which the diversity of study programmes is represented appropriately and in which the accreditation of postgraduate studies constitutes one specific case. At the same time one has to make sure that hitherto existing experience in the practice of quality assurance of Continuing Education of universities is integrated productively into the new “system.”

The German Association for University Continuing and Distance Education (DGWF) takes the long experience of many universities into account when giving out recommendations. The DGWF makes suggestions for universities, organizations, responsible ministries, accreditation agencies an the accreditation council, which are based on the objective of taking into accounts the guidelines of the Bologna process and aim to strengthen the importance of Continuing Education at universities accordingly.

Quality assurance of Continuing Education

The offerings of Continuing Education of universities have to meet the criteria of being scientific on the one hand and on the other hand they are part of the market for Continuing Education with its requirements of bearing reference to profession and practice.

Consequently, the development and implementation of quality management has to be a flexible and highly adjustable device, which is accepted inside as well as outside the university. 

Procedures of quality management have to be affiliated in two ways: on the one hand in regard to the procedures of internal evaluation within the university and the external accreditation and on the other hand also in regard to quality assurance in Continuing Education.

The demands on quality management require the facilitation of Continuing Education and its structural integration within the universities and to display externally that Continuing Education can give specific answers to societal challenges. The scientific profile and the forms of learning that are practice-oriented and suitable to adults make Continuing Education distinct from other organizations on the market for continuing education.

Continuing Education has to be established in this field of overlap between universities, adult and continuing education, economy and professional practice.

Its facilitation requires a system of quality development and quality assurance that

· is oriented towards the facility,


i.e. it takes the specific working conditions and opportunities of achievement of the 
facility for Continuing Education on the spot into account

· is open,


i.e. it makes the facilities of Continuing Education comparable with one another and 
is compatible with the diverse theoretical approaches and practical solutions in 
the 
area of higher education.

The following levels of quality managements can be distinguished:

Quality of the Facility

Concerning their responsibility, facilities for Continuing Education at Universities are designed in such a way that they:

· act as internal, external or university encroaching institutions

· initiate and maintain cooperation with partners inside and outside the university

· are subject to other regulations concerning public service, capacity and salary than are the departments or faculties.

Elements of the quality of the facility:

· strategic objectives of development

· integration into the university structure

· direction, decision-making

· personnel

· equipment

· terms and conditions of business

· client orientation

Quality of Offerings

Offerings of Continuing Education include short-term offers as well as continuing study programmes; they include presence teaching as well as elements of distance learning, the later often focussing more on problem- and discipline-orientation.

Elements of the quality of offerings:

· analysis of the education demand

· Addressee-/Participant-orientation

· adequate access regulations

· curriculum and systematics

· didactics/ methodology 

· transmissibility

· organization / procedure

· graduation regulations

Quality of Realization and Process

The offerings of Continuing Education mainly address employed participants or part-time learners and are organized in consideration of this framework and these interests.

Elements of the quality of realization:

· quality of teaching

· learning infrastructure

· teaching - learning process

· compatibility of offerings and profession

· evaluation of the learning process

Quality of Result / Output

Concepts, objectives and intended results of the Continuing Education are oriented towards problem situations and hence more oriented towards competence rather than degree; they are transfer-oriented and are to act innovatively.

· competences

· transfer

· certificates of achievement / examination procedures

· degree / certificates

· quote of succeed

The quality aspects named above give clues to internal processes of quality assurance via evaluation of the own activities as well as to external accreditation.

Accreditation of Continuing Education

To assure the quality of teaching at universities a three-level procedure has been established: Quality assurance within the universities, accreditation of study programmes by agencies and the licensing of those agencies by the Accreditation Council. The objective of the accreditation is a confirmation of quality due to evaluation.

Procedures of accreditation were originally created in order to create a reference frame for the Bachelor and Master study programmes, which were established as a try-out in the new formulation of the University Frame Law (20th August 1998) in § 19. By now, procedures of accreditation have become well-established (Work report: Accreditation Council 2002) as a central regulation. The teaching at universities in general, including their accreditation via accreditation agencies, has become subject to quality assurance in the area of higher education (German Rectors’ Conference 2000, 2001) in the context of the continuing “Bologna-Process” and its implementation in Germany. 

This particularly concerns Continuing Education (Accreditation Council 2001). In its reference frame for the BA/MA-study programmes (20 June 2001), the Accreditation Council initially referred to graduate, consecutive-structured study programmes and has at the same time pointed out: “In regard to the opportunities of lifelong learning we can expect an increased amount of continuing education study programmes with academic degrees, which, in principal, have to comply with the same academic standards of graduate study programmes. Nevertheless there need to be standards and criteria discussed with the recipient, i.e. particularly with the professional praxis” (ibid).

The German Association for University Continuing and Distance Education (DGWF) possesses competence and expertise via its members, which it can put forth in counselling and accreditation procedures.

Accreditation of degree-based offers in Continuing Education

According to the decision of the KMK from 12 June 2003 it holds that “The Master study programme can professionally continue or deepen or transdisciplinary extend – if the professional coherence is maintained – a Bachelor study programme (consecutive study structure). As a continuing study programme, the Master presupposes a phase of practical professional experience and teaching that takes professional experience into account:” (KMK 2003).

Hence the following structure features also apply to continuing Master study programmes:

· the access is possible after a qualified university degree and qualified professional practice of usually one year at the least,

· the contents should take professional practice into account and build up upon those,

· the conception of the study programme clarifies the connection of professional qualification and the study programmes offered,

· the regular study volume amounts to one year in the least and two years at the most (like with the consecutive master studies), i.e. minimally 60 and maximally 120 ECTS-points have to be accounted for, including the prior studies a total of 300 ETCS-Points have to be accounted for,

· they lead to the same standard of qualification and the same eligibility as the consecutive master studies,

· the equivalence of requirements concerning accreditation has to be determined.

These requirements only apply to continuing study programmes in their totality und hence only to a part of the contemporary offerings of Continuing education. That is why it is indispensable to determine appropriate accreditation principles for continuing education programmes with less than 60 Credits. For postgraduate Bachelor study programmes these requirements should be applied correspondingly. This is a precondition for keeping the access to higher education open for employed persons. At the same time procedures of accreditation of prior learning have to be developed.

The criteria of system quality (cf. Faulstich/Gnahs/Sauter 2004) of continuing education and the strategy to expand the allotment of universities in the area of continuing education result in requirements concerning the accreditation process, 

which permit an evaluation of central aspects of quality of continuing of continuing study programmes:

Access Regulations

Participants of “postgraduate studies” are often practical people with working experience, who do not always have academic degrees. Hence alternative ways of access, such as employment, must be kept open for them, as it has been the case with open continuing education programmes so far.

The worth of “informally acquired competences” poses a specific problem. Experiences and competences from work, family and volunteer activities are highly significant in continuing education studies if the addressee is not to be reduced to formal degrees once acquired.

For postgraduate Bachelor and Master studies, the university shall strive to open up further ways of access than the formal requirements for access to university or respectively, a university degree, and to initiate necessary legislative changes. Alternative ways of access have to be regulated and the necessary competences for access have to be determined.

The accreditation of prior learning and existing competences should be tested out in a framework of professionally oriented projects.

Content and Conception of Postgraduate Studies

Continuing education offers the compilation of relevant topics and the acquisition of decision-making competence on a university level concomitantly with work and other activities. The study programmes offered are structured curricularly and are often disposed interdisciplinary so that scientificality and praxis-orientation characterise the content.

The process of teaching and learning is characterised by the understanding of an all-embracing education mission of universities, which gives students the opportunity to steer the individual education process self-dependently. This includes

· the integration of subjective ideas of learning and learning dispositions as well as forms of forms of learning suitable to adults

· tasks which go beyond mere knowledge and rather stimulate problem-solving behaviour

· forms of transmission which go beyond the acquisition of techniques and which enables the learner to apply knowingly-understandingly the things learned, i.e. in the sense of an integration into the behavioural repertoire,

· Facilitation and helps of transferring with the transfer of the things learned into situations of applying them

· Reflection about the teaching-learning process

Study organization and temporal structure

The workload necessary to achieve the Master degree amounts to a least 60 credits; this complies to a temporal volume of at least 1.800 hours. Postgraduate studies of lesser volume should be accredited as well. An appropriate form of accreditation for (manifold applicable) modules has to be found.

The study structure of either full-time, part-time or distance learning shall make it possibly to take up studies parallel to one’s work. Based on the objectives of Continuing Education, the organizational possibilities of the participants and the didactic concepts one must strive to distribute the workload to several learning places. This includes forms of e-learning / blended learning. 

Hence postgraduate studies are usually organized parallel to working activities. One must offer forms of part-time studying, particularly by applying elements of distance learning, because the addressees do not end their professional life or family activities and cannot be extracted from their social context. Therefore the study organization must be highly flexible and leave options.

It has to be the main objective to allow participants to take up (part-time) studies parallel to their work. Prescribing the duration of the study does not always make sense; rather should the duration be adjusted according to the individual’s circumstances. The modular structure of the study programmes aims at giving the participants some flexibility within a particular framework.

Transmissibility and Accreditation 

It would be reasonable to differentiate the modules according to basic, intermediate- and advanced offers as well as obligatory and voluntary offers. It should be possible to accredit modules which were acquired at different institutions or that were acquired informally. Modules have to adhere to: the ability of being organized, systematized, certified,

the continuation of study offers, being distinguishable and documented. 

If postgraduate studies consist of a workload that is smaller than the workload of the consecutive model they are not to be accredited for a continuing master programme as a whole, but rather on the basis of single modules. 

Teaching personnel 

In postgraduate study programmes there are usually teachers from various university disciplines and topics to be found. This is starkly mandatory for practice-oriented offers. Nevertheless, the deployment of personnel must be kept under the responsibility of the university. The teachers in this area must adhere to the criteria of the allocation of university teaching positions.

Sponsorship and Provider

The providers of continuing education are primarily universities, but also the spin-offs of state universities, private institutions and syndicates. The studies offered must be integrated into a system of education under public responsibility. Even though a significant part of knowledge transfer takes place in organizations outside of the university at the present time, universities or faculties have be visibly recognizable as “places of responsibility” for certification and granting degrees.

As many offers of postgraduate studies are mandatory interdisciplinary due to the object of study, central facilities for continuing education at universities gain great importance as coordinating institutions an agencies of postgraduate studies. Furthermore, these central facilities introduce educational focuses (evaluation, continuing education and teaching counselling etc.) (cf. DGWF 2005a).

Counselling

By introducing new postgraduate study programmes further continuing education offers are created, which demand financial and temporal resources for longer periods and create additional workload. This resource-connection relates to the students in regard to their professional as well as their private life. Therefore one has to take manifold (professional-) biographical aspects into account when making a choice concerning education. It is therefore necessary and reasonable for all parties involved to employ a counselling for continuing education before making such a far-reaching decision.
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