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1 The Organisation of Lifelong Learning (LLL) in Universities in France

In France, continuing education, which is part of LLL, is recognised by the Ministry responsible for higher education as one of the official missions of universities, on the same footing as initial training and research.  In general, continuing education is intended to provide individuals and professional areas with potential for training to update knowledge and offer a second opportunity for access to higher education for people who had to stop their initial training at a lower level of study.

1.1 Training Available at University

Courses Leading to National Academic Awards

As part of continuing education, adults can come back to university to follow courses leading to national academic awards (diploma for access to university studies, university diploma in technology, bachelor’s degree, masters and engineering degrees).  These long courses are made more accessible to adults as the diplomas are structured with credit-bearing units (Bologna Process and ECTS) and offer accreditation of prior experiential learning.

Any person involved in professional employment can resume university studies to be granted a national academic award (mainly bachelor and masters degrees) which are exactly the same as the degrees granted through initial training, doing so by the accreditation of prior experiential learning.  Legislative measures (under a decree passed in 1985 and the 2002 law on “social modernisation”) have set the conditions for the accreditation of prior experiential learning, making it possible to embark on a course without having the academic qualifications normally required, or by having personal skills recognised and given accreditation accepted to qualify for all or part of an academic award or certification included on the national list [Répertoire National des Certifications Professionnelles].

Degree and Vocational Courses for Professional Qualifications

Universities offer professionally-oriented courses, certified through university degrees (UD), and vocational courses of sufficient length to provide learners with an additional qualification.  These courses are usually developed in close cooperation with the relevant professional areas/bodies and are managed by a researcher/teaching academic, teaching academic or researcher from the university.  Many UDs are in the sectors of teacher education, medicine, healthcare, law and information systems technology.

Short-Term Training Courses

These courses are designed to update knowledge, often at a high level, and are backed by the training and research potential of the universities.  Most universities offer programmes where people from different companies enrol, but can also set up courses suited to the specific needs of a company or organisation.

Inter-Age Conferences

Vocational conferences and seminars are open to a wide group of people wishing to expand their knowledge for personal reasons. This type of activity is mostly in the field of human sciences (history, literature, art, archaeology and languages).

1.3 University Continuing Education Departments

LLL is the responsibility of continuing education departments which were officially set up by a decree issued in 1985.  Each university has implemented the decree under its own internal organisation framework.

The departments provide support to resume education to study for national academic awards, and are usually in charge of implementing the validation of prior experiential learning.  They design the specific training courses mentioned above, using methods suited to the target students:  flexible scheduling, full and part-time courses, evening classes, open courses and remote learning.

2 Quality Assurance for Courses leading to National Academic Awards

Universities have a contract-based arrangement with the Ministry in charge of higher education and they make a commitment by signing a four-year contract with the Ministry;  this is done after submitting and discussing the main lines for development and the programmes for the period covered.  To date, these contracts have been the framework of the Ministerial accreditation of academic programmes for national degrees and diplomas which the universities have the authority to grant.

To support the contract-based arrangement, the Agency for the Evaluation of Research and Higher Education [AERES – Agence d’évaluation de la recherche et de l’enseignement supérieur], which was set up in 2006, operates as the independent administrative authority in charge of assessing the strategies and governance of the universities.

As part of a quality approach, AERES conducts an overall assessment of the university:

· to help the university develop its strategy and improve its administration

· to offer it the possibility of measuring the quality of its own processes and results

· to draw attention to possible margins for progress.

The AERES assessment method is the same method used by most agencies assessing higher education institutes and academic programmes across Europe.  It has two interdependent pillars:  self-assessment, this being the responsibility of the institute, and external assessment by peers, to ensure an expert and rigorous approach.

The assessment starts with the self-assessment and the institute’s overall plan, focusing on six points, one being the educational training strategy, including continuing education.  The report concentrates on the most significant elements, the strong points and the weaknesses of the institute.

Legislation passed in August 2007 granting autonomy to universities has changed the role of AERES, which should, in the future, be conducting a posteriori assessments.  In this spirit, universities will make commitments in their contracts, specifying objectives and training offerings; AERES will then examine these in the light of the results achieved.

3 Quality Assurance for University Awards/Degrees

3.1 Internal Control

Courses leading to university degrees have no assessment conducted at a national level.  Universities are autonomous;  they are responsible for their own academic programmes, the quality of their awards and certificates and the courses they give.

When a new university degree (UD) is instituted, a submission is made to the board of the university for approval;  the board examines the objectives to see if they are relevant and that the target students and course content are matched;  it looks at methods used for testing and assessing knowledge and the availability of the resources needed to conduct the course.  As these degrees are designed to provide professional qualifications, the teaching team often refers to a higher board which assesses the quality and suggests improvements to be made to the course.  A periodical review is usually made by the board of these courses, assessing results over recent years and deciding whether to maintain or discontinue them.

3.2 Assessment by the Professional/Vocational Areas Concerned

UDs and vocational courses can often be recognised by the relevant professional/vocational areas.  In professions with compulsory continuing education (e.g. medical practitioners) the university must have approval from the professional body concerned validating the university training course.  For medical practitioners, the university must have approval from France’s board for continuing medical education [Conseil National de la Formation Médicale Continue] and must show that the training courses offered by the university reach the required quality standards and respond to the needs of the practitioners.  This type of approval usually concerns specific curricula (UD or short sessions), and only rarely concerns the full range of teaching provided by a university department or faculty.

The “Conseils Régionaux” (France’s regional administrative authorities) which fund courses for job-seekers as well as many other financing bodies require the training institutes to give commitments on quality as a prerequisite for approving the courses designed to meet their needs.

4 The Quality Approach by Universities

4.1 A Clear Ambition of Universities

Since 1996, an increasing number of universities have been interested in offering training courses for adults to meet the needs of the adults concerned and to satisfy the needs of employers.  Now that continuing education has been recognised as an official mission for universities, the structural organisation of certain departments, combining previously fragmented or under-developed units, and the political ambition of the executive teams have been determining factors moving universities to adopt a quality approach for continuing education, an area under the control of the universities concerned, and for the support they provide to adults resuming their studies.

These approaches have been supported by the Ministry responsible for higher education and through work done jointly through the national network for continuing education  at university, the CDSUFC [Conférence des Directeurs de Service Universitaire de Formation Continue].

4.2 Impetus from the Ministry responsible for higher education

In 1996, the Ministry launched a “national quality plan” designed to stimulate a dynamic movement throughout the country to support the university continuing education departments in their development of initiatives building up their position on the market, by improving the quality of the services they provide and of their organisation.  In all, fifteen plans were granted subsidies from the ministry for this purpose:  certain departments and faculties prepared certification, one university focused on quality as applied to the accreditation of prior experiential learning, while in a number of other universities, departments were involved in implementing a quality management system, sometimes including quality certification.

4.3 The Role of the National Network for Continuing Education at University - CDSUFC

The national network for continuing education at university is a link for pooling and sharing experience, and has been useful as many departments have gained from the experience of work undertaken in pioneer universities.  A working group on quality approaches was set up as early as 1998 and a number of actions were developed:

· training on quality, with a two-day programme held every year for university staff working in the area of continuing education.

· a survey on the quality approach was conducted in 2005, with a second one in the Autumn of 2007, to update the view of the state of development of quality in continuing education offered by universities in France.

4.4 The Present Situation

In 2005, 34 universities completed the survey:  65% of the respondents were involved in a quality certification process and eight had certification, mainly ISO 9001.

Since then, a number of universities have been certified ISO 9001/2000, and others have embarked on the approach.
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