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Introduction 
Lifelong learning (LLL) in higher education institutions – part of the third mission of 
universities - is characterised by great diversity within and between Member States 
and includes not just courses but a whole range of academic services for adults (eg 
coaching, various forms of advice and guidance, validation, consultancy and so 
on)and for enterprises and other organisations  This paper does not seek to address the 
whole terrain in all its richness but rather focuses on one part of the landscape: 
continuing professional  development (CPD).  And for this purpose I take this to mean 
essentially two kinds of provision:  
• Professional development courses aimed at particular groups – medics, lawyers, 

architects, engineers, researchers, accountants, managers, nurses, teachers and so 
on, who already hold a higher level diploma.  The courses often relate to new 
policy or legislation, new research findings, or new technological developments.  
They may involve attendance at the institution or maybe be partly/wholly by 
distance/e-learning.  Sometimes the courses are offered in collaboration with 
professional associations; they may, but rarely do, carry some kind of certificate 
or accreditation; and they usually carry fees. 

• Masters courses (and pre-Bologna equivalents) aimed at identified needs among 
particular professional groups.  The learners may have a first degree in the same 
field and wish to upgrade their formal qualifications, but often they have a first 
degree in a different field (eg masters in management for engineers).  These 
masters courses usually carry fees, sometimes paid for by the individuals, 
sometimes by their employer.  Often they are delivered outside of ‘normal’ hours 
in the evenings, weekends, blocks of one week or partly/wholly by distance/e-
learning.  

 
Most universities take an entrepreneurial approach to the provision of CPD and it 
constitutes an important part of the third mission of the university: 
• they provide a continuing link with former students  
• they constitute an important new market in students for the universities (at a time 

of declining numbers of young students in initial higher education) 
• they provide an opportunity for collaboration with local or national employers, 

professional associations and public authorities, which may create new or 
consolidate existing relationships with external stakeholders for other purposes, 
for example regional economic development projects, cultural projects, 
technology transfer, research and so on.  

• They may provide a significant source of additional income; while it maybe small 
in relation to other sources of income, it may be free of ties and able to be used by 
the HEIs in innovative and creative ways which would not be possible with other 
sources of income more tightly coupled to the mainstream of university finances. 

• They may provide a public face for the university which enables it to reach 
populations that would otherwise have no contact with or understanding of the 
university and its activities – part of a wider public relations policy. 
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Policy at European level 
In general, policy at European level in the field of education is relatively recent - only 
since the Treaty of Maastricht (1992) has the EU had any competence in education 
(rather than vocational training), and in higher education (HE) it is particularly weak 
since the principle of subsidiarity means that not only national and regional authorities 
claim precedence over the European but at institutional level universities rigorously 
defend their autonomy.  
However, the European Commission has made several attempts to initiate debates in 
this area.  In 1991, it published a Memorandum of Higher Education (CEC 1991) 
which interestingly had a lot to say about continuing education.  It called for ‘flexible 
and accurate mechanisms which can handle claims for academic as well as 
professional recognition … information support for employers wishing to assess 
qualifications and for individuals who might wish to take all or part of their 
qualifications in another Member State’.  The work on ECTS was seen as a basis for 
further initiatives which should include continuing education students, and much of 
the paper was about bringing adults into HE for the first time or back in for further 
study.  It called for a shift of resources to promote and support the development of 
policy, organisational structures and practice in university continuing education.   
 
In their responses, HEIs saw the growth of university continuing education (UCE) as 
a democratising process but raised questions about whether adults and young people 
should be mixed or taught separately, about new and changed pedagogies for a more 
diverse group of learners, and about the training needs of teachers.  In general, the 
universities were very defensive about the traditional roles of universities in research 
and in teaching young people and concerned that expansion of UCE might take 
resources away from these central missions and the opportunity that this policy paper 
offered was not exploited or taken up in the general policy process at EU level.   
 
It could be argued that this was the highpoint of EU attempts at policy making for 
UCE – at no time since has such explicit reference to UCE or such direct 
recommendations been made in documents emanating from the Commission, 
although it is interesting that more recent debates (see below) echo much of this early 
work.  However, in the years that followed that Memorandum the discourse shifted to 
a more diffuse concept - lifelong learning – and one which was detached from an 
institutional context.  Thus the policy debates that followed made little reference to 
universities as important sites of lifelong learning.  
 
As the discourse was changing in the late 1990s, in parallel the Bologna process was 
emerging and was to become, for universities, a more important source of policy than 
the European Commission (see www.bologna-bergen2005.no for all documents 
relating to the Bologna process). The original Bologna declaration in 1999 made only 
passing reference to lifelong learning – one of its objectives was: ‘ECTS-compatible 
systems also covering lifelong learning activities’.  However, 2 years later in Prague, 
‘Ministers emphasised’ a number of points including: 

Lifelong learning is an essential element of the European Higher Education 
Area.  In the future Europe, built upon a knowledge-based society and economy, 
lifelong learning strategies are necessary to face the challenges of 
competitiveness and the use of new technologies and to improve social 
cohesion, equal opportunities and the quality of life.  

http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/


Although this made lifelong learning slightly more visible than in previous 
documents, there was no reference to it in the action points and it remained 
secondary to the main concerns of the process.  

The Trends report prepared for the European University Association (EUA) 
(Reichert and Tauch 2003) for the Berlin meeting 2 years after Prague, showed that 
the development of lifelong learning in universities was extremely patchy, 
confirming the general lack of priority being given to the issue.  Nevertheless, the 
Ministers communiqué from that meeting underlined the important contribution of 
higher education in making lifelong learning a reality.  They claimed to be making 
steps to align national policies to realise this goal and   urged the HE institutions to 
enhance the possibilities for lifelong learning, including the recognition of prior 
learning, emphasising that it should be an integral part of HE activity.  They 
further called for the qualifications frameworks that were being developed to 
encompass a wide range of flexible learning paths, opportunities and techniques 
and to make appropriate use of ECTS credits; and stressed the need to improve 
opportunities for all citizens to follow lifelong learning paths into and within HE. 

At the time of writing the Trends report for the Bergen ministerial meeting is not 
yet available but my understanding is that it will not include a specific review of 
lifelong learning. The focus at this stage is more on the implementation of the 
reform of the diploma structure, with the secondary objective that making it more 
flexible will, in some as yet undefined way, enable universities to exploit this new 
framework to accommodate adult learners and implement lifelong learning policy.  
As in the EU policy process, the term ‘continuing education’ is no longer used but 
the national reports from participating countries (now 40) do include a section on 
lifelong learning and refer to questions about measures to develop lifelong learning 
paths and procedures for the recognition of prior learning and flexible learning 
paths.   

A number of issues arise from the implementation of the Bologna structure for 
universities seeking to develop lifelong learning.  The recognition (validation, 
assessment) of prior learning is taken up in another paper for this conference; this 
paper attempts to draw out the issues relating to CPD since most universities take 
an entrepreneurial approach but have seldom, so far, made links between CPD and 
the Bologna process and considered the possibilities and problems it presents.  I 
have identified 4 specific questions for discussion: 

1.  Should CPD be brought within the ECTS framework? 

2.  How could CPD be brought within the ECTS framework? 

3.  What are the characteristics of a masters programme? 

4.  What is the link between CPD and masters programmes? 

   
1.  Should CPD be brought within the ECTS framework? 
The arguments for: 
• Some type of formal accreditation is increasingly required by the professional 

associations and those agencies licensing professionals to practice. 
• LLL is now generally accepted to be a matter of (at least partly) individual 

responsibility and increasingly differentiated individual pathways.  Individuals 
need tools to accumulate and transfer credits from a wide range of sources, to 



measure and weigh their own learning and construct their personal professional 
development plans. Credits for LLL could provide such a tool 

• If universities do not provide such tools, other organisations (private professional 
training organisations, professional associations etc) will do so and universities 
will lose market share (they already have a very small part of the market) and they 
will lose relevance for adult learners 

• It does not have to be compulsory - some learners may not want it and it should be 
optional; it may not even be the norm but should be available 

• It can be used to build bridges between different levels and types of qualifications 
thus providing opportunities for progression and encourage more participation in 
learning. 

• It can be used to develop new forms of collaboration with potential competitors 
(eg professional associations) and other external stakeholders (eg employers) 

• It would provide an opportunity to shift the focus of the university mission 
towards LLL as a mainstream/integrated activity rather than a marginal and 
marginalised one 

The arguments against: 
• It could be a costly and time consuming exercise for little reward 
• There is no solid evidence of need or demand 
• There are other priorities for universities and higher education institutions – this 

would distract from those priorities – it would distort the balance of missions in 
the university 

• It would distort the idea of learning for its own sake and for personal professional 
interest and curiosity 

 
Recommendations:  

• It is important (and may be more so in the future) for some target groups, we 
therefore recommend that universities should develop accreditation fort CPD 
programmes. 

• However, we recommend that the arrangements should be voluntary, that 
learners should be able to opt in or out of the formal accreditation 
arrangements 

• We further recommend that further debate should be promoted within and 
between the professional associations at European level and that this topic 
should be given a specific focus in the Trends review in 2007.   

 
2. How could CPD be brought within the ECTS framework? 
• CPD courses would need to be assigned a level within the national/European 

qualifications framework  
• CPD courses would need to include some formal assessment  
• CPD courses would require new forms of assessment (traditional examinations 

would not always be appropriate) 
• CPD courses may need new forms of quality assurance   
• CPD courses would have to have a credit rating.  A big question is: should this be 

based on: 
a) competences – which would articulate with vocational/professional 

qualifications in the Copenhagen process (the vocational training 
equivalent to the Bologna process) 

or 



b) student workload – which would articulate with existing academic courses 
and ECTS in the Bologna process 

      It may be that both options need to be available – for some courses a) would be  
      more appropriate and for some b)  
• Credit accumulation and transfer rules would need to be devised. 
 
Recommendation: more work needs to be carried out through pilot projects in 
invited universities, as part of the Bologna process, with support from the professional 
associations national governments, the European Commission on: 
• the technical aspects of credit and qualifications frameworks in relation to CPD 

(some of which is being done at national level in some countries as well as at 
European Commission level) 

• the practical aspects for institutions (what would be the practical implications of 
introducing such changes: staffing, staff training, costs, who would pay ….) 

• the impact on learners (how would such changes be perceived by actual and 
potential learners; what impact would such changes have on individual career 
development and labour market position) 

• experimentation with different forms of credit for different kinds of courses 
• experimentation with innovative forms of assessment and the idea of voluntary 

assessment 
• studies of the issues arising from impact on teaching and learning of the 

diversification of groups of students (eg the mixing of adults and young people, 
experienced/ inexperienced etc). 

 
3.  What are the characteristics of a masters programme? 
 
It is clear that the new B-M-D structure offers the possibility of new forms of CPD, 
particularly at masters level.  The Graduate Management Admission Council report 
(GMAC 2005 – a summary of the report is provided in the conference pack) shows 
that this possibility has been exploited by some universities in the field of 
management education and it is clear from our general knowledge of developments 
that this has been taking place in other fields.  The result is a plethora of different 
kinds of masters degrees variously described in terms of:  

• academic or professional  
• initial/follow-on or post experience  
• university-based or work-based  
• taught or research–based or project-based 
• disciplinary, inter-disciplinary, multi-disciplinary 
• follow-on or conversion 
• combination models 

Usually, but not always, the target group is clearly defined; sometimes the courses are 
designed for very narrowly defined groups of professionals and sometimes there is 
more open recruitment;  often the entry requirements are flexible or negotiable 
depending on experience. 
 
This diversity it so be welcomed but it must also be recognised that for adult learners, 
particularly those wishing to study in another Member State, it could present 
problems.   
 



Recommendation: the Bologna Co-ordinating group should support work to develop 
a common framework terminology for describing these programmes and diplomas  
 
4.  What is the link between CPD and masters programmes? 
 
CPD and masters provision could be linked and there are essentially two ways in 
which this might be done: 

• short CPD courses could be accredited; various combinations and pathways 
could be defined so that the modules/units could be accumulated into a 
masters diplomas – the ‘building up’ model 

• masters could be designed in ways that would permit units/modules from the 
programme to be taken separately as stand alone short courses – the ‘dividing 
up’ model. 

 
Recommendations: 

• the next progress report in the Bologna process (for the 2007 meeting) should 
include  a review current practice and plans for linkages between CPD and 
masters, in a range of subject areas or professional fields  

• case studies of best practice and innovatory approaches should be shared. 
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