
 

COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION 
Adult learning: It is never too late to learn 
 
A CONTRIBUTION TO THE DISCUSSION FROM EUCEN 
 
The European Universities Continuing Education Network (EUCEN), which promotes 
lifelong learning in European universities, broadly welcomes the European 
Commission’s Communication on adult learning “Adult learning: it is never too late to 
learn”  and acknowledges it as a significant attempt to promote the further 
development of  adult learning policies and practices in Europe. EUCEN, an 
organisation of over 200 members, has for the past 15 years promoted lifelong 
learning through its members, which include individual University institutions, National 
Networks in University Continuing Education, European institutions, national bodies 
and other stakeholders. 
 
Like the Commission, EUCEN is aware of the importance of linking lifelong learning to 
employability, active citizenship and personal development. EUCEN believes that this 
Communication will encourage Member States, and consequently universities, to 
further develop their involvement in the promotion of lifelong learning.  Furthermore, 
the Commission’s Communication gives support to individual EUCEN members’ 
initiatives at institutional, regional and national level. 
 
EUCEN notes that the Commission wishes to develop an action plan during 2007 and 
our Network is happy to promote this through our membership and to develop 
specific actions in line with defined objectives. Whilst the EUCEN Network wishes to 
endorse the Commission’s approach, we also wish to contribute to open and 
informal discussion at both National and European level on each of the 
recommendations. We would like to take the opportunity to share our perspective, 
which is based on a wide range of well established objectives, policies and practices 
throughout Europe.  
 

GENERAL COMMENTS 

1 Links between Lisbon and the Bologna Process 

Regarding universities, the Communication mentions a systematic link between the 
Lisbon and Bologna process. From EUCEN’s point of view these two processes are not 
in practice convergent, and we note from the reactions of universities and Ministries 
of Education that the articulation of the two processes has yet to be realised. At the 
same time, we feel that current approaches in University Continuing Education (UCE) 
and in specially funded projects in University Lifelong Learning (ULLL) can build a 
bridge between the two visions of Lisbon and Bologna, assisting universities to move 
from a closed academic vision to one taking account of economic development 
and acknowledging and developing responsibility towards the wider community, for 
example through establishing partnerships and links with other stakeholders.  
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The Lisbon process seeks to develop Europe as a knowledge-based economy. This is 
an economy-oriented strategy which proposes, for example, more direct expression 
of links between university programmes and degrees with a vocational and 
professional orientation. 
 
The Bologna process aims to ensure compatibility of Universities’ programmes 
compatible, based on academic accreditation of these programmes.  
 
The non-convergence of the two approaches can be illustrated in the difficulties 
encountered in the European Qualifications Framework’s (EQF) definitions. The latest 
version of EQF appears as a compromise between a “traditional” definition of 
university levels based on the Bologna process, (levels 6-7-8 = B-M-D), and a 
definition based on competences that each person receiving certification can 
demonstrate in practice.  This difficulty is exemplified in  level 4, which  concerns 
some universities programmes and which is linked with level B, and with the 
entrepreneurship capabilities that are linked with level 8 (PhD level). Another 
example is highlighted in the debate around ECTS and ECVET. The universities feel 
that ECTS has now been implemented and Ministries in charge of Higher Education 
do not want to have to translate the existing credit system into another one geared 
to the vocational sector, especially when it is still at the experimental stage. 
Nevertheless, we know in Continuing Education that the credit system in use in many 
universities is not fully appropriate because it is essentially based on “workload” and 
duration of programmes rather than on “learning outcomes”. We feel EUCEN has an 
important contribution to make to the debate on these issues. 
 

2 Quantitative/Qualitative objectives 

The recommendation reinforces the need for quantitative objectives but statistics are 
often not easily comparable from one country to another. There is also a problem 
with understanding and interpreting “Continuing Education”, which is differently 
understood from one Member State to another, and it is, therefore, difficult to reach 
common conclusions based on data from each country. The very great diversity 
which exists   in adult education and in lifelong learning should be seen as a richness 
and strength. Consequently there is a real danger in using common European 
statistics as adult education might then be reduced to a “lowest common 
denominator”, thus ignoring this richness of provision in individual member states.  
 
The value of this recommendation is surely to provide key questions for our 
institutions, the answers to which cannot only be expressed in quantitative 
measurements. This is illustrated well, for example, in the measurement of progress in 
the development of validation of non-formal or informal learning. Should 
measurement be by : 
 

• the number of dossiers or forms examined? 

• the number of credits or degrees awarded? 

• the number of decisions concerning access? 

• the level of mobilisation of companies or the level of introduction of these 
practices in Human Resources Management policies? 

• regulations set up at national or regional level? 
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• developing arrangements which encourage participation? 

• results in terms of professional progression of participants, salary increase, 
access to employment for candidates etc? 

 
As this example shows, usefulness of statistics can be rather limited because they do 
not necessarily indicate how practices and results contribute to objectives, in 
particular towards the Lisbon objectives. We would suggest, therefore, that a link be 
established between quantitative objectives and qualitative perspectives, when 
measuring the overall strategic objectives. 
 

3 Employability and citizenship 

The Commission’s document proposes a balance between the twin goals of 
“employability” and “citizenship” and we share this approach. At the same time it 
seems to us that this equilibrium is compromised by political choices made by 
Member States and different approaches within the Commission.  We feel, for 
example, that more general and consistent views might be developed and 
promoted between the Directorate General for the Internal Market and the 
Directorate General of Education, Audio-visual and Culture. 
 
A fundamental issue in LLL is “who will pay”?  When companies agree to pay for 
continuing education it is for their own employees and, therefore, the central 
question is how the training will help them in their employment. Countries and regions 
are increasingly reducing their financing for programmes aimed at personal and 
professional development. This is to enable them to give more assistance to schemes 
that enable workers to get back into the labour market, for programmes for the long-
term unemployed and for tackling issues of social inclusion. Development of active 
citizenship seems to be progressively disappearing from the continuing education 
landscape. 
If, simultaneously, there is no support from structural funds, there is little chance of 
reaching the balanced approach viewed as necessary by the Commission.  
 
The issue of finance for adult education, therefore, seems to us problematic.  Internal 
discussions concerning the budget in Education and Culture have not   supported 
the personal and citizenship perspectives for LLL. This is rather surprising given that the 
Commission   states that 67 million Europeans are low qualified, around 20% are 
classified as having literacy problems, and that awareness about the need to 
participate in LLL is very low in some member States. If we do not want to create a 
“two speed’ society”, i.e.  those who fully participate in the Lisbon process and those 
who are left to survive alone outside of it, then we must address the issue of the 
financing of adult learning.   
 

4 Adult learning/Lifelong learning 

Whilst we understand than a focus on “adult learning” is important, we think it is also 
necessary to move the debate towards lifelong and life-wide processes. There is a 
danger that we will continue to separate what happens in initial education with 
what happens in continuing education. Policies currently in some countries already 
separate young people from adults. To contribute to the development of lifelong 
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learning, the institutions and stakeholders must find ways of acknowledging non-
formal and informal learning in the process. Currently there are huge differences in 
understanding among different Member States on these key issues. 
 

COMMENTS ON THE KEY MESSAGES: 

1 First key message: Lifting the barriers to participation 

We agree with the analysis that has been carried out on the barriers to participation 
in adult education. The paper acknowledges the objective of 12.5% set by the 
Council for 2010. Participation in education and training reached 9.4% in 2004 in the 
EU.  We query why participation is much higher in some countries than others. 
Currently Sweden, Denmark and Finland have participation rates of  35.8%, 27.6% 
and 24.6% respectively (2005, p.20).  This requires a more careful review, perhaps 
through research, as to how some countries manage to have much higher rates 
of participation, at models of good practice where they exist, and  to see how these 
might be extended across Europe. Further funding of development projects which 
seek to introduce new and innovative practices will also be important. 
 
The integration (or re-integration) of excluded groups into the labour market 
necessitates the development of skills and competencies to participate in a fast-
paced knowledge-based economy. Moreover, adults will need to up-date their skills 
and qualifications throughout life for continuing personal and professional 
development. The development of key competencies for LLL is paramount if 
participation is to be widened. Adult Education has in the past played an important 
role in widening participation and more seed funding will be needed. We consider 
the following to be fundamental: 
 

•  the capacity  for adults to plan for themselves in the future, to build a 
personal and professional profile and to consider learning and training 
programmes as a possible contribution in order to reach their goals. This LLL 
awareness has to be developed as early as possible through initial school 
education, and supported as an ongoing process in colleges, universities and 
in the community.  One way of developing LLL is through existing education 
institutions, in particular universities. This will require universities having to 
become more actively recognised as LLL partners through developing a 
specific role alongside other actors. 

• the existence of appropriate guidance to assist with the ongoing 
development and achievement of personal and vocational goals.    

• greater mobility in employment - from one job to another, from one company 
to another and from one region or country to another.  The focus on providing 
opportunities should not just be limited to people with low qualifications. It also 
concerns people who have participated in Higher Education and the shelf-life 
of whose knowledge, skills and competences is increasingly shorter. 

 

2 Second key message: Ensuring the quality of adult learning 

The Commission notes the need to develop quality assurance procedures in the field 
of adult education. Adults mostly participate in learning and training programmes on 
a voluntary basis. The institutions or companies who pay for some of their 



EUCEN’s contribution to EC’s communication “Adult Learn: it is never too late to learn” 

-5- 

participation in general have higher expectations of the Continuing Education 
service in terms of quality provided and in terms of achievement of results.   
 
Much of the quality analysis is focussed on controls and results and in assessing 
formal procedures. Other indicators have to be identified and addressed e.g. 
questions concerning the contribution that programmes are making to durable 
employability and to citizenship?  
 
How the quality process will become integrated into a global quality assurance 
system is another question raised here. This is an area that the European Universities 
Association (EUA) would like to see developed. Should we develop a European or 
global approach or should we recommend a particular approach for particular 
adult populations?  
 
Quality is also about the professional competence of those who work in LLL- e.g. 
teachers, trainers, guidance workers, counsellors, assessors, mentors etc.  At the same 
time education and training professionals are taking on more and more roles, task 
and functions. If we want improved quality, we need improved initial training and 
more professional development for adult educators for all of these new roles. 
 

3 Third key message: Recognition and validation of learning outcomes 

We note that the Commission’s understanding is evolving from one of   “recognition 
and validation of non-formal and informal learning” to   “recognition and validation 
of learning outcomes”. In general we welcome this shift since it moves the focus from 
the inputs of education and training towards the outcomes. 
 
At the moment most of the discussion is in the VET arena and from the organisational 
provider perspective. It is important that this discussion also includes other domains of 
learning and that it develops a closer focus on the individual perspective. Adult 
education is an ideal place for this to happen since it is traditionally concerned with 
the needs of the individual in a more holistic way. 
 
We see in this, an approach which also seeks to establish a coherence of actions 
developed through the Copenhagen and Bologna processes -  to have a common 
tool describing capacities which are assessed at the end of the process. But is it 
possible to have the same definition of learning outcomes in formal and non-formal 
learning? 
 
The results of formal learning processes are constructed on the basis of academic 
knowledge (even when the learning processes include placements in companies). 
On a professional level, the learning outcomes built into the initial education identify 
a potential which is likely to be put into action in several contexts and professional 
environments.  
 
When we use the notion of learning outcomes in the context of validation of non-
formal and informal learning, we refer to something that is built from concrete 
experience, from a given context. They are not directly linked to academic 
knowledge, but to an individual reflection on the learning derived from a given 
experience, to methodologies developed in action, through problem solving (each 
professional situation can be considered as a problem to solve). 
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In both cases we have to deal with results of a learning process. They are situated, 
from our point of view, on the two sides of a single reference for the assessment 
process, starting from two different substrata and based on specific evaluation 
processes. 
 
There is a second problem concerning the type of procedure to be developed. Is it 
to be a global approach, considering experience gained in work or elsewhere, in 
family, leisure or non-profit organisations as a whole? Or should we acknowledge 
that these different sources of experience have different value and thus require 
differing analysis and evaluation? We consider that it is precisely these different 
experiences, because they are in reality articulated, voluntarily or not, by each of us, 
that contribute to the building of each individual, and that is the richness of this 
totality that should be the basis of the evaluation process. 
 
The practices developed in different European countries on recognition and 
validation of informal learning (linked to activities in associations, youth organisations 
and trade unions amongst other organisations) in our view are leading to an 
impasse. That is why EUCEN in the framework of “Joint actions programmes”, and 
through its TRANSFINE and REFINE projects, has proposed the use of a new tool, 
VALIDPASS, which could help the identification and evaluation of different types of 
learning.  
 
A third problem identified in the document is the lack of a common frame of 
reference for validation of non formal and informal learning.  There has been a great 
deal of resistance in some countries (e.g. from training organisations and teachers) 
towards recognition of non-formal and informal learning and accepting that 
learning can be recognised and assessed in this way. At the same time, varying 
sectoral initiatives, seeking to develop their own forms of recognition, encourage 
some actors to favour validation by specific and adapted qualifications. In general, 
they consider that qualifications created for initial education are not appropriate for 
validation of experience.  
 
Existing credit systems have been largely developed for the education and training 
of the young generation and not for people who have worked in the employment 
market. We consider there is a need to change the system of references and to use 
more adequate qualifications, which can take better account of experience and 
which will also help develop outcomes that take account of experiential learning.  
 
There are however two problems.  The first concerns how to encourage the 
traditional education and training system to change and to look outside its 
traditional boundaries. The second is how to introduce a national qualifications 
framework (NQF) as a “two-speed” system with, on the one hand prestigious 
qualifications based mainly on academic knowledge, and on the other hand 
qualifications based on practice and experience, which may also be perceived as 
second rate. This may lead to the reinforcement of the dichotomy in most European 
countries of social and professional hierarchies generated by the traditional 
distinction between academic qualifications and vocational qualifications.  
 
Finally as well as these two issues,,  it is necessary to underline the difficulty  that could 
be met by Higher Education institutions in positioning these qualifications in EQF, due 
to the strict articulation of the levels 6-7-8 on BMD. 
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4 Fourth key message: Investing in the ageing population and migrants 

We agree with the analysis and the proposals of the Commission presented in the 
fourth key message.  We think that there are two distinct messages to be considered 
here (an ageing population and migration) and suggest that they should be 
recorded as two separate messages. 
 
THE NEEDS OF AN AGEING POPULATION 
 
An ageing population calls for more investment in programmes to enable older 
people to have the opportunity for personal fulfilment in life and to contribute to 
economic development and social prosperity. Investment in career development/ 
personal planning programmes and ICT based programmes will be important for 
older learners who want to take on new directions in their life or who have not had 
the opportunity to enter the digital age. 
 
It is important to allow each individual to take stock of his/her personal situation, to 
define or redefine his/her projects and to take advantage of his/her experience. The 
universities, as they transform themselves into lifelong learning organisations, should 
seek to meet these new challenges. 
 
A lot of universities have set up “Third-Age Universities”. Often they are placed under 
the responsibility of other bodies or Associations which are linked with the main 
institution. Given the development of the lifelong perspective, it will be important 
that universities further consider their role is this field.  
 
There are also issues which need further clarification and on which the view of the 
Commission requires clarification. For example: 

• Should adults remain at work for a longer period?  
• How can we meet the challenges of maintaining activity for a longer period in 

community/social life as active citizens?   
• Should we have dedicated older people active in community/social life while 

others are still active at work?  
• The social needs, and the individual’s aspirations and needs too, are not the 

same in all these situations, e.g.  for those after retirement from work and 
wishing to engage in an active social life. 

 
We should also consider the importance of inter-generational learning. EUCEN is 
currently participating in a project on “adding quality of life through 
intergenerational learning in universities” (ADD-LIFE). 
The aims of this project are to: 
 

- explore different models of inter-generational learning, collaborative learning 
between older and younger learners, and intergenerational collaboration on 
designing new modules; 

- develop learning opportunities that will promote participation of individuals as 
promoters and facilitators/mentors with others; 

- design modules using these models; 
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- report on the lessons learned from inter-generational teaching and learning 
and from collaborative design; 

- report on universities’ potential role in training promoters for different fields of 
voluntary and paid work. 

 
The results of this project could contribute to concrete propositions and 
recommendations.  
 
THE NEEDS OF MIGRANTS 
 
 Migration is a growing global phenomenon which has very great implications both 
within and outside the EU.  The ability of education services to respond effectively is 
paramount. There is a need for improved awareness at all levels of the educational 
needs of migrants and the development of a strategic approach to meeting these 
needs. 
 
Educational services need  to respond more effectively to the needs of migrants 
through, for example, improved information and  guidance,  recognition of  prior 
learning  and  qualifications, and  by working across sectors and through  links with 
employers etc. The development of policies and practices that better support the 
integration of migrants both in society and in the economy will be important for the 
future of Europe. The language and literacy needs of migrants are paramount and 
need to be better understood, including the cultural implications of meeting these 
needs. Inadequate literacy skills and competencies exclude many from fulfilling 
personal goals and prevent economic and social advancement.  The further 
promotion of policies and practices which tackle racism, discrimination and social 
exclusion, and which promote intercultural understanding and reconciliation, are 
necessary right across Europe, and there is a need for new and improved 
programmes  within the adult education sector in this regard. In particular, there is a 
need for more and better education programmes for specific groups e.g. asylum 
seekers, adults with low levels of  literacy, certain groups of women  and men etc. 
Continuing Education has a pivotal role to play in this process. 
 
Universities have, from our point of view, a specific role to play, notably in making 
available tools and methods from research and in providing teacher training and 
staff development programmes that develop skills and knowledge amongst 
agencies and staff who work in this field. 
 

5 Fifth key message: Indicator and benchmarks 

The great strength of ULLL is its great diversity and its innovative and both proactive 
and reactive nature in relation to the changing needs of society and in the local 
region. These characteristics –diversity, innovation and rapid response- mean that it is 
constantly changing and that it is difficult to measure and monitor. Nevertheless it is 
possible to propose some indicators and we are currently doing this in the BEFLEX 
project (results to be published soon). 
 
We also concur with the importance of developing research in this field. Numerous 
universities are involved in this process and already have output which could provide 
a useful perspective. 
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SUMMARY OF PROPOSALS 
 
EUCEN has considered this Communication from the Commission as an invitation for 
reflection, for discussion and   suggestions at different levels: institutional, sectoral, 
regional and Member State level. 
 
Our view is that the Communication requires further clarification in some areas as 
well as clarification about what the Commission is expecting from stakeholders. 
 
We have therefore invited our members including Universities and National University 
Continuing Education Networks to contribute by: 
 

• commenting on this Communication  
• commenting and enrich the Steering Committee reflection  
• discussing it  in their institution 
• raising  debates within  ministries concerned by this approach 
• making  proposals 

 
Shortly EUCEN will gather all the contributions received in a working paper to discuss 
with the European Commission and relevant partners. 
 
There is a need for improving existing education, training and learning data 
collection systems and produce more reliable and compatible data across the EU. In 
particular we need to: 
 

• bridge the gap between quantitative and qualitative data. 
• look more closely at a great deal of research which has already been done in 

each of our countries. Generally  little of it reaches the professionals and little 
of it crosses national frontiers   

• identify good practice in policy and practice and to disseminate and valorise 
it either nationally or across Member States (MSs). 

 
There is a need for spending more time, energy and resources on: 
 

• bringing together the results of research and academic writing from the MSs, 
and comparing and reviewing it for its implications for policy and practice. 
The EC could commission experts in each country to do a literature and 
research review or a review of all projects national and international in the 
field or a particular aspect of the field 

• developing greater links between DG Research and DGEAC, EUROSTAT, 
development projects.   

• in the case of thematic networks, re-structuring, re-thinking and  addressing 
transversal themes rather than disciplinary ones, and be more transversal in 
terms of the partners involved i.e. not just universities, NGOs or schools, but 
also employers, social partners and cultural institutions etc 

• ensuring that results inform practitioners and policy makers at institutional level. 
For example for project teams ensuring that results are taken on board from 
national government level to practitioner level, embedding them in 
professional training programmes and disseminating them to other countries 
etc  
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ULLL is now a powerful and fundamental tool for innovation linking with research and 
knowledge transfer. Through involvement in regional development, lifelong learning 
can be involved in meeting both the social and economic needs of the region. 
 
 
EUCEN, March 2007 
 
 
 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * 


