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Introduction

Qualifications are offered under a variety of different titles: many universities now offer taught postgraduate courses in areas such as lifelong learning, continuing education, post-compulsory education and training or adult education. This report examines the background against which these courses developed, and explores a number of curricular and organisational issues associated with them.

Continuing education is a very diverse field, and its practitioners come from a variety of different institutional backgrounds (including, of course, universities themselves). As a Canadian study reported some years ago, the professional identity of this grouping is not rigidly defined, nor is it universally shared (Council of Ministers of Education 1996). The context in which postgraduate courses in continuing education are developed and taken is very different from the context that has commonly operated, at least until recently, in regard to postgraduate advanced qualifications for school teachers.

The study of adult education in British universities.
The University of Nottingham was the first British university to offer a postgraduate qualification in adult education (Field 2002). For a number of years, it was the sole institution to do so, but the subject grew steadily and by the early 1990s it was estimated that some seventeen British universities offered taught postgraduate courses in adult and/or continuing education, leading to a recognised award (Certificate, Diploma or Masters) in the subject (Davies and Parker 1994). Significantly, most of the major centres for the study of adult education were also themselves major providers of education for adults. At this stage, there was sometimes a fierce tension and even rivalry between those academics who worked professionally in the extra-mural programmes (organised through the Universities Council for Adult Education) and those who specialised academically in researching and teaching about adult learning (who met separately in the Standing Conference on University Teaching and Research in the Education of Adults) (Speightman 2004, 114). 

Davies and Parker’s survey offers a detailed snapshot of Master’s provision in British adult education in the early 1990s. They showed that as well as requiring a first degree before entry, access to most of the courses also depended on a minimum period of professional experience (usually set at two years); courses were, then, designed specifically for adults who already worked professionally in adult education. 

Davies and Parker also showed that Masters’ courses in adult education were typically studied part-time over a period of two or three years, but with an option to take the course on a fully time basis for one year (Davies and Parker 1994, 25). Then as now, most UK students took the part-time route, combining study with their day-to-day professional responsibilities; full-time study was, and remains, largely the preserve of overseas students. In curricular terms, this survey reported that most of the MA courses had a number of broad goals; generally, they included a grasp of general theoretical content; in-depth knowledge of a particular area (usually acquired and assessed through a thesis, averaging some 20,000 words); opportunities for reflection on practice; and the development of research skills and expertise, applied through a focussed piece of work on an area of practice (Davies and Parker 1994, 26-7). 

More recent developments
According to our own survey, undertaken in 2004, at least 26 UK universities were offering taught postgraduate qualifications in various fields of adult and continuing education. 

Since its election in 1997, lifelong learning has been a central and continuing concern of the New Labour government, and it has also been generally adopted across the devolved administrations in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales, as well as in the regional government agencies in England. In practical terms, this overarching policy goal has been expressed through a series of attempts to develop and strengthen the role of mainstream educational institutions with respect to lifelong learning, combined with a series of measures designed to stimulate demand for learning in adult life. 

First, the organisational context has shifted considerably. While the majority of courses are still based in pre-92 universities, some are now offered in former polytechnics, where they have often developed alongside other courses aimed primarily at developing the pedagogic skills of university lecturers. Second, a decreasing number are offered by specialist departments of continuing or adult education, while growing numbers are delivered by other types of department, including departments of educational studies. It should be added that our survey did not cover courses in human resource development, another area of growth which is often delivered from a base in management and business studies. 

Second, the identity of the courses has also diversified. Only four of the universities in our survey used the word “adult” in the course name. Even these tended to use “adult” in combination with other adjectives; City University London offered an MSc in the Education, Training and Development of Adults, the University of Glasgow an MSc in Adult and Continuing Education. Rather more courses had the designated title of “lifelong learning”, while others included the field of adult learning under a more general title such as educational studies (Open University, Bristol) or education, culture, language and identity (Goldsmiths’ College London). This broadening and openness has, however, come at the cost of a weakening of the core identity of the subject.

Third, the content of the courses has changed. Some new content has emerged: some courses have modules in areas such as educational management, adult literacy/numeracy, and European policy and systems; and many courses either offer options about, or even specialise mainly in, theories and practice in the delivery of online learning. A handful of courses allow for significant levels of exemption, based on the accreditation of prior learning. There is also greater differentiation between courses, with a number of different programmes covering quite different content. 

Fourth, there has been some change in the constituency to which the courses are designed to appeal. One university specifically targets part of its Masters’ provision at international students (Nottingham). This shift should not be overstated, however, as the majority of courses seek to attract a broad range of professionals and others concerned with adult learning from a wide range of organisational settings.

Fifth, there has been some shift in the mode of delivery, with the development of distance provision in a number of universities. The Open University is the largest distance learning provider by far; it has offered modules in adult learning as part of its MA in Education since the 1980s, including a significant module in lifelong learning along with options in literacy, guidance and counselling, and online learning. Stirling offers an online MSc in Lifelong Learning, using a virtual learning environment to deliver course materials and engage students and staff in interactive forums. 

Sixth, as in educational studies more widely, provision has had to adapt to an evolving regulatory framework. Because of its breadth and scope, professional standards in the field of continuing education has been subjected to quite a range of regulatory bodies, each of which had differing interpretations and approaches to the definition of occupational standards. Previous attempts by universities to engage with national occupational standards have proven problematic, not least because universities tend to value such qualities as critical thinking and subject mastery that are often omitted from regulatory frameworks; for their part, agencies defining occupational standards tend to emphasise qualities such as skills and performance that have not been widely regarded in higher education. This tension reflects underlying differences in views of knowledge and its assessment. While Lifelong Learning UK is still in its infancy, its existence poses something of a challenge to the more traditional advanced taught course leading to a conventional Masters’ degree. 

Finally, universities are now operating in a crowded, and increasingly competitive market. Deregulation of the further education system in the 1990s, and the expansion of private sector provision (often delivered by self-employed retirees), have helped create a growing supply of short specialist courses for continuing education professionals, often geared towards individuals looking to meet professional standards of the type discussed above. Indeed, the generalisation of lifelong learning has even created new types of provision from within the higher education sector itself. For many people, the qualifications awarded by a professional association are probably a better investment than a Master’s course, as the latter might be viewed by their employer as excessively academic and insufficiently specialised.

These tendencies are all consistent with the broad thrust of UK policies for lifelong learning, which are heavily vocational in focus, and also seek to embrace a wide range of learning undertaken in a variety of different settings. 

Curriculum issues
As an applied field of social science, the education of adults is an intrinsically inter-disciplinary area. This was already visible in the courses surveyed by Oglesby at the start of the 1980s, with the typical postgraduate programme offering units in the history of adult education, the psychology of adult learning and approaches to adult teaching (Oglesby 1981). Frequently there were also units on the organisation of adult education and, less often, the sociology of adult education. In addition, a small number of courses – notably the University of Nottingham’s Diploma course – offered a grounding in the politics of adult education. In this instance, the approach was Freirean and self-avowedly radical in nature; it was rooted firmly in the idea that adult education was completely different from school education, and this distinctiveness was expressed through Knowles’ notion of andragogy, a term that deliberately drew contrasts with pedagogy (Knowles 1983). Remarkably, much of the same curriculum could still be found in 2005, albeit shorn largely of its disciplinary framework (specialist units in the history of adult education, for example, followed the fate of specialism in educational history more generally), and often explicitly applied to professional practice. 

At one level, then, it might seem that the distinctiveness of continuing education has started to decline. Yet if the distinctiveness of continuing education as a subject is in decline, many of the key ideas that are associated with continuing education have now become mainstream. For example, the ideas of andragogy, reflective practice and student centred-ness appear to have become pervasive. Even the language of lifelong learning, it could be argued, is essentially a rebranding of the defining ideas of what was previously called adult or continuing education: examples include the replacement of the term ‘student’ or ‘trainee’ by the term ‘learner’, or the adoption of active learning methods in the courses themselves, as well as a general acceptance of the primacy of experience and individual perspectives as the basis of the ‘learning experience’. 

The concept of professional practice has become a central one in shaping the curriculum of postgraduate courses in continuing education. It is particularly prominent in courses that include modules on research methods; many of the course descriptions emphasise the professional relevance of research, and suggest that students will engage more or less critically with ideas of evidence based practice. 

As well as a general interest in professionalism, there is widespread attention to specific professional practices. Some are relatively well-established ones, such as curriculum design and approaches to assessment. Others are relatively new, such as educational management, methods of evaluation and competency-based approaches to teaching. Above all, many courses now include at least some coverage of the use of new technologies. 

Workplace learning is a central element of the postgraduate curriculum. Obviously, this reflects a wider perception of the importance of vocationalism to the current lifelong learning agenda. 

Finally, there remains a political charge to some of the courses. It is commonplace for radical academics to lament the decline of critical teaching in virtually every aspect of British education, but this area seems to be a partial exception. A number of courses continue to show a degree of Freirean influence, with one even offering a module on Latin American adult education, and another including critical approaches to basic skills. A few courses offer units on gender and adult learning, though in general, it seems as though the feminist-inspired interest in women’s education came and went during the 1980s, though this may be misleading; it seems likely that feminist influences are now found across the curriculum of a number of courses. Radicalism is, then, by no means a dead force.

Reflections
For many decades, continuing education has been taught largely at postgraduate level. As in many other applied fields within the UK, the first cycle of higher education is still often primarily academic, concerned mainly with acquisition of basic mastery in a scholarly discipline, and the second cycle is a largely vocational one, concentrating on the development of expertise and analytical capacity in a field of applied professional knowledge. This general division is widely understood in universities, and appears to be widely understood by educators and trainers of adults. And although it has broken down in many subjects – most notably business and management – it is still the case that adult education is, in UK universities, rarely taught at undergraduate level. 

Furthermore, the general adoption of lifelong learning has both promoted the drive to marketisation and destabilised the coherence of the subject. This is, moreover, an international trend, which can be found in countries where adult education is well established as a university discipline such as Germany, as well as in those countries where it is in a more transitional state (Duke 2004). 

Lifelong learning is a much more decentred, borderless concept and practice, and it inevitably generates a similarly fragmented domain of teaching and indeed research. Thus those who specialise in continuing education, defined in relatively narrow terms, are studying alongside a variety of others, including those who teach in a range of subjects in higher education institutions.

Compared with Masters’ level courses in ‘mainstream’ educational studies, at least until the 1990s, provision in continuing education appears to be diverse in the extreme. On the one hand, there were courses that attracted a well-defined constituency (overwhelmingly UK-based schoolteachers) who could be assumed to have at least some intellectual grounding in educational studies, and who were working towards a qualification, often geared to their specialist teaching subject, that was widely understood and accepted in the field. Quite different characteristics have been described above for continuing education, where universities compete with a variety of other providers and attract a very diverse constituency of students, some of whom may never have undertaken any study of education before. 

The significant signs of convergence between the different areas of educational studies suggest that the concept of learning may well increasingly play a central role as the unifying basis on which provision can be developed in the future. If so, this would have radical implications for the curriculum of educational studies, as well as for our understanding of and relations with the constituency whose needs are being addressed.

Footnotes:
1.  There is currently some evidence of a convergence between the sectors, at least in this respect, and this is discussed later in this paper.

2.  The fieldwork for this survey was undertaken by my colleague Peter Gray, and it was funded by ESCalate. It is based on a survey of websites. Since some modular Masters’ courses include options in lifelong learning as part of a large portfolio of modules, our overall figures are bound to underestimate the total level of provision.

3.  See the website of the Universities Forum for Human Resource Development, at: http://www.ufhrd.co.uk/main.htm 

References
Council of Ministers of  Education. Survey of Trends in Adult Education and Training in Canada, Ottawa, 1996

Davies, P. and Parker, S., The professionalisation of continuing educators in the UK: appropriate model for the future?, pp. 23-30 in R. Benn and R. Fieldhouse (eds.), Training and Professional Development in Adult and Continuing Education, Exeter, 2004

Duke, C. From Comparison to Cooperation. Partnership and Diversity in the Training and Accreditation of Adult Educators by Institutions of Higher Education, pp. 41-78 in H. Hinzen and E. Przybylska (eds.), Training of Adult Educators in Institions of Higher Education: A Focus on Central, Eastern AND South Eastern Europe, Bonn, 2004

Edwards, R.: Changing Places: flexibility, lifelong learning and a learning society, London, 1997

Field, J., Educational Studies Beyond School, British Journal of Educational Studies, 50, 1, 120-144, 2002

Knowles, M. Andragogy: An Emerging Technology For Adult Learning, In, Tight, M. ed., Education for Adults, Volume 1, Adult Learning and Education, Beckenham, Croom Helm, 1983

Kuchinke, P. (2002) Comparing National Systems of HRD, HRD Conference, Edinburgh, archived at www.b.shuttle.de/wifo/ehrd-per/ku02.htm, accessed on 22 February 2005.

Lifelong Learning UK Five Year Strategic Plan, LLUK, 2004.

Moseley, R., The changing fortunes of continuing education: from margins to mainstream to...? pp. 138-47 in D. Warner and D. Palfreyman (Hsgb) The State of UK Higher Education: managing change and diversity, Buckingham, 2001

Oglesby, K.L., University provision of education courses for staff in adult and continuing education, pp. 54-62, Proceedings of the Standing Conference on University Teaching and Research in the Education of Adults, Sheffield, 1981

Speightman, S. Teachers of adult education in British universities 1948-1998, pp. 111-27, Studies in the Education of Adults, 36, 1, 2004

Wiltshire, H., The great tradition in university adult education, in A. Rogers (ed) The Spirit and the Form: essays in adult education in honour of Professor Harold Wiltshire, Nottingham, 1976

