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Quality enhancement in academic lifelong learning

The fundamental challenge for quality assurance in academic lifelong learning lies in the balance between the science-based education and serving adult students’ needs. The logic stems from the aim of bridging academic knowledge production with its utilization either in professional practices or life in general. Although similar in many aspects, the evaluation and quality assurance of academic lifelong learning have different starting points from those of university’s traditional degree studies.

Academic LLL is more short-term by nature and repeated at intervals, thus the students have a realistic chance to influence the course. The participants are often professionals from working life and they have a better opportunity than the degree students to compare the education with their earlier education and assess its value to their work. The students have to pay for most of the courses and they evaluate education also as a service, which is acceptable or valuable in relation to the price paid for it. 
 

Academic lifelong learning in Finland

All 20 Finnish universities are active in academic lifelong learning.  LLL agenda traditionally covers continuing professional development (94,000 students in 2005), open university
 activities (80,000 students in 2005) and a multitude of third mission projects (regional and international).
 The CPD policy emphasizes extensive programs, but short courses are a relevant part of the offer. In recent years the proportion of in-house training has increased. All the universities offer open university courses (both face-to-face and distance) that serve the students independent of their motivations. Recently the participation of various groups of adults in mainstream studies and other educational services of the universities has become a part of the LLL discussion (traditional degree studies, master programs, transformation programs, special studies, virtual university etc).

From quality enhancement to quality assurance

The traditional elements of LLL quality work in Finnish universities have been evaluation and development projects. In decision-making practices, the universities assure the quality of their LLL through decision structures (dealing with curriculum, recruitment etc). Each university has carried out its own projects so as to produce innovations of pedagogy and delivery. Constructing a quality system has not been common in the universities. This is now changing.

The Finnish system has put the emphasis on quality enhancement rather than quality assurance and university autonomy rather than state control. Recently the European and global trends have stressed quality assurance, quality systems and national standards. This has also had an effect on the Finnish quality policies. This report deals with the national initiatives, but it is important to stress that the institutional quality work in the universities is active and versatile. Only so as to give a hint about its features we refer to the self-evaluation report by the University of Turku in 1999, which named some typical activities and trends in the late 1990s:

	Activities and challenges in university Continuing Education quality work

Assessment of teaching

Reports and studies

Product development

Statistics

Financial follow-up

Auditing

Quality Systems (limited procedures)

Annual Report and Financial Statement
	Changes of focus in the evaluation practices of the open university

From unseen to visible

From unsystematic to systematic

From verbal to written

From written to publication

From external control to development of students’ self-assessment skills with the help of feedback

From product to process


The Role of Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council FINHEEC

At the national level, the Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council (FINHEEC) is an independent expert body assisting universities, polytechnics and the Ministry of Education in matters relating to evaluation.  The evaluations can be classified as follows: 

· evaluations focusing on individual universities/polytechnics; 

· programme evaluations; 

· education policy and other thematic evaluations; 

· evaluations focusing on quality and on centres of excellence in both sectors of higher education; 

· evaluation and accreditation of professional courses; and 

· evaluation assignments implemented on the order of universities/polytechnics and the Ministry of Education as a separate commercial service.
 

The FINHEEC principles of operation are:

· independence;

· expertise;

· proactiveness; 

· international perspective; 

· interaction;

·  transparency;

· impact orientation. 

The areas of particular emphasis in the operative policy of FINHEEC include: 

· quality development and assurance of the innovative operations of the information-intensive society and higher education; 

· demands of internationalisation placed on the universities and polytechnics; 

· result-orientation of the education processes; 

· adult education targeted at a higher level of competence; 

· continuous improvement and evaluation of the higher education aiming at an enhanced competence basis.

Examples of national quality initiatives in ULLL
(a) All the Finnish universities went through an institutional evaluation
 in the 1990s.
 The universities negotiated the scope and themes of the evaluation with FINHEEC. Lifelong learning was not a key issue in all of the exercises, but e.g. The University of Turku carried out the evaluation project within the theme of 'external impact of the University'. The evaluation of Adult and Continuing Education was one of five subprojects in the University evaluation. The scope of the evaluation covered not only teaching and learning but also the supportive functions from management and funding to marketing, research and development. The main perspectives were networks and co-operation, innovations, evaluation and future strategies.

The university produced documentation of its activities and carried out a self-evaluation. An international Peer Review Team audited the university. For adult education an independent expert of academic lifelong learning wrote an additional analysis. The material was collected from three main sources: the Centre for Extension Studies and other producers of ULLL collected materials based on their expertise, statistics and reports; the faculties’ self-evaluation included the theme of adult education and an inquiry was sent to external parties (e.g. clients, sponsors, partners, competitors).

The sheer fact that lifelong learning was a part of the scope of the institutional evaluation gave value to a relevant part of the third mission that needs to strive for its role close to “the academic heartland”. The linkage of evaluation and strategic development enhanced the use of experience and knowledge acquired during the project. The evaluation was also a fruitful learning environment. However, as a one-time project it did not construct a permanent structure for quality work. The decentralised approach was also very time consuming. 

(b) Selecting adult education quality units
 is a part of the resource allocation system of the Finnish universities. FINHEEC carried out the selection of adult education quality units the fourth time for the period 2007-2009.
 The procedure has changed each time. The previous selection made special use of the presentation of the service in the university website. After strong criticism by the universities against the previous procedure, the planning group chose a more traditional approach in the latest selection. The group defined the criteria (academic standard, interaction with society and lifelong learning), implementation and the “rules of the game”. An expert group appointed by FINHEEC proposed the universities to be selected. The decision was based on the proposals by the universities (a description of the basic idea, tasks and activities, three examples of best practice and a self-evaluation) and a hearing of the candidates. 

Choosing the excellent universities in lifelong learning in a parallel process with the choice of the high quality educational units
 is a very important statement of educational policy. The Ministry of Education allocates a substantial amount of funding for the successful universities during the three-year-period.
(c) In 1999, FINHEEC appointed a subsection, the Accreditation Board of Professional Courses to assess continuing professional education and make decisions on accreditation.
 The law defines the accreditation of professional courses as “evaluation and registration of professional courses”. The process includes a review of relevant documentation (application), a visit to the course and the immediate feedback after the site visit. Accreditation gives public recognition or registration to professional, non-degree courses that meet certain standards. It is a ‘promise’ that the particular course will provide the quality of education it claims to offer. The polytechnics are significantly more interested in applying for this accreditation than the universities.

(d) FINHEEC carried out a national evaluation of the open university system
 in 2001–2002.
 The Ministry of Education defined the scope of evaluation: implementation of the open university as a system of adult education, the main purpose of which is educational equality and two main principles open access and equivalence to the degree courses. The main objective of the project was to support development of the open university through:

· a description of practical implementation of lifelong learning;

· defining development tasks;

· disseminating best practice;

· sharpening the profile of the open university.

After the self-evaluation, the universities carried out a limited benchmarking exercise, where they compared modes of operation and looked for best practice. Instead of traditional site-visits, the external expert panel organised three hearings, where the status of the open university within universities, the context of the open university as well as the quality of teaching and learning, were discussed. The external expert panel reported that prerequisites for participation do not and should not exist, open access has been more important than educational equality in the working practice, difficulty to take a degree is still a major problem, academic quality is assured by curriculum approval systems and extensive development, central coordination and close contact with the faculties are necessary within universities and that competition is more typical than cooperation among the universities. The external expert panel recommended that:

· A national strategy should be launched by the participating institutions.

· The activities should be networked into a Finnish Open University.

· The universities should organise themselves in favour of the adult student.

· Enhancing equality should direct all the activities.

· Opportunities to take a degree after open university studies should be widened.

· Quality enhancement should be systematic and networked.

· The funding system should support quality and concentrations of expertise.

A follow-up evaluation analyzed the implementation of the recommendations in 2005-2006.

(e) FINHEEC has not carried out an evaluation of academic continuing education although it is included in its work plan for 2004-2007.
  The need for the evaluation was justified by the central role of University Continuing Education (UCE) in the framework of the social impact of the higher education institutions, the lack of a comprehensive analysis or even a clear picture of the activities as well as the marginal role of UCE in the development of the new degree structure. Lack of resources is a simple explanation for the cancellation/adjournment of the evaluation.  In addition, once the Ministry of Education founded a working group for academic lifelong learning, it did not want to set in motion two parallel nation-wide procedures.

A new item in the agenda

The objective of FINHEEC is that the quality assurance systems of all universities and polytechnics will have gone through one round of audits by 2010.
 Lifelong learning activities are a part of the focus. We should not overestimate the shift from project-based quality development into system-oriented quality assurance, but it is obvious that the different basic assumptions will have an effect on the implementation of academic LLL. Our challenge is to maintain the developmental and critical basis while strengthening the quality work through documentation and standardized practices. Whatever the arrangements of quality assurance, the fundamental criteria and source of vitality for academic LLL will remain: we shall not be able to serve our clients properly without strong ties to academic research.

Websites for further information

· About UCE by the Ministry of Education: 

http://www.taydennyskoulutus.fi/tati/index
· About UCE by the University Continuing Education Network UCEF:

http://www.dipoli.tkk.fi/uce/english/index.html 

· Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council: http://www.kka.fi/english/index.lasso?cont=index
· Audits of Quality Assurance, Systems of Finnish Higher Education Institutions, Audit Manual for 2005–2007 
http://www.kka.fi/pdf/julkaisut/KKA_406.pdf

· About Quality Initiatives in University Lifelong Learning
http://equipe.up.pt/RESOURCES/Casestudies/sg4turku.pdf
· About the institutional evaluation of the University of Turku:

http://www.eullearn.net/ Case Study 39
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� In Finland the university degree studies are free of charge.


� Davies & Seppälä


� Open university refers here to members of the community studying at university while not registered for an academic award.


� KOTA OnLine


� Evaluation material of adult education.


� FINHEEC Principles


� FINHEEC Principles


� FINHEEC classification, type 1


� FINHEEC Action Plan for 2000–2003


� FINHEEC classification, type 4


� Neljä aikuiskoulutuksen laatuyliopistoa 2007 - 2009


� FINHEEC classification, type 4


12 FINHEEC classification, type 5


� FINHEEC classification, type 3


� Kess & al. 


� Vuorela & al., FINHEEC classification, type 3


� FINHEEC classification, type 3, FINHEEC Plan for Action 2004-2007


� FINHEEC Plan for Action 2004-2007
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