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BeFlex Plus case study 

Project Number 134538-LLP-1-2007-1-BE-ERASMUS-EMHE 

 

Lifelong Learning Limburg 

 

General information on Hogeschool Zuyd (HZ) 

The HZ is a university of applied sciences and offers 39 bachelor and 10 master degree 

programmes in a professional field. HZ has more than 13.500 students and 1500 employees. 

The university is located in the south of the Netherlands and is part of Euregio Maas-Rijn (the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Germany). The HZ is a so called Euregional Knowledge Portal and wants 

to share and develop knowledge with external partners. That’s why HZ started Expertisecentres 

where: 

- research for and with enterprises and other organizations takes place to solve specific 

problems in the region and contribute to the innovation of educational programmes; 

- all kinds of long term and short term courses, training and workshops are offered, in 

company (tailor made) as well as for individual professionals (standard provisions).  

The centers of expertise are: Creative City; Built Environment; ICT; Business Development; 

Quality of Life; Technology & Design. 

HZ also offers coaching, educational advice and assessment possibilities like Recognition of 

Prior Learning (in Dutch: EVC). 

HZ is involved in various projects concerning lifelong learning in the region. A lot of different 

stakeholders participate in these projects. Two projects were discussed in detail during the 

study visit. 

Project: Levenlang Leren Limburg [LLLL]  

(Lifelong Learning Limburg) 

Future scenario’s of the region Limburg show a knowledge intensive economy with 

innovative products and services. In the current situation however we see a low 

employability and a mismatch between supply and demand on the labour market in 

terms of qualifications and competences. Also the problem of dejuvenation and 

ageing is emerging, in Limburg more (and earlier) than in the rest of the Netherlands. 

Education plays a crucial role in the socio economic policy of the region. 

There are several projects in the region to address these problems. Mainly on a 

sectoral level, like the project Zorgacademie Parkstad Limburg (healthcare and 

welfare, see below), License to Operate (engineering) and Leisure, but also on 

specific topics like RPL and ePortfolio.   

The risk is a lack of coherence and true focus. The expertise and experiences of the 

different initiatives need to be bundled. In this way everyone can profit from lessons 
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learned. That’s why the four main educational providers in the region1, from 

vocational to academic level joined hands and started ‘Lifelong Learning Limburg 

(LLLL)’. Hogeschool Zuyd coordinates this LLLL initiative. 

Goal of the project LLLL is to built a knowledge infrastructure (Service Centre) and 

instruments needed for this. The Service Centre will support, stimulate and organize 

current projects on lifelong learning in the region and initiate future projects. The 

Service Centre supports employers, employees and jobseekers in developing and 

assessing competences on a vocational, professional and academic level to match 

demand and supply on the labour market. Key factors in LLLL are a demand steered 

and a chain oriented approach. 

Sub goals and results are: 

1. Building a lifelong learning network in the educational chain (from a 

vocational to academic level). The following results will contribute to this: 

a. Installing a Service Centre RPL and ePortfolio2 that will be an expertise 

centre for all the parties that provide or want to provide RPL and 

ePortfolio’s;  

b. Developing and implementing instruments needed for execution of 

RPL and lifelong learning: evaluation of existing assessment instruments 

and developing new ones. 

c. Developing and implementing an interchangeable ePortfolio for 

jobseekers and workers. Stimulate practical experience with 

ePortfolio’s in educational institutes, enterprises and labour market 

intermediates, and monitor and evaluate pilots in reference to career 

development. 

d. Offering function oriented flexible education in continuous learning 

pathways from a low vocational level to a high professional level. This 

will lead to formal and practical qualifications for the labour market, 

resulting in diplomas or widely accepted certificates of experience.  

Work based learning will be an important issue here. 

Six work packages have been defined to develop these results. 

2. Shaping, developing and implementing lifelong learning in Limburg in co 

creation with employers and labour market intermediates, with special 

attention to clusters of economic growth and regional sector plans. This will 

happen by experimenting in at least 10 pilots: 

o 4 pilots where educational providers and UWV/CWI (social service for 

jobseekers)  will develop new products and services for employers; 

o 2 pilots aimed at the role of labour market intermediates, like starting 

up a learn/work desk for every worker, jobseeker and student in the 

region looking for a (new) career and/or study programme. 

o 2 pilots where a specific sector is the central focus: engineering 

(Licence to Operate) and healthcare and Welfare (Zorgacademie 

                                                   

1 Arcus College (mbo), Leeuwenborgh Opleidingen (mbo), Hogeschool Zuyd (hbo), Open Universiteit 

Nederland (wo). Mbo is a vocational level, hbo is a higher professional educational level, wo is an 

academic level. 

2 Recognition of Prior Learning and an electronic Portfolio 
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Parkstad Limburg, see below). In these projects all relevant 

stakeholders work together to solve specific labour market problems. 

3. Stimulating a result oriented way of working and also doing research at 

effects and results of projects. One work package on project management is 

especially defined to this, to support and monitor all the other projects.  

4. determine how the Service centre can be implemented permanently to meet 

the needs of all parties involved and investigate how results can be spread to 

other parts of Limburg (LLLL is now concentrating on the south of Limburg). 

 

LLLL has just started, projects are defined. Specific results cannot be mentioned yet. 

The project will end at 31-08-2011. By then a fundamentally new way of working 

should have been emerged that will support new projects on lifelong learning in the 

future.  

Project Zorgacademie Parkstad Limburg [ZAP] 

(The Care Academy Municipal Parkstad Limburg) 

Zorgacademie Parkstad Limburg (ZAP) is connected to the LLLL project, because it is 

one of pilots to solve regional labour market problems in a specific sector.  

ZAP is an initiative of the Atrium Medical Centre, Mondriaan Care Group and 3 major 

schools in the region of South Limburg, a vocational school (Arcus College), 

Hogeschool Zuyd and the Open University Nederland. ZAP was created as a result of 

the sector plans of local and regional authorities, where plans for an innovative care 

industry were laid out. A huge labour shortage is predicted while demand is growing. 

Goals of ZAP are therefore: 

1.  To provide tailor made educational programmes and training that matches the 

need of the individual as well as the care industry: 

- with professional competence standards as a fundament for assessment and 

development. Educational providers and the care industry will develop these 

standards together; 

- attractive programmes must attract new students: young people as well as 

career switchers; 

- permanent schooling and training of care employees is needed to keep them 

employable, due to the organizational and technological changes in the 

care industry. 

2. To realise and speed up innovation in the care industry as well as in the 

educational programmes. 

ZAP will lead to:  

- a virtual academy (with a portal, learning communities, e-learning and 

blended learning modules, knowledge databank, e-portfolio’s for RPL 

procedures, a vacancy site and virtual assessments possibilities); 

- a state of the art skill lab for training and assessment; 

- a care innovation centre, where Hogeschool Zuyd, University of Maastricht 

and Vilans (a national knowledge institute on long term care) will execute an 

innovation programma together with care providers and enterprises. 

- A new building for the Zorgacademie, located in de designated ‘Care 

Valley’. 
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In the first phase of the project, just started, a lot of focus is on defining competences 

for all functions in the care industry. Most care organizations and educational 

providers are used to working with competence profiles. But these profiles need to be 

harmonized. All educational providers have experience with RPL, these procedures 

also need to be harmonized and to be developed further. Harmonized competence 

standards and clear RPL procedures for all professions in the care industry are 

fundamental for creating a continuous learning path from a low vocational level to a 

high professional level. Providing flexible learning routes by offering blended learning 

modules will reinforce this. 

Challenges and lessons learned  

Although the described projects just started, it builts on (smaller) and similar projects 

where divers stakeholders work together to solve labour market problems. Challenges 

and lessons learned are derived from this experiences also. The lessons learned from 

other projects will be used in LLLL and ZAP. 

Challenges and lessons learned are presented here in a random order. 

1. One of the problems is that enterprises and different educational providers 

don’t speak the same language. For a lot of teachers it is a long time ago that 

they had practical experience in a professional field. Some teachers never 

had any practical experience at all. It is very important to address lifelong 

learning activities also at teachers.  

2. Project management skills and a result oriented way of working are not 

common for most people working in education. A lot of energy has to be put 

into this. That’s why it is so important to have a special work package in LLLL 

project to support these skills and have really experienced and professional 

project managers as advisor or supervisor.  

3. A lot of energy has to be put into seeking coherence, to tune activities, to 

learn from each other and to prevent that everyone is reinventing the wheel 

again. That’s why an initiative like LLLL is so important: it is a linking pin 

between different pilots and projects. The sector leisure can learn from 

healthcare or engineering and vice versa. And they can all benefit from 

projects on RPL, ePortfolio and flexible pathways. Or benefit from the expertise 

on project management. At first it may seem as a complex project structure, 

but in the long run it will contribute to a new way of working and creating a 

vast network of people involved in lifelong learning activities. 

4. A result oriented way of working is important, but do not expect to see 

immediate results too soon. Don’t plan ahead too long; especially when a lot 

of different stakeholders are involved. Invest in another way of working and 

organizing things. Lifelong learning is about a long term perspective and 

investment! Innovation is a continuous process. An interesting view on 

organizing innovation is to be found in the analysis and model of Baghai, 

Coley & White (2000). 

A distinction is made here in three horizons where enterprises have to work on 

to be innovative: 

- Horizon 1 is about expanding and consolidating the core business (short 
term oriented, small chance on profits); 

- Horizon 2 is about  building new businesses (mid term oriented, medium 

chance on profit); 

- Horizon 3 is about creating vibrant options for the long the long run. This 
horizon is not something you can plan easily, with well defined business 

cases beforehand to show return on investment etc. Costs and returns are 
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not that easy to predict. It is about experimenting, facilitating, dealing with 

risks and uncertainties and developing a business case along the way.  

Because this way of thinking and working is a about a long term perspective 

and commitment, a lot of investment is needed while profits are uncertain to 

predict. That’s why it is important to have governmental funding in this. 

5. Interests and activitities of a lot of employers often are short term oriented. 

Shortage or surplus of labour is often dealt with in an ad hoc way. If you want 

enterprises to get involved, it is important to have a clear view on costs and 

benefits. It is even more difficult to get smaller companies involved in the 

projects. They cannot easily spare someone to contribute to a project.  

6. Work on commitment on all levels. Have unique kick offs when you start a 

project, for example. But support and stimulating responsibility are also very 

important in reaching commitment. 

Celebrate your successes, even the small ones. 

Communicate, communicate and communicate! Internally, externally. 

7. Get researchers involved in your projects. Research can be on the results and 

effects of the project, or on the process itself.  Researchers support the 

creation of a real learning community. 

8. Last, but not least, one of problems that are not solved that easily is: there is a 

certain tension between the needs of a region and the demands of national 

educational policy and legislation, that is aimed at different educational 

levels (vocational, professional and academic). That means that educational 

providers in the region are confronted with different national agreements they 

have to oblige to. For example, vocational educational institutes have to 

relate to national competence standards of educational programmes, which 

are formulated in a specific and detailed way. Which doesn’t match 

automatically with the way higher professional educational institutes 

formulate and handle competences, or with the needs of the regional 

(sectoral) labour market. Within a region there is a need for a competence 

standard that matches the needs of a certain sector and that can be 

translated in a continuous learning pathway understood by all educational 

providers from a low vocational level to an academic level. So more flexibility 

in national laws and agreements is needed to match regional needs. 

 

Lucie te Lintelo, Beflex Plus, 5 februari 2009  

___________________________________________________ 
For this case study the following persons were interviewed: 

Alice Gorissen and Ria Thomas, both projectmanager at ZuydPOOL, a unit within the Hogeschool Zuyd that 

facilitates innovative projects of the Hogeschool by delivering project managers, consultants and coaches, 

developing tools to manage and control projects and facilitating external funding. Gorissen is currently 

involved in managing the programme ‘Nieuwe aanpak doelgroepen’ (‘New approach targetgroups’) 

and the project ‘Servicecentrum EVC and ePortfolio’ about lifelong learning Limburg. Thomas is 

projectmanager of the projects concerning lifelong learning: Limburg Leisure; Zorgacademie Parkstad 

Limburg.  
 


