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1. Brief History of Adult Education 

After the second world war the adult education in Germany was confronted with the task of 

reorganization. Before the takeover of national socialists adult education was strongly 

differentiated and it stood in a longstanding tradition in non-vocational and vocational education 

run by institutions and organizations receiving public fund, community education centers, 

churches unions, stakeholders and political foundations. But, in the years between 1933 and 

1945 adult education was only used as an instrument of propaganda or distracting entertainment 

Thus the episode from 1945 to 1949 was marked as a new beginning enhanced by the struggle 

of survival, identity learning and intercultural learning.  

Adult education had been characterized, on the one hand, by the interests of the administration 

of the four occupying powers, who wanted to establish a political reeducation. On the other 

hand, decision makers of the time before 1933 tried to pursue their interest. But both efforts 

failed for the most parts due to the political apathy of the population and the generally mistrust 

of instruction. It was different in the soviet occupation zone: The adult education centers were 

integrated in the state education system with a special focus on vocational training (Siebert 

2010).  

With the founding of BRD and GDR there were efforts in both states to expand adult education 

centers into central public educational facilities. In the BRD the main topics focused on 

philosophical and cultural aspects, which were influenced by the USA. After the national 

uprising in 1953 adult education in the GDR was in a situation of change: Political education 

was no longer task of the adult education centers and assigned to other new formed institutions. 

But for all that adult education in the GDR was centralized and state-controlled (Siebert 2010).   

The impact of “Wirtschaftswunder” and technological advance especially in BRD led to a 

process which was called “realistic turn in adult education”: Qualification, which were learned 

in school or vocational education quickly became obsolete and need a requalification. In the 

50ties Adult Education was defined as a place of cultural recreational activities, but in the 60ties 

the view changed thus adult education was integrated in economic and social policy. As part of 

this reorganization there was a realignment of the concepts: The addressee-oriented concept of 

„Volks- oder Erwachsenenbildung“ have been replaced by the concept „Weiterbildung“ (further 

education).  

With the changeover from personal reference to time reference lifecourses became the central 

point of references in modern adult education (Seitter 2007). This realignment is expressed in 

the survey report of the German Committee of Education which brought the combination of 

humanistic tradition of adult education and the needs of modern working environment. This 
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change of perspective accompanied with better financial resources on one hand but also with 

high expectations on economic efficiency on the other hand (Siebert 2010). With the focus on 

time reference lifecourses comes along the principle of constant further education: The 

traditional view of two separate stages of life (learn education – apply education) was no longer 

contemporary and was substituted by the principle of lifelong learning (Wittpoth 2009).  

In BRD the 70s were the decade of the educational expansion: Educational disadvantages were 

reduced, government spending on education system have increased and the share of people with 

higher education entrance qualification rose from 6% in the 60s to 30%. In GDR the education 

system was consolidated in most instances and there were hardly no structural changes. 

There was a deep cut in adult education along with the German reunification in 1990. In the east 

they faced the task of transforming a state-embossed and instrumented training system into a 

pluralistic and democratic system. At the same time, the integration had to be pushed into the 

all-German Educational Policy and theoretical discussion. Besides the necessary professional 

qualifications to adapt adult education for people from the east was also an opportunity to 

satisfy their general education requirement. This example includes language learning, 

educational travel, or discussion boards.  

Accordingly, all institutions were restructured according to the West German model. At the 

same time increasing competition in the field of adult education is to be noted: large companies 

are expanding their training opportunities, due to falling pupil numbers also schools provide 

events, commercial companies extend their offerings, and by the expansion of ICT technology 

the distance learning systems become more important.  

The 90s were branded by Europeanization. This process is accompanied by an increasing 

internationalization of further education, the  cooperation is encouraged by programs of the EU. 

The content can be seen as post-modern trends in adult education: "A postmodern adult 

education waives reliance and self-legitimation and is part of the health claim, the labor market 

policy, the government crisis management, leisure and culture business (Siebert 2009: 83)." 
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2. Legal Regulation of Adult Education 

The legal basis of adult education in Germany is formed by the federal states. Generally it can 

be noted that adult education is regulated by many regulations and laws, which have often 

different objectives partially: 

- In the context of labor market policy further education is regulated by law in terms of 

social welfare code (SGB III): It appoints public funding of people and measures for 

further education and occupational retraining.  

- Another form of public regulation is the works council constitution act (BVerfG), which 

authorizes works council attending courses of further education. 

There are many forms of laws on international, national and federal level which covers the 

aspect of further education: 

 

Table 1 

Legal regulation of further education 

 

EU/ international German federation Federal states 

Supplementary law of 

education and employment 

Labor and Economic Law Law of education system 

For example: 

Lisbon Treaty, 

Treaty establishing the 

European Union, 

General Agreement on Trade 

in 

Services. 

For example: 

Social insurance code, 

Vocational training act, 

Framework law on 

universities and colleges, 

Trade law, 

Collective bargaining law. 

For example: 

Staff Representation Act, 

Act on higher education. 

Source: own table, based on Grotlüschen, Haberzeth & Krug, 2010 

 

The basic principle is that adult education subjects no state recognition, so it is performable on 

the base of market-based regulations or as an entrepreneurial activity. Plurality and competition 

are central principles of educational policy regarding the sector of further education. An 

exception is the distance learning system, which has an own statutory rule 

(“Fernunterrichtsschutzgesetz”). But from the principles of equality, welfare state and 

democracy it can be derived a public responsibility for further education. A law for further 

education is discussed since the 70s, but it does not exist already. The reform of the federal 



Mapping of the German Landscape of Tertiary Lifelong Learning 

   Page | 4 

system in 2006 strengthened the position of the federal states especially in the topic of 

education. Further Education is alluded in several federal constitutions: 

 

Table 2: 

Legal regulation of adult education in federal states 

Federal state § Content 

Baden-Württemberg 22 Enhance further education by federal state, 

administrative district and communities 

Bavaria 139 Adult evening classes and other public institutions 

should be funded by federal state 

Bremen 35 Public institutions give the opportunity for further 

education 

North Rhine-Westfalia 17 Enhance further education by federal state, agency 

could be also churches and other institutions 

Rhineland-Palatinate 37 Enhance further education by federal state and 

communities, it is allowed for private institutions and 

churches to install institutions of further education  

Saarland 32 Adult evening classes and other public institutions 

should be funded by federal state and communities 

Schleswig-Holstein 9 Enhance culture and further education by federal state, 

administrative district and communities 

 

Scientific further education is regulated by different laws: 

- The “Hochschulrahmengesetz” regulates higher education in Germany.  

- If the further education outside the university is implemented under private law, it 

becomes subject to the provisions of the Distance Learning Protection Act. 

- If the training is also promoted by the employment service, the provisions of the Social 

Code III become valid. 

Due to the amendment of the „Hochschulrahmengesetz (HRG)“ in 1998 scientific further 

education has undergone a new definition and appreciation. Before 1998 universities should 

only develop and offer forms of further education. After the realignment scientific further 

education becomes to a main task of universities in Germany: 

- §12 HRG regulates postgradual study courses. They among to higher education if they 

are begun not as a konsekutive study but after taking up occupation. 

- § 43 HRG regulates functions und tasks of university staff.  
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3. Institutional Environment of Adult Education with special attention to the 

Higher Education system 

The responsibility for the German education system lies primarily with the states (Länder) while 

the federal government plays only a minor role. As of October 3, 1990, the unified Germany 

consists of 16 Länder with which most of the responsibilities for the education system rest. The 

Federal Government is mainly responsible for legislation on the general principles of higher 

education, promotion of research, financial assistance to the students, vocational counselling 

and vocational on-the-job training in the dual system. Several issues are still addressed at the 

national level.  

There are public and private state-recognized institutions of higher education categorized as: 

- Universität (University) 

- Technische Universität/ Technische Hochschule (Technical University) 

- Pädagogische Hochschule (Teacher Training College) 

- Kunsthochschule/Musikhochschule (College of Art/College of Music) 

- Fachhochschule (University of Applied Sciences) 

380 higher education institutions are spread across the entire country. Today, some two million 

young people study in Germany. 

The Fachhochschulen (universities of applied sciences) are a special feature of the German 

university system. Distinctive features of Fachhochschulen are their emphasis on practical 

relevance, their small class size and exams which are integrated into the studies, as well as study 

programs which are highly structured, planned, job-related, which therefore result in much 

shorter study times than is usual when compared with other German universities. The 

Fachhochschulen offer application-oriented study courses mainly in Engineering, Economics, 

Social Work, Public and Legal Administration and Health and Therapy. Fachhochschul-

graduates with excellent grades may well be admitted for a PhD at a university. 

As opposed to many other countries, private universities play a comparatively subordinate role: 

More than 90 percent of students attend public institutions that are subject to state supervision 

and control and are essentially open to anyone who has a high-school leaver’s certificate (or a 

comparable certificate) that authorizes them to enter university. Since the 1970s, alongside the 

state universities and theological colleges, many non-state-funded, non-denominational 

universities have been founded, financed by tuition fees and donations. 

Globalization is also creating new challenges for the German scientific and university 

community. The policymakers and universities have taken initiatives with a series of reforms to 

adapt the university system to the new international standards: introduction of Bachelor’s and 
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Master’s degrees or the introduction of tuition fees and selection tests, emergence of private 

facilities for academic training or the stronger strategic alliances between universities and 

institutes outside the higher education system 

It is safe to say that the education system the section of society is undergoing the most major 

changes. 

 

Graph 1 

Structure of the national education system: Germany 2011/12 

 

 

Source: Eurydice 

 

The German Education System has some peculiarities which prevent to a certain degree the 

spreading of LLL-issues.  Basically, lifelong learning activities of the HE-Institutions can be 

summarized under two major topics:  

- Continuing vocational training (Weiterbildung) 

- Continuing education at institutions of higher education. 

Beside teaching and research, HE institutions are also involved in continuing education 

activities. According to hochschulcompass.de estimations there are 348 Weiterbildungszentrum 

in the HE-Institutions in Germany. The programs vary with respect to duration, degree and 

addressed groups. 

 

Adult and continuing education are offered in general by different type of organisations with 

longstanding traditions:  
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- Organisations and institutions that receive public funds, such as community education 

centres (Volkshochschulen/VHS) 

- Education institutions run by churches, unions, political foundations, adult education 

initiatives etc.  

They provide non-vocational (general and political education) as well as vocational education. 

Adult education institutions receive public support in accordance with the number of 

participants and courses.  

In Germany, there are 15.750 further training organisations. The half of them are private 

organisations (33 % commercial, 15 % non-profit), 14 % Volkshochschulen, Education 

institutions run by churches, unions, political foundations, adult education initiatives have in 

total 12%. Companies has a share of 12 % as well. Vocational training schools and vocational 

high schools has 10 % share. Other training providers around 5%. They get their income from 

five major sources: Participants themselves, Companies, Labour Agencies, Official Sources 

(States, Federal State, EU, Local Government), and sponsor of the organization themselves. 

(BIBB 2011) 

Although there were some initiatives during the 70ies to establish continuing education as a 

core part of public education system, the idea has disappeared in time, mainly due to 

competence wrangling between national state and “Länder”. Länder are in principle responsible 

for the education issues and their position has been strengthened further as a consequence of the 

reform of the federal system in 2006. 

With respect to continuing education, the main responsibility is shifting more and more towards 

the individual learner. The terms “self-directed-learning” or “self-learning” have become 

common not only in policy discussions but also in professional and educational science 

discourses. Self-Responsibility regarding individual financial investment in education is 

expected.  

Since 80s there had been initiatives to establish continuing education, besides teaching and 

research, as a third pillar at institutions of higher education. The terms “continuing vocational 

training” and “continuing education” are used mostly interchangeable, which makes any 

attempts to get an overview much more complicated. Meanwhile there are over 340 

organizational units within the higher education institutions which are engaged on a huge 

spectrum of training activities. Nevertheless, LLL has been regarded in general as a diffuse 

concept with an ambiguous content. Some existing activities are offered under the new label 

LLL but without any further value added.  

The early initiatives and acts have aimed at expanding knowledge transfer outside of HE-

Institutions. The aims were directed, on the one hand, to lessen the burden of first level 
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education and to meet the qualification needs of the economy. On the other hand, as an 

instrument for additional resources in the HE-Institutions. 

Today, several HE-Institutions have established further training centres and offer courses and 

seminars with various length and content. Furthermore, new organization forms have been 

established in order to ensure flexibility in the training market as well as to develop target group 

specific offers. Corporate universities and increasing engagement of international universities 

are, hereby, new development in recent years.  

The main of further education courses are not directed to the necessity to transfer academic 

knowledge. But to disseminate in the market and address various target groups. In the last years, 

the offers for continuing education have become more pragmatic and occupation oriented.  

Nevertheless, LLL is still in the beginning stage in the German HE-Institutions. Main reasons 

are related to:  

- Training and training related activities are not a reputation factor among the scientific 

community at all. 

- At the training market there is already a strong competition. Acedemicians are not 

businessman, mostly lacking business spirit 

- Reluctance of academicians and institutional barriers which prevent flexible and quick 

responses on the changing market conditions. 

- Still problematic issues: transparency of programmes, modularization, certification and 

accreditation of academic continuing education.  

 

Higher education institutions are estimated to account currently for about five percent of the 

continuing education market. 

This is regarded as an underuse of the real potential. It is expected that due to changes in the 

demand and supply structures this share would increase in future. Major changes are expected in 

following fields:  

Five factors influencing the development of tertiary continuing education in HE-Institutions 

(BIBB 2011).  

- Demand Factors: The number of people with and academic degree has increased since 

end of 70s. Whereas the share of employees with and HE-degree among all employees 

had been in 1978 around 8%, it has been doubled in 1998. It is expected that this share 

will be around 20% in 2015. So it is estimated that from those groups the demand for 

further education and vocational training will increase as well.  

- Supply Factors: The need for qualified persons, especially with an academic degree 

will increase. So academicians are more prone to LLL-concept and they will host key 
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positions in the economy and request from own workers the ongoing continuous 

learning. 

- Structural Arguments: Any establishment of new educations forms goes along with 

structural changes in the HE-Institutions. TLL would lead to new impulses in the 

existing institutional structure and, hence, lead to renewing of the TLL-System in HE-

Institutions.  

- Study reform: Existing education system had been based on full time study with 

present duty. In line with the Bologne reforms, and establishing Bachelor and Master 

study forms, the structure has been changing. It is expected that part time study form, 

distance learing, assessment of prior learing as well as modularization will gain weight 

in future.  

- Demographic arguments: Due to demographic changes and aging society, the role of 

the elderly workers will be different in future. LLL-concepts will require new study 

forms as well as new didactic innovations will be required in order to keep up with the 

challenges.  

 

The training offered at universities differed in both content and scope, very strong. A 

distinguishing feature is for example the final exams. Basically, there are several forms: 

- Further education, ending with a master's degree. These measures can be understand as 

a university study, therefore demands a college degree or a BA degree as entry 

requirement. The training courses can be done as part time or full-time study. 

- Further education, concluding with a certificate. This training will be conducted part-

time in general. A college degree as an entry requirement is not necessary, usually a 

sufficient degree of experience. Duration and costs vary depending on the type and 

extent of the training. In some cases there are certain hybrids, so that individual 

modules can be completed on a education credited with a master's degree. 

An interesting field for the increasing engagement of HE-Institutions is related to distance 

learning. In Germany, distance learning is a way to obtain education qualifications as a mature 

student and to earn continuing education qualifications in the general and vocational education 

sector, but also in the leisure sector. For decades, distance learning has been an established 

method for continuing training and obtaining education qualifications as a mature student by 

self-study. 

Distance learning is a method in which participants and teachers are "exclusively or mostly 

separated and the teacher or his/her representative monitor learning success". This is done by 

means of exercises, control assignments or assignments to be submitted by letter or online. The 
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advantage of distance learning is that participants can learn almost independent of an education 

institution and determine their own learning time. 

In Germany, there are 340 distance learning institutions with over 450.000 participants. They 

offer in various fields courses. 23,5 % in economics, 17,7 % teaching related courses, 16,8 % in 

Health/Arts.  

 

Graph 2 

Age groups and Participation in Distance Learning 

 

Source: BIBB 2010 

 

3.1. Bologna Process and TLL in Germany 

Lifelong learning has been an integral part of the Bologna process. With respect to adult 

learners it necessitates measures to encourage the participation of mature students in higher 

education as well as to promote the widening of access to the higher education sector in order to 

attract non-traditional learners. Hence, the major target group of the THE.MP-project – middle 

life learners – are also addressed. 

 

Bologna process has induced deep structural changes in the German education system, which 

effected both the structure of the HE-education itself and the access conditions for person 

groups without prior access possibilities. Traditional structure of the University study has 

allowed mainly students with an “Abitur” or equivalent degree (upper secondary school 

leaving). In general, without such a degree it was not possible in Germany to struggle for a 

recognition of the experience during working periods and to get an access to higher education.  
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The realization and fulfilment of the requirements of the Bologna process in Germany has 

administered and managed by the “Kulturministerkonferenz1”. On several occasions, it has 

issues some regulations to restructure university access and to easy the recognition of 

occupational experience.  

 

• Restructuring of degrees as Bachelor and Master (2003 and 2010) 

• Performance and Credit system (ECTC) 

• Crediting previous experience during the working life for the HE access 

• HE access for persons without upper secondary school leaving. 

 

To facilitate HE-access of person groups without formal degree, new measures have been 

initiated as well:  

 

• For a general HE access: recognition of previous vocational training (min. 400 training 
hours) 

• For a specific vocational HE-accessibility:  

• Vocational education + 3 years of work experience (master craftsmen, 
technicians and those with vocational qualifications in a commercial or 
financial area are eligible to enter higher education if they have at least three 
years of experience in their professional field) 

• Placement testing (or instead 1 year of try-out study) 

• The federal states may decree some other regulations 

 

This initiative implies that students may have some of their prior non-formal and informal 

learning accredited in the higher education institutions and therefore be exempted from some 

units of study. Since 2002 it is possible to accredit prior knowledge and skills outside higher 

education .  

                                                        

1 The ministries of education and cultural affairs are the supreme authorities at Land level with respect to education, science and 

culture. Their work includes, above all, schools, higher education and adult education, the general preservation of art and culture, 

and relations between the state and religious communities. (KMK 2010) 
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In Germany, it is still not common practice, there are, however, some best-practice examples. In 

general, the recognition of prior work experience may occur in two ways: an overall recognition 

or via individual case reviews. Such accreditation can be applied to up to 50% of a higher 

education study programme. 

 

Thanks to the Bologna decisions2, the higher education institutions in Germany are now allowed 

to widen the access to higher education for non-traditional learner, and, by this way, for adult 

learners. Adults would be provided with opportunities to achieve a qualification at least one 

level higher than before.  

 

The new legislations allow explicitly higher education institutions to implement procedures for 

the recognition of prior non-formal and/or informal learning3. Despite the fact that three are 

explicit policy objectives, the participation of adults in higher education are quite rare in 

Germany. In winter semester 2010/11, the share of adult learners with non-traditional pattern 

lies around 1 % of all entrants. Among all students in higher education in Germany is this share 

around 4%. The concept of validation of non-formal and/or informal learning has apparently not 

reached the higher education sector yet. This means, that there is still a way ahead to go and the 

higher education institutions should be engaged much more than before. 

 

Additionally, adult students often face difficulties in undertaking full-time study. Alternative 

modes of higher education programme (part-time studies, external/extramural studies, distance-

learning etc.) are needed to widen participation among adult learners.  

 

 

 

                                                        

2 The effects of the Bologna process on the education policy will be discussed In the chapter 5 “Recent 

initiatives with special attention for those in Middl-life” in more detail.  

3 It is expected that the implementation of National Qualifications Frameworks, which clarify the content of national qualifications, 

would give additional impulses for the developments in the field of validation of prior learning for admission to higher education.  
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4. Current Policy and Priorities 

Lifelong learning implies the fact that learning no longer stops as soon as people finish school, 

training or university. Learning is regarded as essential to improve individual career 

opportunities as well as to promote economic dynamism with consequences affecting all fields 

of education. International comparative analysis show that Germany is not doing in this field 

well and in many indicators even below the EU-average4  The LLL-activities of the higher 

education institutions in Germany can be regarded as a subset of general LLL-Strategy.  

 

4.1. Lifelong Learning Strategy in Germany 

A “Strategy for Lifelong Learning in the Federal Republic of Germany”, which was formulated 

in 2004, has its origin in 1996 following the European Year of Lifelong Learning. The strategy 

takes a life-course-perspective in education. It distinguishes five age groups: childhood, 

adolescents, young adults, adults and elderly. It identifies eight issues for development of 

educational system: inclusion of informal learning, self-directed learning, development of skills, 

modularization, learning guidance, new learning culture, popularization of learning, fair access. 

For each age group again these issues have been spelled out differently.  

The Federal Government approved the Concept for Lifelong Learning on 23 April 2008. The 

concept links up with the measures which have been introduced under the Federal Government's 

Qualification Initiative. These include: 

• Measures to improve educational opportunities for children under six years of age, 

• An extensive raft of measures to improve the training situation, 

• Facilitating the transition from school to higher education, 

• Creating more than 90,000 additional places for first-year students by 2010 under the 
pact for higher education, 

• Drawing more attention to technology and the natural sciences, and 

• Improving opportunities for women. 

The concept for continuing education focuses on the following fields: The initiatives are based 

on the empirical finding that participation in continuing education in Germany is low by 

international comparison. In particular, people with low qualifications are underrepresented in 

continuing education. The Federal Government is therefore largely following the 

recommendations of the Committee on Innovation in Continuing Training.  

                                                        

4 (see chapter 7 for comparative statistics). 
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The Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) intends to achieve the following 

targets by 2015 (figures apply to 25-64 year-olds following completion of initial training): 

• Participation in formal continuing education (courses and seminars) is to rise from the 
current level of 43% to 50%. 

• At least 40% of people with low skills should be active in the field of continuing 
education (currently 28%). 

• Participation in all forms of learning, including so-called informal learning, should rise 
from 72% to 80%. 

As a part of the initiative, some measures concerning the adult education sector have been 

outlined by the national government:  

- Creating financial incentives under the Educational Bonus sheme (Bildungsprämie) in 

order to support participation in education that should improve the employability of 

people with low incomes. Some federal states have developed additional instruments 

(Bildungsscheck) to stimulate the users of lifelong learning.  

- Improving educational counseling 

- Continuing to test courses, seminars and educational programmes offered on the 

educational market (Weiterbildungstest) 

- Improving learning opportunities at the local level through “Learning on Site”, (Lernen 

vor Ort) 

The Federal Ministry for Education and Research is committed to the quality of continuous 

training programs. Since 2002, the “Stiftung Warentest“ (Foundation for product testing) tests 

training programs at regular intervals. Approximately 15 tests are conducted annually by the 

Foundation, this measure is funded by the BMBF and the results of the tests are published. The 

aim of this measure is to ensure the quality and transparency of the training programs. 

After the last elections in Germany in 2009 there were hardly any changes in education policy. 

The main responsibility for further education is shifting more and more towards the individual 

learners (GHK 2011). 
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5. Recent Initiatives with Special Attention for those in Mid-Life 

Meanwhile, several initiatives have been set up in order to support the involvement of HE-

Institutions in the LLL-thematic.  Some of them are related directly to the target group of the 

THEMP. Some programme may support inclusion of this group in the higher education 

activities.  

Permeability of educational domains: There are efforts to open the universities for people 

with vocational training and experience. Regulatory changes are being made in the federal states 

that open universities to people who have acquired qualifications in VET. Master programs are 

being created as an option for continuing vocational education on an academic level for 

professionals from different fields. The fees are mostly too high and universities and colleges 

regard such programs as additional financial resources. The federal states and the universities 

are responsible for developing such programs. The adult education sector in Germany is not 

regulated as specifically as other educational sectors. Plurality and competition are central 

principles of educational policy regarding this sector of educational system.  

 

External exam (an additional instrument of recognition of prior learning): In September 

2003, the Standing Conference of Ministers of Education & Cultural Affairs (KMK), the 

Ministry of Education and Science and the German Rectors' Conference recommended the 

universities, that up to 50% from study may have been acquired non-university. Within the 

framework of the Bologna Process, the demand of recognition of prior learning was more 

important. 

The problem in this context is the federal system in the FRG. Thus, the responsibility to 

recognition prior learning by the instrument of external exam is the dicision of individual states. 

A unified system for the whole nation is not introduced. Furthermore, the individual university 

decides which qualification is recognized and which not. In this context, a power-points system 

- similar to the ECTS system - will be implemented to allow a recognition of prior learning of 

an university education. In this area there are currently many initiatives, a unified system has 

been developed but not yet. 

The focus of the current discussion is the recognition of informal learning. Again, this is 

determined on a case by the universities themselves. By standardized language tests e.g.be 

determined the skills, which can then be counted toward a respective study program. 
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Another point in the discussion about "open universities" is the option, to study without an 

university-entrance diploma. Here can be divided different possibilities of access to higher 

education for vocationally qualified: 

• Direct access to higher education for special vocationally qualified: Applicants for a 

university place with a master's certificate (master of crafts, master of industries) or an 

equivalent degree can begin a university studies without any special testing or approval 

process. 

• University entrance by a admission exam: Universities use an aptitude test, in which 

the scholastic aptitude of the candidates without an university entrance qualification 

will be proved. 

• University entrance by a sample study: Professionally qualified applicants are 

admitted to study, after they have successfully completed a sample study, which usually 

lasts between two and four semesters. 

• University entrance by an academic aptitude test: Professionals acquire the 

university-entrance diploma when they pass a special examination. In contrast to "the 

university entrance examination on admission," which allowed only for study at a 

particular university or in a particular state, the pass of the academic aptitude test allows 

the unrestricted access to higher education. 

 

Graph 3 

Four different possibilities of access to higher education 

 
Source: Center for Higher Education Development, Gütersloh 
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As a prerequisite for obtaining a university entrance qualification there must be a completed 

vocational training available in any case. In addition, the vocational training corresponding to 

the respective study. It is further required in some states, that the professional experience should 

have 2 -5 years. With a (craft- or industry-) masters degree there's usually a direct access to 

higher education. Additional professional experience is here not required. Various professional 

training courses are equivalent to the master. 

The proportion of those who are visiting a university without a diploma - based on the total 

number of students - are marginal. So is the proportion of students between 1995-2008 who 

have acquired higher education entrance qualification , on average only 0.8% (in the table 3 

“Dritter Bildungsweg”). 

 

Table 3 

First year students by type of access to higher education 

 

 

ProfilPASS (assessment and recognition of informally required competencies): In 2000 it 

has been noticed that in the validation of informally acquired competences does not function 

well in the practice. Against this backdrop 2004 a profile-matching system was formed which 

comprise the systematic identify and document of personal skills and competence. The central 

element here is the examination of his own biography, which supported by expert advice. It is 
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the aim of this system to make his own abilities and competences visible (self-reflection). The 

self-reflection involves the own actions in all areas of life - education, employment but also 

domestic and family work, and recreation and hobbies. The next step consists then to deflect 

abilities, skills and competencies from the self-reflection. This self-reflection is the basis for the 

presentation of oneself and the further development of his own skills. The aim is to encourage 

the user to animate to lifelong learning.  

ANKOM (recognition of professional competence on higher education courses): With the 

ANKOM initiative the federal government wanted to implement the "Accreditation of Prior 

Learning" (APL) on a national level. As already mentioned above it is a generalized statement 

about the effective recognition of acquired knowledge outside the university not possible, 

because this is regulated individual by the states and universities. The ANKOM initiative - 

which started in 2005 - aimed, to analyse this different methods of recognition of competence 

and to make generalized statements about the recognition. In 2008 the recognition decision of 

the Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK) diffrentiate here three different recognition methods: 

• Blanket recognition-method: the shape of recognition takes place independent of 

individuals. Thus, in the framework of an equivalence test special qualifications 

checked for their eligibility for programs. This imputation refers mainly to formal 

learning outcomes (in degrees and certificates). 

• Individual recognition-method: Separate individual documentation Here is the 

equivalence test, a part of the recognition system. The focusing on the individual 

procedures it is possible to include formal learning outcomes, and also non-formal and 

informal results in the equivalence test. 

• Combined recognition-method: This is a combination of blanket and individual 

recognition-methods. 
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Graph 4 

Individuell and blanket recognition processes 

 

Source: Freitag, Walburga / Hartmann, Ernst et al (2011): Gestaltungfeld Anrechnung – Hochschulische 

und berufliche Bildung im Wandel S. 79. Münster: Waxmann. 

 

The federal government has also launched several projects and programs to support the 

engagement of older workers in terms of LLL and activate it.  

WeGebAU: Looking at all workers, so participation rates in relation to non-formal education 

until the age of 54 years is relatively constant (between 50 and 55%). This ratio falls in the 

elderly, moderate (40%): the same is true for informal learning.  

There is very little research on why people do not participate in training of non-formal training 

or are not engaged in the various areas of learning. : 

Especially for: 

• On-and unskilled workers 

• Educationally disadvantaged people, 

• People with immigrant background 

• People who are older than 45 years 

 

Under the initiative, "construction" of the Federal Government has developed a program to 

motivate people and small and medium-sized enterprises and 250 employees, to participate in 

the training and continuous learning. Supporting this are particularly low-skilled employees 

older than 45 years.  
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The main challenges for the development of life in general relate to:  

• Institutions: Open Universities for people without high school, which deliver a 

qualified professional training and / or vocational training and work experience. 

Learning is an area that is open for further development of institutions of higher 

education:  

• Financial problems: Because education is increasingly seen as an individual 

responsibility, and thus, only those participating in training who are willing and able to 

contribute their own resources. 

• The need for demand-oriented training in the area of conflicts of interest to develop 

between the practical requirements for training and scientific orientation and on the 

training market place.  

• Improve the transparency of the programs, modularization, certification and 

accreditation of academic education. 
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6. Financial Aspects of Adult Education and TLL 

Financial resources for further education are provided by several institutions. Most of them are 

private and public stakeholders. The most important stakeholders are the Ministry of Education 

and Research, Ministries of Labor on national and federal state level, the National Employment 

Agency, the European Union, companies and unions, local authorities, chambers and individual 

learners. It is impossible to determine exactly the amount of money spent on continuing 

education. According to BIBB estimations it amounts to 35 billion a year, distributed as 

follows:  

 

Graph 5 

Vocational Training Expenditures in Germany 

 
Source: BIBB 2011 

 

Round the half of the expenditures for the vocational further training is spent by companies 

(47,6%), followed by individuals (39,3%). The state has a share of 11,8% and 1,3% by the 

labour agency. 
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The following table shows the development from 1996 to 2006 of the expenses by different 

stakeholders: 

 

Table 4: 

Direct expenses on vocational and non-vocational education (1996 – 2006) 

 1996 2000 2006 

 In 

billion ! 

% In 

billion ! 

% In 

billion ! 

% 

Public 1,5 5,4 1,6 5,6 1,4 6,0 

Companies 9,6 34,6 10,3 35,9 10,0 41,3 

Individual learners 8,7 31,2 9,9 34,6 11,4 47,4 

National Employment 

Agency 

8,0 28,8 6,8 23,8 1,3 5,4 

Overall 27,8 100 28,6 100 24,1 100 

Source: GHK 2011 

 

The total expenses on vocational and non-vocational education has declined from 27,8 billion 

Euro in 1196 to 24,1 billion Euro in 2006. But the developments takes different courses: While 

on the one hand expenses from individual learners rise from 31,2% to 47,4%, on the other the 

expenses from national employment agency declines dramatically: Funding by the National 

Employment Agency has been reduced in the last 10 years from 8,0 billion Euro to 1,3 billion 

Euro. 

Basically, a high degree of autonomy lies in the financing of further education. Regulation of 

finance is significantly influenced by the appropriately chosen legal form of the provider. The 

costs for the implementation of training are covered almost exclusively by fee income. 

Therefore, most in the category of university education just cover the costs, there are rarely 

achieved any profits, which can be used for further investments. 

 

Adult Education and Training Funding 

There several sources for funding adult learners. The public sector, industry, social groups, 

continuing education institutions are all somehow involved. Public sector-funding (local 

autorities, Länder, the Federal Government, the European Union) includes institutional 

sponsorship, grant for adults and continuing education for employees of the official autorities. 

Companies spend substantial funds on continuing education of their staff in order to improve 

vocational and/or working stills or qualifications.  
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On the other hand, labour agencies design shemes to meets the needs of the labour market, 

which are targeted especially at the unemployed and those facing the threat of unemployment. 

Upgrading Training Assistance Act is adressed at persons who want to become a master of 

industry or handicrafts or to become self-emloyee with start-ups.  

Social groups (churches, trade unions etc.) contribute with a substantial amount to continuing 

education. Furthermore, for the adult learners, such as target groups of older learners, there are 

various intruments to support individual continuing vocational education: Bildungsprämiere 

(education saving plans) which consists of two components: a continuing education bonus 

(Prämiengutschein) and continuing training saving plans (Weiterbildungs-sparen).  
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7. Statistical Data 

There is no official statistics about further training activities in Germany. Hence, estimations are 

based on surveys and case studies. Statistics are collected from several sources, which makes 

also any comparison difficult. Vocational Training Organization (BIBB) publish annual 

statistics about further training issues.  

In Germany, round 27 % the population between 19 and 64 has participated in 2007 in further 

training programs. The participation quote is calculated with the help of survey question, if the 

persons have taken part in the previous 12 months in any training programs in form of courses 

or other training forms.  

 

Graph 6 

Participation rates of further education (total), vocational training and general further 

education in labour status (2003) 

 

Source: Gatzke 2007 

 

As shown in the graph the labour status has a high influence on the participation rate of further 

education. 48% of the employers attended in programs of further education, the participation 

rate of the non employers is only 26%. This fact depends particularly to the rates of vocational 

training: 34% of the employers took part in vocational training programs, but only 8% of the 

non employers. There are although significant differences in participation rates of general 

further education: 28% (employers) versus 20% (non employers). 
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Graph 7 

Participation rates in Further Training and Age Groups 

 

Source: BIBB 2011 

 

As the graph shows the participation of age group 50 – 64 is far below than the average. The 

participation rate rises from 11% to 20% in 1997, but from 1197 to 2003 there is a decrease 

from 20% to 17%. In 2007 the participation rate is on the raise again to 19%. Comparing to the 

rates of the other age groups a difference is noticeable: The highest participation rate has the age 

group 35-49:  

It rises from 24% in 1992 to 36% in 2000, than it goes down to 31% in 2007. The participation 

rate of the age group 19-34 is as follows: There is a rise from 25% to 33% from 1992 to 1997, 

than it goes down to 27% in 2007. But on the whole the participation rate of further education of 

older people is far below than younger people.  
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Graph 8 

Participation quotes and education levels 

 

Source: BIBB 2010 

 

In Germany, persons with higher education level are most active population group with highest 

level of participation level. 40 % of them has participated in 2007 in further training. In other 

groups, the quote changes over time, but range stays relatively stable. Persons without any 

vocational training degree have lowest training quotes. 

A view to the participation rates of vocational training confirms the overall picture: 

Graph 9 

Participation rates of vocational training in education level (2003) 

 

Source: Gatzke 2007 

There is a high correlation between education level and participation in vocational training: 38% 

of people with high education level took part in vocational training programs, but only 32% of 
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people with middle education level and 16% of people with low education level. This result can 

although be transferred to the participation rates comparing to profession: The rear was brought 

up to unskilled workers with 22%, the interval to the next group is more than 20% (Gatzke 

2007). 

In order to make lifelong and life-wide learning more tangible and measurable, The ELLI-Index 

Europe has been initiated by the Bertelsmann Foundation in Germany. The first results for 2011 

show a differentiated picture in 27 European Countries. The index is set up by four major 

dimensions and 36 indicators.  

The European Lifelong Learning Index (ELLI) is a measure of learning throughout the different 

stages of life ‘from cradle to grave’ and across the different learning environments of school, 

community, work and home life. The index is set up by four learning dimensions:  

• Learning to know – the formal education system 

The dimension of learning to know predominantly assesses the learning of young people within 

the formal education system. In terms of investment, this dimension contains indicators on total 

expenditure on education and training. The range of learning opportunities for formal education 

which are currently being examined are pre-school, school, higher education and adult 

education institutions.  

•  Learning to do – vocational learning 

This dimension captures the participation rates, learning opportunities and investment (by 

employers, government and individuals) in job-related skills. This dimension predominantly 

measures adults’ continual professional development at their place of work through formal, non-

formal and informal learning opportunities. It reflects investment in learning by employers, 

government and the individual. 

• Learning to live together – learning for social cohesion 

This dimension measures individual-level attitudes and dispositions that promote social 

cohesion such as trust, intercultural competence and political and community engagement. This 

dimension tries to capture the learning of the values of democracy, tolerance and trust, as well 

as skills for engaging with other people and the interest to do so. 

• Learning to be – learning as personal growth 

This dimension predominantly measures self-directed learning and individuals’ efforts and 

investment in learning. This learning is facilitated by government provision and information 

provided on learning opportunities. This dimension captures informal and implicit learning that 

happens through engagement and participation in the home and through community and cultural 

activities. 
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Graph 10 

ELLI-Index: General Overview 

Source: www.elli.org 

 

The overall ELLI Index results show that the Nordic countries Denmark, Sweden and Finland 

and, in addition, the Netherlands rank highest. Particularly Denmark and Sweden have been the 

most successful countries in Europe at implementing the idea of lifelong and lifewide learning. 

The top performers are followed by a group of countries that consist of mainly Central 

European and Anglo-Saxon countries.  
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The next group of countries, which are below the EU average, are from Southern and Eastern 

Europe and range from the Czech Republic to Poland. The lowest performing group of countries 

is also comprised of Southern and Eastern European countries, including Hungary, Greece, 

Bulgaria and Romania. However, there are many exceptions to these general patterns. Slovenia, 

a former communist country and new member of the European Union, performs well, scoring 

above the EU average and on par with Germany. Countries also have their own areas of relative 

strength and weakness across the four learning dimensions. 

Germany is in terms of lifelong learning index only in the 10th rank.  

• Learning to know – the formal education system (rank 14 out of 24) 

• Learning to act – vocational learning (rank 13 out of 27) 

• Learning to live together – learning for social action (12 out of 25) 

• Learning to be – learning as personal growth (10 out of 27)  

 

The ELLI-Report emphasizes the need for action especially in the fields of investments in 

education, skill acquisition, social inequality in secondary education, low tertiary education 

participation and low participation of older workers in formal education. 

In terms of its economic strength, no other country in the EU invests such low amount of public 

money in the formal education like Germany. With an investment volume of only 4,3 percent of 

the gross national product (GNP), Germany reached in 2006 only the ranked 24th of 27 EU-

Countries. 

The relatively low overall participation in formal education (rank 14 out of 23) in Germany 

points out also that older people are hardly active in the formal education system. Compared to 

countries such as UK or Sweden, people in older ages attend seldom a university or a technical 

college. In Germany, only 3 percent of the age group 35-54-years take part in formal education 

courses (UK 15 percent, Sweden 11 percent). 

Regarding participation rates in the continuous vocational training as well as supply for such 

training, Germany with an estimated rate of 70% lies in a European comparison only in 

midfield.  

This is particularly evident for the participation rates in the company training courses. In 2005,  

only 30 percent of the workers participated in such company training courses, which is even two 

percent less than 1999 levels.  

With respect to the participation level in higher education, Germany reaches regarding 

international standards only a low level. In the ELLI-Index on the EU benchmark indicator 

“share of the age group  between 30 and 34 years in the tertiary education”, Germany has a 

share of 27 % (rank 16 of 27). Hence, Germany lies below the EU average. It is often also the 
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case that social background play a decisive role in the participation to the tertiary education 

system. People from low-income families or with a migration background are underrepresented. 

Access conditions to a tertiary education are too strict and acknowledgement of prior 

(experimental) learning not well developed. 
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Main challenges of the ageing knowledge economy are constant upgrading of the skills of the active popula-
tion and mitigating new and old social risks. In the aging society and the globalised knowledge economy, the 
people in mid-life are increasingly exposed to social risks of exclusion from the labour market. They are also 
excluded from formal Lifelong Learning (LLL), specifically Tertiary Lifelong Learning (TLL). The access of 
mid-life learners to TLL and their retention in the system have an increasing relevance for the socio-economic 
sustainability of the ageing European knowledge society. TLL is considered a key to develop more inclusive 
andand responsive universities. Opening HE for mid-life learners, designing flexible pathways from VET and pro-
fessional experience to higher education, flexible learning arrangements conciliating family-work life and 
learning and the adaptation of didactical methods in HE are challenges to affront problems of the aging 
knowledge society. Opening Higher Education (HE) to this group is still a minor aspect of education and trai-
ning reforms, but it is a strategic goal to raise the skill level of the adult EU population, as well as closing the 
mismatch between supply and demand for high-skilled workers. 

The project THEMP aims to study the TLL of HE institutes in several countries with respect to inclusion of mid-
life learners. At the core stands a comparative study with concrete example analysing statistically available 
data, making series of interviews with decision makers, stakeholders, lecturers and mid-life learners. The 
study will analysis the efficiency of TLL programs in achieving the integration of mid-life learners in terms of 
access to and retention in programs, their duration, the creation of learning pathways and didactical innova-
tion. The results of this study will allow advances in the design of core conditions of socially and economically 
effective TLL programs for mid-life learners. The project will use a combination of social research and active 
participation of the university under scrutiny facilitating mutual learning between HE-decision-makers, stake-
holders, practitioners and learners.

For the social research, the project uses an innovative combination of Transitional Labour Market approach 
to define and measure situation of social risks; and the Capability and Capital approach to operationalize em-
ployability and well-being. It will provide differentiated tools to analyse TLL programs and their integration 
in the general higher education systems based on adequate definitions of efficiency and quality to evaluate 
the inclusion of mid-life learners. It will also analyse the regulation of the TLL system, not only with respect 
to labour markets and society, but also its internal regulation in terms of access, learning pathways, certifica-
tions, recognition of prior learning and funding. Special attention will be paid to the relation to the Bologna 
three-cycle system and the ECTS. Another area of analysis will be the analysis of didactical innovation in the 
TLL programs to assure the retention of non-traditional students in the TLL-system.

www.themp.eu


