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An overview of University Learning in Latvia

The background

Today in Latvia nobody will deny the importance of lifelong learning. In the new millennium it is seen as important for all society. No longer can we rely on formal first-time learning at school and university to equip us for life in our changing world. Every country has its own historical, economic and cultural background to the development of lifelong learning. Therefore, it adopts its own methods to create a system of lifelong learning, that can be considered as an ‘umbrella’ embracing all steps of learning from ‘the cradle to the grave’.

In Latvia the concept of ‘lifelong learning’ (LLL) appeared in 1996, when the European Commission designated this year as the ‘European Year of Lifelong Learning’. But it is necessary to add also that people in Latvia used the expression - you learn  as long as you live, meaning that learning from experiences and values that are passed from generation to generation. 

The Latvian Adult Education Association and Adult Education Centres at local government level in the regions were founded at the beginning of the 1990s. There are about 5 really active Folk Universities established by cooperation with the Scandinavian countries but they are not academic institutions and only offer non-formal education. Continuing education centres, as well as Distance Education Centres at universities appeared later. Compared to the “old European countries” Latvia has very little experience in university LLL. 

Now all these Centres, at Universities in particular, offer a wide range of opportunities for people to gain new competencies and to enrich themselves by choosing different courses, which interest them. They contribute to the following strands of LLL: continuing education; continuing professional development; re-qualification; community education; learning for pleasure; learning for leisure; academic education; general education (evening schools). 

Legislation regarding Adult Learning in Latvia 

Since independence (1991) there have been many Acts adopted concerning education:

· Education Law from October 29, 1998 (section 49) regulates adult education programmes. The amendments to the Law of 1 June 2001, in particular Article 46, stipulate the procedure of implementation of non-formal adult education programmes. 

· General Education Law from June 10, 1999 regulates general secondary education. There is no specific section for adults, but adults are allowed to acquire general secondary education and receive the same documents as full time students. The regulation No. 383 (2000) of the Cabinet of Ministers “On vocational qualifications which are acquired by passing centralised qualifying examinations” came into force in September 2001.

· Professional Education Law from June 10, 1999 determines types of vocational programmes. Amendment in the Law on Vocational Education aims to define the relationship between the content of initial vocational education programmes and of further / continuing vocational education programmes.

· Law on Higher Education Institutions from November 2, 1995 regulates formal education for adults. To ensure the process of lifelong learning higher education institutions are providing part time / distance education and continuing education courses. 

· In February 2007 the Government accepted “National Policy on Lifelong Learning 2007 – 2013”. The long-term target of the document is to ensure education throughout the whole of life according to the interests of citizens, as well as their abilities and the socio-economic development needs of the particular region. 

The Government did not adopt a proposed Law on adult education. It has been decided that Latvia will integrate adult education within the “ordinary” Law on Education next year. The more general items of adult education will be implemented in the Law on Education, but the more specific items within the Professional Education Law, General Education Law and Law on Higher Education Institutions. 

An overview of University Lifelong Learning (ULLL) in Latvia

Administration of  LLL in Latvia 

The two main actors involved in the development of LLL and the adult education system are The Ministry of Education and Science (the LLL department) and the Latvian Adult Education Association. Several other ministries are also involved, especially ministries dealing with the labour market and employment.

It is a fact that Latvia lacks official, institutional or governmental agreements that co-ordinate lifelong learning policy.  A big step forward in improving the situation is the new document “National Policy on Lifelong Learning 2007 – 2013”. It was developed by the Ministry of Education and Science, the Latvian Adult Education Association and four regional development agencies. The next step should be the working out of action plans at both regional and national level.  Key principles of the National Policy on Lifelong Learning are: Accessibility for all, Supply according to the needs, Sustainable management. The latter reflects the development of  management system that operates on the principle of shared responsibilities and creates a management body that:

· is responsible for coordinating adult education (formal and non-formal) 

· provides help for education establishments 

· ensures that supply meets the demand 

· carries out quality control, and 

· works on recognition of the results of non-formal education.  

This is where higher education institutions want to be seriously involved.  

As mentioned above, one of the main bodies which has been trying to establish an organized adult education system in Latvia is the Latvian Adult Education Association. The organization has established a network of adult education centres. Vidzeme University College is an institution that takes part in the development of adult education in Vidzeme region and it is a member of LAEA.  Since March 2007 there is a Lifelong Learning Centre at Vidzeme University College and its responsibility is to create a lifelong learning support system in the region.  

The financing of adult education comes from various sources. According to the data collected from a number of universities, the largest sum of money for adult education comes from the European Union and state budget. LLL activities are also financed by either participants themselves or their employers. The contribution from local governments is very small. Other resources include donations, gifts, grants, funding that comes from other projects, etc. 

Academic Lifelong Learning in Latvia

All 20 Latvian state-owned universities are now active in academic lifelong learning. (There is no information about the 13 private higher education establishments). The role of higher education establishments is changing – whilst maintaining their traditional mission in relation to academic / professional higher education and research, they have to extend their activities – provide a large variety of forms of continuing education.   
There are many definitions of university continuing education. According to the definition given by the European University Continuing Education Network (EUCEN) it is any form of education, vocational or general; formal or non-formal; full time, part time or short courses offered face to face or through distance learning - resumed after an interval following the initial education. Currently Latvian higher education establishments offer all these possible forms of continuing education. 

The Latvian Ministry of Education and Science gives a more detailed definition. There are 3 basic forms of continuing education at higher education institutions:

· Professional continuing education programmes fostering an individual’s professional competences. These programmes have to be accredited. Upon the completion of the programme participants are given recognized diplomas / degrees / certificates indicating their professional qualifications /formal education.

· Programmes fostering individuals’ further professional development. Upon the completion of the programme a certificate is issued indicating the contents and length of the programme.  These programmes do not necessarily have to be accredited  i.e. can be both formal and non – formal education.

· Interest-related programmes fostering an individual’s social skills, social adjustment, integration and personal development. They are not subject to strong restrictions. i.e. are non-formal education.

Latvian higher education establishments put emphasis on short courses (2 - 4 credit points) but also longer programmes (more that 300 hours) are a relevant part of the offer. Recently the participation of various groups of adults in mainstream studies has become a part of the LLL at universities (traditional degree studies and master programs, summer schools, special studies, virtual university, etc). The participants are often professionals from working life.  The adult students have to pay for most of the courses and therefore they choose higher education establishments to receive value for money.

The contents of education programmes and teaching methods at higher education establishments are determined by the development of the society, job market and general interests of the population in a certain area. Higher education institutions are developing new module based programmes. Module based learning gives the learner confidence and possibilities to choose the time, pace and intensity of their studies. All the programmes can be offered full-time, part-time, flexi-time and through distance learning. A developing focus is on a full transition from direct contact to distance learning, as well as independent learning, with wide application of IT. The process has been quite slow because there are still a large number of people and territories without Internet access. 

It is also suggested that all higher education institutions in Latvia should work together to develop an all Latvian Virtual University. There is a good example of university co-operation in this field in Estonia. It would promote e-learning in Latvia, co-operation between the institutions, cost effectiveness of the use of resources and competitiveness of the Latvian education system in Europe. Vidzeme University College has developed a new programme - MA in IT through e-learning, but has found it extremely expensive to create and maintain its own virtual platform. 

To ensure that the programmes are developed according to the demands of the job market, close partnerships and co-operation with local businesses and employers must be developed. Vidzeme University College has established close co-operation with local governments, district school boards and the board of directors of local businesses in order to study the demands of the local people.

Arrangements for quality assuring ULLL provision 

Concerning the quality and quantity of the courses, much has been done since the 1990s. With considerable help from various EU programmes’ educational funding, almost all the major universities and colleges in Latvia have established continuing and distance education departments or centres, developed new courses, trained specialists and developed a continuing and distance education infrastructure. It has been proved that higher education establishments guarantee quality, have highly qualified teaching staff and a capacity to develop and run a large number of programmes. The following are just some examples of best practices:

· The University of Latvia: The Continuing Education Department offers study programmes, both full-time and part-time, through the Open University, the Baltic studies centre and distance education. It offers academic and professional programmes as well as various continuing education courses. The University of Latvia offers formal and non-formal education leading to state recognized certificates and diplomas. 

· Riga Technical University: The Distance Education Centre has one of the best practices of organizing both formal and non-formal distance studies – the courses are designed virtually through use of the Internet. It provides possibilities of simultaneous work and communication between several students who can work on their computers at home or their offices. 

· Liepāja Pedagogical Academy: It has established an adult education centre which among the formal courses, offers a number of non-formal and interest related courses, such as flower arranging / florists’ skills and basket work thus proving that a higher education institution can offer all forms of education. 

· Latvian Christian Academy: This offers a large number of LLL courses within its accredited study programmes. The courses are mostly 1-3 days long and 0,5-1 credit point is awarded at the end of each course. 

· Vidzeme University College (VUC): VUC is not a university but a regional higher education institution and the main provider of the higher education in Vidzeme region. In 2004 it opened a Continuing Education department. Since March 2007 there has been a Lifelong Learning Centre at the university. The main goal of the Centre is to improve the quality of continuing education, accessibility and supply and create a model of sustainable management of education in the Vidzeme region. All the other higher education institutions are working in the same direction. 

VUC has studied a great number of best practices of the leading higher education institutions in Latvia and other countries. Taking into account these best practices, VUC now offers the following: 

· Teacher continuing education; 

· Foreign language courses (English, French, German);

· Latvian language for ethnic minorities;

· Tailor made courses for the local people (Public Relations, tourism business development, English for local government officials, etc.); 

· Courses for the unemployed and job-seekers (languages, psychology, project management);

· Preparatory courses for centralised examinations in certain subjects (English, Latvian, Mathematics) for secondary school graduates;  

· A large number of study courses from the mainstream programmes – offering credit points at the end of the course. 

A large number of other public or private adult education establishments also offer various programmes for adults. Higher education institutions have to focus on the high quality of education and recognition of the diplomas and certificates both at national and international level.  

Quality enhancement and recognition of certificates of non-formal education
The traditional elements of LLL quality work in Latvian higher education establishments, as in other Scandinavian universities, have included both evaluation and development projects. In reviewing decision-making practices, the universities assure the quality of their LLL through their decision structures (the Senate, Quality Board, etc). Each university has carried out its own projects. Constructing a quality system has not been common in the universities. This is now changing also in Latvia.

The Latvian system has put the emphasis on quality enhancement and university autonomy. Recently European and global trends have stressed quality assurance, quality systems and national standards. This has also had an effect on the Latvian quality policies. The institutional quality work in the universities is very active now.  The Latvian Higher Education Council  is also taking part in developing the opportunity for creating a quality assurance body at the Council. 

Formal accredited academic or vocational programmes are recognized both nationally and internationally. Latvian higher education institutions practice credit transfer from one institution to another. The Latvian credit point system is also compatible with ECTS. The number of ECTS credits is calculated by multiplying the number of Latvian credit points by a factor of 1.5. According to Latvian legislation state recognized diplomas / degrees / certificates may only be awarded upon completion of an accredited programme in an accredited educational institution. To ensure the quality the programmes have to go through quality assessment, which includes self-evaluation, peer evaluation and experts from Western Europe. A very positive aspect is that more and more countries are introducing the Diploma Supplement, thus helping the qualifications to be recognized throughout Europe. As another example, every year Vidzeme University College produces self-evaluation reports and there is also an external evaluation from the Ministry of Education and Science.

As for the recognition of the diplomas and certificates of non-formal education, there is still a lot of work to do.  Very valuable learning takes place at universities. The aim is to be able to measure this value, as well as to integrate competencies acquired in non-formal settings into the qualifications acquired in the formalised settings. The great challenge for Latvian universities is to be able to put equal attention and effort into developing the two areas, so that all types of learning are recognised and supported.  There is still an opinion that formal education is much more valuable than non-formal. Actually what people value is not the contents of education but the diplomas and certificates they receive after completion of training. 

LLL activities are very widespread and growing. Another challenge that the higher education institutions are facing now is a full integration of LLL into regular higher education activities that would allow learners to reach regular higher education qualifications. Although quality assurance is a very necessary precondition for recognition, since there is not a quality assurance body in Latvia this process is not developing rapidly. 

In terms of the Lisbon Recognition Convention, qualifications earned in the university adult continuing education system should be considered for recognition just the same as qualifications earned through more traditional education. Secondly, university adult continuing education could then be adequately described through:

· transparency documents, like the Diploma Supplement;

· the ECTS;

· possibly a lifelong learning portfolio. 

Vidzeme University College as well as a lot of other higher education institutions are ready to reconsider both their policy towards the recognition system and the content and nature of continuing education courses during the period of 2007 - 2013. 

The Role of the Latvian Higher Education Council 

At the national level, the Latvian Higher Education Council (LHEC) is an independent expert body assisting higher education establishments and the Ministry of Education in matters relating to evaluation.  

The evaluations can be classified as follows: 

1) education policy and other thematic evaluations; 

2) evaluations focusing on individual higher education establishments; 

3) evaluation and accreditation of mainstream programmes;

4) evaluation and training of the teaching staff 

5) an evaluation system focusing on continuing education programmes is under development;

LHEC has set the promotion of University Lifelong Learning as one of its goals. To reach this goal LHEC has set another goal - to promote co-operation among higher education institutions. LHEC and the Latvian Adult Education Association have established the Latvian Universities Continuing Education Network (LUCEN). It is an informal and voluntary union of Latvian higher education establishments. 


The Aims of LUCEN are the following:

1. To promote the idea of the important role of university continuing education (UCE) in Latvian universities through cooperation among universities’ management, academic staff, joint conferences and seminars.

2. To enhance staff development and continuing education through joint projects, exchange of ideas and teachers.

3. To facilitate links between UCE and society.

LUCEN acts through meetings twice a year; e-mail lists for sharing information and holding discussions; common activities that are agreed on for each year. 

Comment on the effectiveness of the arrangement

In general, extensive debates on LLL are still going on in higher educational establishments and at government level in Latvia. The country has to work out comprehensive action plans to implement LLL strategy, including formal, non-formal and informal learning.

· Higher education institutions must make their contribution to developing LLL and offer all kinds of continuing education. 

· The use of modern technologies, distance education and e–learning provides new challenges both for Latvian higher educational establishments and individuals to follow LLL guidelines, and to bring all forms of learning closer to everybody.

· Higher education institutions must focus on the high quality of continuing education and recognition of diplomas and certificates of non-formal education;
· A structure such as a national qualifications framework should be established by higher education institutions to assure quality and integration of continuing education into formal education and transfer of credit points; 

· All higher education institutions should collaborate in order to establish a common Virtual University to promote LLL. 

Changes in arrangements, which are under discussion at present

Several universities in Latvia are actively working on researching European universities’ practices in recognizing experiential learning.  There is a move towards increased lifelong learning provided by Latvian universities. Higher education establishments are facing 2 challenges:

· maintaining the high quality of traditional academic studies;

· enhancement of the quality of lifelong learning provision.

The above mentioned has resulted in the necessity of evaluating and recognizing what people have learned in non-formal settings prior to university access. There are workgroups in almost all universities that work on projects and theoretical discussions on accreditation of prior experiential learning. 

Resources: 

1.  www.laea.lv    Latvian Adult Education Association homepage

2.  Education Law of the Republic of Latvia

3.  Comparative analysis of lifelong learning in Scandinavian countries, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. Jonas Sprogoe. The Danish University of Education. Copenhagen, March 2003

4.  Learning for sharing – manual for adult education practitioners. Compiled by Antra Carlsen and John Irons. Vilnius 2003

6. 5.  Continuing and distance learning in Latvian higher education. Eddition of EU Phare Tempus project, 1998

7. Tālākizglītības kvalitātes vērtēšanas rokasgrāmata. IZM, Rīga 2001

8. Basic Guidelines of Lifelong Learning Policy for 2007 – 2013. Latvian adult learning association, Rīga 2007
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