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1. A survey of lifelong learning in Estonia 
In Estonia Lifelong Learning means every type of learning - informal, non-formal and formal, with the aim to improve knowledge, skills and competences. From the universities’ point of view, lifelong learning includes university studies for the adults on the one hand, and Continuing Education (incl. continuing professional education and liberal adult education) on the other hand.

In Estonia adult education is regulated by the Adult Education Act (1993), supplemented by the Universities Act (1995) and the Applied Higher Education Institution Act (1998) that regulate provision of training and education by the universities. There are also some by-laws enacted and adopted by the universities. In 2005, the ‘Lifelong Learning Strategy 2005-2008’ was adopted as a basis for the development of Lifelong Learning.

There were 6 public universities and 5 private universities in Estonia in November 2006. Universities started to introduce the principles of lifelong learning about 10 years ago when the structure of the Open University was created. However, most traditional universities have offered forms of distance education and Continuing Education for adult learners for longer than that. Different universities have organised adult education differently. The majority uses a decentralized model, (i.e. they have established a structure for coordinating the training and academic structural units have been involved to a certain extent). In general, one can say that university studies, including paid diplomas and degrees for adults, are coordinated by one structural unit and Continuing Education by another structural unit. In the universities, both university studies and Continuing Education are provided by the faculties and colleges. Continuing Education may be additionally offered by some non-academic units of the University. As a rule, education is offered in most of the subjects taught in the university. 

Mainstream requirements, established by the universities, form the basis for the quality of adult education, while there is no national quality control mechanism for Continuing Education. The main basis for the system of quality assurance is accreditation of a university and its curricula. The state exercises supervision only in a few spheres. But at the same time, universities have initiated the development and elaboration of a quality control system for assuring the high quality of Continuing Education.   

2. Quality assurance in university studies for adults
In the Republic of Estonia accreditation is the main method of assuring a high quality in Higher Education. Higher Education institutions and their curricula are subject to accreditation every 7 years. The Higher Education Quality Assessment Council, formed by the Government of the Republic, performs accreditation of universities and their curricula. This Council works under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education and Research.

Pursuant to the Universities Act, general requirements for tertiary education are determined by the Standard of Higher Education, to meet recognised criteria. A Higher Education institution itself assumes responsibility for the quality of the tertiary education it provides and for the maintenance of this high quality. All this means, that the Higher Educational institution has to draw up a self-evaluation, which meets the established requirements, or in other words, it has to assess the state of its teaching process, organisational structure and management very accurately.This self-evaluation is a basis for the expert assessment and is forwarded to the experts before they come to visit the institution.

An assessment commission, mostly comprised of independent experts, will visit the institution for 1-3 days, depending on the form and extent of work. During the visit, members of the commission familiarise themselves with the statutes of the educational institution and its subunits, and with internal documents providing guidelines for activities. They meet employees, academic staff and students of the faculties. They familiarise themselves with the state of infrastructure of the institution, its curricula, guidelines for teaching activities and written papers of students. The inspection board then submits a report to the accreditation centre. A summary of this report includes grounded positive and negative evaluation results and recommendations for the improvement of work in the given institution. The accreditation centre forwards all the relevant materials to the Higher Education Quality Assessment Council where all the issues are discussed and the decision, (based on the expert assessment and recommendations), is made to accredit, accredit conditionally or not to accredit the curriculum . The result of accreditation is endorsed with the written order of the Minister of Education and Research.

According to the draft of the Estonian Higher Education Strategy 2006-2015, the aim is to assure the quality of Higher Education provided in Estonia so that:

· It is internationally competitive, 

· all the Estonian Higher Education curricula are recognised by European quality assurance agencies, 

· the level of our academic mobility reaches the corresponding average indicators of Europe. 

Graduation certificates of Higher Education are nationally recognised when based on an accredited curriculum.

3. Quality assurance in Continuing Education

There is no substantive national quality control for Continuing Education. An education license is required if the programme is longer than 120 hours or 6 months. Universities do not have to apply for the education license to administer Continuing Education courses. The Council of a university is entitled to establish broad groups of studies, forms and procedure for providing Continuing Education.

National supervision has been established for some training areas. For example, Continuing Education programmes for educationalists, which are not a part of university curricula and are longer than 40 hours, must be registered with the supervisory body of the Ministry of Education and Research. This registration is more formal than substantive. According to a survey “Assumptions of quality assurance for adults’ professional continuing education” (Täiskasvanute tööalase … 01/11/06) carried out in Estonia in 2005/2006, irrespective of the system of education licenses, competition in the market of education is seen as the main prerequisite for the quality of vocational training. The system of education licenses is considered to be inefficient. As a result of this survey, a proposal has been made, to replace the present system of issued education licences by a process of recognition for training providers. Although a professional qualification for adult educators has been worked out, under the coordination of the Association of Estonian Adult Educators (Andras) all the trainers of adults have the right to apply for the profession of adult educator (andragogue), no corresponding legal requirement has been adopted for the trainers.
Accreditation is the basis for the quality of training provided by the universities, but it does not directly concern the area of Continuing Education. When assuring quality of Continuing Education, provided by the universities, the reference is made to the accreditation of the university and its curricula only for the general assessment of the broad group of studies and teaching staff.

The universities have adopted internal regulations to assure the quality of their programmes. As a rule, these norms enact requirements for training programmes (the aims of the training, endorsement of the programme, etc) and the certificates issued after passing the course. In most cases the head of a structural unit, organising the training, is responsible for the organisation and content of the training. Feedback questionnaires are usually used in the universities to assess the quality. The organiser has made up the questions and the participants can give their opinions about different aspects of the training, e.g. its organisation, content, lecturer. The lecturers are also asked to give feedback. According to the above mentioned survey, carried out in 2005/2006, in the employer’s opinion such assessments are mostly related to the emotional side of the training and less related to the assessment concerning the content of the training. Up to now there has not been much cooperation with employers to assess the results of training. The universities use different forms of control: tests, research papers, reports in seminars, etc. to assess the acquired knowledge and skills after passing the training. These forms of control constitute an important prerequisite for recognising prior learning in the framework of APEL.

4. Conclusion

Although the quality assurance in adult education is one of the national priorities for the coming years, there is no uniform system for the quality assurance of continuing professional education and liberal adult education in Estonia. There are adopted national rules for the quality assurance of higher education and degree studies provided by the universities, including the quality assurance for the university studies for adults.

At the same time the universities have dealt with the quality assurance of Continuing Education by themselves and have applied similar principles to those used for the quality assurance of mainstream Higher Education. Several universities have initiated discussions to work out the system of quality assurance and to determine the indicators of quality.

There are several initiatives on a national level to assure the quality of adult education. According to the Lifelong Learning Strategy 2005-2008, approved by the Government of the Republic in 2005, there is a plan to work out a new legislative basis, create a decentralised self-evaluation system in adult education and update the system of issuing education licenses, to train the adult educators, including trainers for adults with special needs. There is also a plan to carry out regular research to assess the level of quality of adult education. 
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