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Quality Enhancement in Academic Lifelong Learning. 

The Finnish Experience and the EQUIPE Project Outcomes 

Kari Seppälä, DGWF Conference, Karlsruhe 13.9.2006 

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 fundamental challenge for quality assurance in academic lifelong learning lies in the balance between the science-based education and serving adult students’ needs.  The traditional elements of LLL quality work in Finnish universities have been evaluation and development projects. Each university has carried out its own projects so as to produce innovations of pedagogy and delivery. In daily practice the universities assure the quality of their LLL through decision structures (dealing with curriculum, recruitment etc). 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. 

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: 1) evaluations focusing on individual universities/polytechnics; 2) programme evaluations; 3) education policy and other thematic evaluations; 4) evaluations focusing on quality and on centres of excellence in both sectors of higher education; 5) evaluation and accreditation of professional courses; and 6) 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 and 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; and continuous improvement and evaluation of the higher education aiming at an enhanced competence basis.

Examples of national quality initiatives in University LLL

(a) All the Finnish universities went through an institutional evaluation in the 1990’s. E.g. the University of Turku carried out the evaluation project with the theme of 'external impact of the University'. The evaluation of adult and continuing education was one of five subprojects in the evaluation. The university produced documentation of its activities and carried out a self-evaluation. An international Peer Review Team audited the university. 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 “the academic heartland”. The linkage of evaluation and strategic development enhanced the use of experience and knowledge acquired during the project. 

(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 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 polytechnics are significantly more interested to apply for the accreditation than the universities.

(d) FINHEEC carried out a national evaluation of the open university system in 2001–2002. The main objective of the project was to support the development of the open university through (1) a description of practical implementation of lifelong learning, (2) defining development tasks, (3) disseminating best practice and (4) 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. The external expert panel gave a report about the state-of-the-art of open university and designed a set of recommendations. A follow-up evaluation analyzed the implementation of the recommendations in 2005-2006

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

· Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Council: http://www.kka.fi/english/index.lasso?cont=index
· Article “Finnish examples of quality initiatives in university lifelong learning ”

http://equipe.up.pt/RESOURCES/Casestudies/sg4turku.pdf
EQUIPE Project Outcomes (European Quality in Individualised Pathways in Education)
· Quality Learning Tool about the construction of quality projects in academic LLL

· Benchmarking Tool for the universities and their interaction with individual learners

· Consultancy Tool for the facilitation of discussions both face-to-face and online

· Case studies and articles about the various ways of enhancing quality in academic LLL

· Guided links to websites about quality

· Network of experts

· EQUIPE project website: http://equipe.up.pt/






