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1. Introduction – ULLL in Portugal

University Lifelong Learning (ULLL) provision in Portuguese universities has recently become an issue of national interest. Concern for its development culminated in the creation of Association of Portuguese Universities for Continuing Education (AUPEC). The association was founded on 20 March 2001 by five universities: U. Porto, U. Algarve, U. Aberta, U. Minho and U. Aveiro. The website, in Portuguese, is www.up.pt/aupec. Currently the association has fourteen public universities and the Catholic University as members. The current president is the Technical University of Lisbon. The association has similar objectives to those of EUCEN. These are: to promote ULLL and to facilitate the cooperation among its members in the area of ULLL.

1.1 Organisation and delivery of ULLL

The organisation of ULLL of the AUPEC members varies considerably. Some of the universities have external units which have ULLL as their main objective and focus. Their autonomy will vary. That is the case, for instance, at the U. Aveiro and U. Minho. However, the majority, have ULLL distributed among the faculties and there is a central coordination done by a vice-rector or by a pro-rector. That is the case at the U. Algarve and the U. Nova de Lisboa. Others have a centralized organization within the university which works together with the faculties in the production and delivery of ULLL like the U. Porto. The Catholic University follows a mixed model: many schools have their own units delivering ULLL programs coexisting with centralized units articulated with the schools to deliver programs in specific formats as e-learning courses. There is also the case of the U. Aberta where the current strategy is to develop the ULLL as a distance learning activity based mostly on e-learning courses. 

1.2 Formats of ULLL and key target groups

The main modes of delivery of ULLL in AUPEC are face to face courses with a certain degree of distance courses. While the face to face courses cover all subjects and target groups the distance mode ULLL covers the business and engineering areas. The key target groups of ULLL are the graduate professionals. There is an emphasis on addressing the needs of the alumni. There are cases where there is a survey among the professional bodies in the different disciplines to determine the needs of ULLL. Generally most of the ULLL programs are subsidized, partially or in full, by national or European programs. Some programs are paid by the enterprises and by participants, especially in the health sector.

2. Quality Assurance of University Lifelong Learning

2.1 External Quality Assurance

There is a national quality system that authorizes the centres to deliver to provide ULLL. It is managed by IQF – Instituto para a Qualidade e Formação (Institute for Quality and Training). The site is http://www.iqf.gov.pt/. This institute belongs to the government and depends from the ministry of labour and social solidarity. The accreditation is based on an application submitted by each ULLL centre and is based on the analysis of the human resources. It is a periodic accreditation that is renewed using a similar process. The accreditation from IQF is normally necessary to for universities to receive public funding at national and European levels.

In many cases programs developed are accredited by external bodies as national or international professional associations (colleges, orders or institutes) that identify trends in professional development and training needs as well as by associations of peer schools that guaranty that programs are delivered according the best practices.

2.2 Internal Quality Assurance 

The universities of AUPEC have different procedures to ensure quality in ULLL. There are specifically two manuals that have been produced and these address the management (operation) of the ULLL centre and the marketing of the ULLL. These are written in Portuguese and are designated as Practical Management of ULLL Centres and Marketing ULL. Each university uses their own procedures to ensure quality of ULLL. Most of them also use surveys of the participants’ opinions to evaluate their satisfaction with the quality of a course. Others have procedures that analyze the content and format of the courses by scientific councils and boards that approve the courses before the delivery of the courses. This is mandatory where some universities allow participants to use the success in the courses to be credited towards a degree program.

The case of U. of Porto is a typical one where there is a combination of agreed procedures and post-delivery survey of participant satisfaction. There are concrete regulations that establish the procedures for a program of ULLL being administered in any faculty or department of the U. Porto. There is a difference between the credit and non-credit programs. The reason is that credit programs may be used towards a degree program. Both types are accredited by specific and independent commissions in terms of quality factors like format, financial plan, delivery form, evaluation, teaching staff, facilities, calendar and target audience. It is a process that occurs generally before the start of each year. The post survey addressed to the participants consists of questionnaires about the course in terms of teaching staff, administrative support, content, mode of delivery, duration and price. The results are used to prepare next editions and other similar courses. It is therefore a system based on the evaluation of the procedures and the value of the perceived outputs.
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