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is tHere A cHAnce for roles of HigHer 
eDucAtion in tHe DeVelopment of A 

‘leArning climAte’ tHrougH regionAl 
DeVelopment in HungAry?

Balázs Németh

The Impact of Lifelong Learning upon Institutional 
Strategies or the Underestimation of University Life-
long Learning
The Trends V report of the European University 
Association (EUA) pointed out in its fifth chapter 
that ‘Lifelong Learning has thus been developed 
more on the periphery of institutional strategy, 
rather than as a driving element of it.’ (Crosier, 
D. – Purser, L. – Smidt, H., 2007.) This statement 
is very true in the case of Hungarian higher edu-
cation as most universities and colleges have not 
got too much to respond to the issue in their in-
stitutional development plans which has a com-
pulsory structure to follow as part of the new Act 
on higher education in Hungary in 2005 (Please 
find more at Hungarian Accreditation Commit-
tee website). Hungarian universities and colleges 
have outlined Lifelong Learning as an important 
issue for their structural change in the so-called 
‘Bologna-reform’, but there was not a hint of refer-
ence to a broad understanding of Lifelong Learn-
ing in the well-known ‘triple-helix model’ (Dobay, 
2007). The strategy for Lifelong Learning of the 
Hungarian government in 2005 did not mention 
any aspect of university Lifelong Learning rather 
than moving universities towards a more quality 
oriented structure and opening up for widening 
access (Please find more at Hungarian Ministry of 
Education website). 

Unfortunately, the EUA Trends V report does not 
say too much, but it still recognises that ‘a number 
of institutions indicated that Lifelong Learning is 
an area of growth, an area where diversified fund-
ing sources can become more dominant, and an 
area of great possibilities for regional cooperation 
and development. (Crosier, D. – Purser, L. – Smidt, 
H., 2007). It is, for EUA, a clear signal for develop-
ing new training programmes and centres of inno-
vation and R+D.

In Hungary, universities being members of the 
Hungarian Lifelong Learning Network (Please 

find more at MELLearN website) have started, 
since 2006, moving to explore local and regional 
issues influencing higher education, still no in-
volvement in ‘regional policy development’ 
has not yet been recommended at any of the 
network’s conferences on Lifelong Learning. 
Universities and colleges, however, have got en-
gaged in some local and regional development 
or at least in modelling some R+D with local and 
regional industry, trade, the chambers of com-
merce and/or the local councils (Németh, 2008). 
On the other hand, the MELLearN network was 
the only forum where some of the universities 
and colleges debated the content and theoretical 
frames and impacts of a ‘third role’ for higher 
education as a identical part of Lifelong Learning 
opening towards the public and suggested a new 
direction to strengthen a social responsibility in 
making people understand change itself by ex-
panding useful knowledge regardless of age, sex 
and economic/social status.

I do think, therefore, that regional develop-
ment must be bridged to taking higher educa-
tion into a new status of empowering the local 
and regional environment of institutions, asso-
ciations and the people in order to get prepared 
for partnership-based roles in the knowledge-
based economy and society. New roles for higher 
education were attached to the ‘Bologna-reform 
of higher education institutions’, yet, the social 
roles of universities and colleges local and re-
gional development and regeneration were not 
underlined enough. The EUA findings on Life-
long Learning practices of universities referring 
to a variety of offers in regional development 
through open and distance learning, and net-
works of partnerships and collaboration with 
local stakeholders are very low- or under-repre-
sented by Hungarian universities and not at all 
understood as an important issue for higher edu-
cation (Derényi, 2007).
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The Accelerating Role of Higher Education in Regions 
through the European Lifelong Learning Initiative
European Background
It is essential to look back upon the European start-
ing steps in the theme of Lifelong Learning to have 
been influencing the scope of new roles for higher 
education. The first step towards Lifelong Learn-
ing within the context of the European Union was 
taken through the European Lifelong Learning 
Initiative (ELLI) in Rome in 1995, when research-
ers in education opened a public forum at a confer-
ence for promoting learning and the development 
of quality of content, process of education. (ELLI, 
1995) 

The emerging role of higher education institu-
tions in the development of Lifelong Learning is 
obviously essential for making Lifelong Learning 
a reality as universities and colleges, since the late 
1990s, contribute to the realisation of that initiative 
and Lisbon-goals, together with the aims of the 
Education and training 2010 working programme. 
The latest document clearly pointed out the role 
of higher education. (EC, 2003) Also, the working 
programme was strongly attached to the goals out-
lined in the concrete future objectives of the educa-
tion and training systems of the member states of 
the European Union and reflected three strategic 
dimensions which explain the roles of higher edu-
cation in developing Lifelong Learning:  

These are:
1.) The development of the quality and efficien-

cy of the education and training systems within the 
European Union;

2.) The development of opportunities and access 
to the education and training systems; 
(The two points are both reflected in the well-
known Bologna-process to highlight the steps for-
ward the European Area of Higher Education)

3.) The development of forms external partner-
ship of education and training systems.
(This point was embedded into the framing of 
learning cities and regions of Lifelong Learning 
initiatives in and after 2001, namely, into the devel-
opment of learning cities, regions and related good 
practice in some of the member states.)

The third point of the working programme ex-
plains that higher education, as part of the educa-
tion and training system, must be open and act as 
a partner in local and regional partnerships to de-
velop communities!

The indicated points underline the initiative of the 
European Commission which, since 2002, has been 

supporting the establishment or change and mod-
ernisation of local and regional spaces of Lifelong 
Learning.  The aim is so as to get formal, non-formal 
and informal learning closer to each other, referring 
to the partnership of public administration, higher 
education, chambers of commerce and industry, sec-
tors of economy, culture and civic society by form-
ing regions of Lifelong Learning (EC, 2002).

Models/frames for possible local and regional partnerships 
in Hungary to involve higher education institutions: 
- Pole-development programme (Effective participa-
tion in economic cluster-development);

- establishing learning regions in order to support 
partnership-based programmes of co-operation for 
education and training, knowledge transfer, com-
petence development, R+D models, etc.
- Creation of knowledge-centres in the heart of regions 
through the infrastructural basis of higher educa-
tion (it is a model of combined access to library, 
informatics and cultural services to recognise local 
and regional learning and development needs of 
the public and private spheres!) 

Hungarian higher education must identify key pri-
orities in relation to Lifelong Learning according to 
the approaches to some peculiar international or-
ganisations, like EUA, EUCEN, PASCAL.

European Universities Association (EUA, 2003) 
pointed out in 2003 that higher education ought to 
recognise important dimensions of Lifelong Learn-
ing leading to strategic changes, such as:

- Higher education has a key role in creating a 
real scientific frame and discussion for adult and 
continuing education through the Lifelong Learn-
ing initiative referring to the quality development 
of education and training and to the practice of 
learner-centered assessment;

- Higher education institutions must be involved 
into consultations on formulating national Lifelong 
Learning strategies;

- The innovative potential of higher education 
must be considered (e.g. the pole development 
programme in Hungary);

- Most higher education institutions in the 
countries of Central-Eastern Europe do not imply 
Lifelong Learning into their strategies and mis-
sions. (Therefore, it is important to underline the 
role of institutional development plans to imply 
dimensions of Lifelong Learning, like bringing 
learning closer to the learner through new forms 
of learning);
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- The European Lifelong Learning discourse has 
pointed out the formerly underestimated co-oper-
ative role of higher education to involve stakehold-
ers into the discussions on creating a better learning 
climate, like market players, civic organisations, lo-
cal and regional councils, cultural institutions. This 
role has been criticised by traditional academics;

- Adult and continuing education is not rec-
ognised in higher education institutions with the 
same scientific respect as other subject areas of ed-
ucation and research, even in countries where Life-
long Learning, adult education is so important in 
the education and training system (e.g. the United 
Kingdom, Finland, or Sweden).

The functional reconstruction of higher education
After the turn of the millennium, scientist dealing 
with the functional changes in higher education 
indicated that the co-operation of universities and 
colleges with the economy is primarily influenced 
by changes occurring within the organisations of 
higher education. In case they recognise the mean-
ing and role of partnership-based, innovation-cen-
tered approaches referring to Lifelong Learning, 
they will have the motivation to construct new 
forms of local and regional co-operation in order 
to develop learning opportunities, methodology 
and content. That is to indicate the corporate role 
of universities (Jarvis, 2001).   

Universities and research institutes as centres 
of science have become important stakeholders in 
regional development to expand and disseminate 
knowledge of innovation and to change capacities.  
The valuable attraction of a region depends today 
on balanced networking of higher education insti-
tutions, companies and community organisations 
(NGOs). Partnerships amongst universities and 
companies, according to Gál (Gál, 2005) make re-
gions develop their innovative potentials through 
knowledge transfer mechanisms, therefore, inno-
vation, in my approach, must be considered as an 
interactive and systemic process which has a spa-
tial format to host co-operations of organisations of 
transferring knowledge in a network.

Social/third role of higher education
It is a very accurate and relevant question of recon-
structed university roles to open up for a third mis-
sion for universities and that is to help the commu-
nity change and develop through special actions 
which are not related to education and training. 
This problem affects the cultural roles of universi-
ties too. Doyle pointed out those HEIs activities on 

the cultural front are subsumed within other poli-
cies and strategies and areas of enquiry. A peculiar 
impact according to this issue is that HEIs do not 
research themselves as often and as effectively as 
they do everyone else, particularly the third role 
they have as a cultural presence and cultural re-
source, Doyle remarked (Doyle, 2007).

In Hungary, higher education institutions have 
recognised a role for Lifelong Learning, adult 
learning, yet they are means for raising the number 
of students and to change structure through the 
Bologna-reform. Another narrative of Lifelong 
Learning is to work closely with the community, 
but mainly with economic organisations and insti-
tutions. On the other hand many universities have 
also come to the conclusion that changes in public 
attitudes are really challenging higher education. 
Lifelong Learning made missions of universities 
and colleges taking up corporate roles and a con-
straining factor to search for new models of part-
nerships.

I personally think that higher education is in a 
crisis of finding new tools and methods of educa-
tion for new, or changing clients with changing 
learning needs (Németh, 2007).  

Interestingly, a very unique Scottish example 
brought in the value and status of academic knowl-
edge and expertise as something to be understood 
as public property for deployment so as to enrich-
ing the social and cultural contexts in which they 
born (Crowther-Martin – Shaw, 2006). That is an 
essential realisation of knowledge and expertise 
being connected to social and community plat-
forms which today need higher education to take 
more responsibility and action, I think, in Hungary 
has also become a reality. Universities and colleg-
es have not yet explored, in required dynamism, 
new tools available for such new public policy of 
higher education to serve and to co-operate with 
their communities. The underrepresented status of 
forms of blended-learning and e-learning is a key 
indicator of emergence and impact of higher edu-
cation’s new roles in Hungary.

Also, there must be a stronger position of high-
er education in Hungary for education of citizen-
ship and active citizenship. That direction has also 
been neglected in many universities and colleges 
in Hungary over the last fifteen years, however, 
some schools of adult and continuing education, 
like the Department of Adult Education of the Uni-
versity of Pécs, opened up education and research 
(RE-ETGACE, a Framework V. Project, 2004) on 
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active citizenship and governance influencing 
adult education and learning. Johnston suggests 
a same model Hungarian university adult edu-
cation should consider (Johnston, for connecting 
adult learning and citizenship (learning about cit-
izenship; learning through citizenship and learn-
ing for citizenship, 2005) when we try to influence 
university management to develop partnership 
with its community outside higher education. 
Dobay argues, therefore, that a new and „region-
ally anchored” university charter/mission would 
be needed (Dobay, 2007). It is another symptom 
of searching for answer for a changing learning 
environment, as clear signal of new community 
directions and connections need for higher educa-
tion in Hungary.

On the other hand, the content and currents 
implications, narratives of Lifelong Learning may 
be misleading in case higher education does not 
get actively involved, especially in Hungary, into 
the process of reconstructing the national strategy 
of Lifelong Learning. Higher education ought to 
indicate that it has a strong role in Lifelong Learn-
ing not only at national level, but also through lo-
cal and regional innovation, knowledge transfer 
(OECD, 2007). 

The role of higher education should not be nar-
rowly focused to the Bologna-process and its im-
plications in structural reforms of education and 
training of higher education institutions. That is 
why a more holistic understanding of university 
Lifelong Learning should appear in a new national 
strategy of Lifelong Learning after 2008!  

In that respect, it is essential to underline, accord-
ing to major trends in explaining Lifelong Learn-
ing in Europe, the relevance of the joint presence 
of employability and active citizenship to represent 
an European approach upon learning. The framing 
of Lifelong Learning by the European Commission 
(EC, 2000) and the UNESCO standpoint clearly in-
dicate that the roles of higher education combine 
economic and societal impacts (UNESCO, 2001).

Higher education in Hungary must take a 
special societal function which exceeds the dis-
semination of knowledge. While it tries to recon-
struct the contents and methods of its traditional 
work, it enters into a process of innovation that 
influences not only economic structures, but also 
individuals and communities in searching for 
partnership-based activities in local and region-
al settings facing challenges. At the same time, 

higher education institutions join much kind of 
models of innovation which require a capacity of 
innovation and change a university can represent 
and make use of.1   

Vincent-Lancrin, a researcher of the OECD-CE-
RI has also pointed out in his study that:

- One of the points of functional change for 
higher education is taking complex social role by 
supporting Lifelong Learning through emphasiz-
ing bringing in quality content for learning based 
upon economic innovation and social partnerships 
to address local and regional learning needs (Vin-
cent-Lancrin. 2004)

In Hungary, there are also some researches ana-
lysing the roles of higher education regional inno-
vation systems:

Zoltán Gál has studied the so called ERIS sur-
vey, in which a the role of universities in regional 
development was compared, and reflected accord-
ingly that universities are institutions to make use 
of, or suffer the impact of spatial structures of in-
novation. In the case of Hungary, regional (non 
Budapest-based) universities are the subject of 
improving organisational systems and innovation 
potentials as part of regional innovation structures 
in the era of transition or transitory period (Gál, 
2005).

Narratives having appeared so far in Hungarian 
higher education have been, in many terms, con-
tradictory, reductionist, in which one would find 
traditional, economy-oriented human resource 
development explanations referring to continuing 
education, distance education tools and methods.2 

The reductionist or narrow views upon uni-
versity Lifelong Learning in Hungary occurs by 
replacing university Lifelong Learning by the Bo-
logna-reform, yet trying to explain that Lifelong 
Learning has been a social and political wave lead-
ing to it (Derényi, 2007).

I would like suggest that universities engage, 
on the one hand, in the development of education 

1 - The former 3L, now ’Learning for Life’ (TÉT) 
Commission of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
(HAS/MTA) accelerated the debate over university 
Lifelong Learning!
2 In Hungary, Lifelong Learning is narrowly understood 
as a tool for employability and is mainly reflected in 
training-orientations of policy-documents to neglect 
such important issues as second chance schooling, 
youth-development, environment-development 
oeirented education, active citizenship, etc.
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and training quality through capacity-building 
for mobility of staff and students (van der, Hijden, 
2007). On the other hand, better financing and 
management, organisational development, etc. 
will also becoming a key issue for universities to 
be debated in local and regional context (Equip.+ 
Project highlights that issue in between 2006 and 
2008). It is why local and regional programmes 
of/for partnership with higher education par-
ticipation must have strong relations towards the 
national development plans (e.g. NFT, ÚMFT in 
Hungary) to incorporate the learning region initi-
ative (Please find more at the website of National 
Development Agency)

I think that there must be some points of direc-
tions or points which indicate ways forward. There-
fore, I want to describe some important issues and 
challenges to influence university Lifelong Learn-
ing in Hungary:

- Unfortunately, Lifelong Learning, nowa-
days, is generally understood as a matter and 
tool for employability as an issue for higher edu-
cation to handle. This narrative was pointed out 
by the European Universities Association latest 
report (Crosier, D. – Purser, L. – Smidt, H., 2007) 
according to the European higher education 
area, which did not bring overreaching reason-
ing and answers to main challenges of university 
Lifelong Learning Hungarian higher education 
should consider.

 
- Higher education in Hungary should promote 

access to and opportunities in learning being influ-
enced by current social and demographic trends. In 
that respect, various forms local and regional part-
nerships must be favoured in order to keep a lead-
ing role in a changing structure of education and 
training (Crosier, D. – Purser, L. – Smidt, H., 2007).

- Hungarian higher education institutions 
should participate in developing competencies 
and human resources of decision making bodies 
and stakeholders (e.g. local and regional councils) 
and to raise their own capacities of innovation, 
the quality of knowledge transfer leading to ful-
filment of functional reconstruction (Observatory 
PASCAL). 

This partnership building, according to Jarvis), 
can only be successful in a construction of mutual 
interests and engagement (Jarvis, 2007).

- Institutions of higher education in Hungary 
should get involved in comparative analysis of 
Lifelong Learning strategies available and in the 

development of modern frames for regional co-
operation models (Jarvis, 2007).

- Hungarian higher education institutions will 
have to consider the challenge of accreditation of 
prior learning, also referring experimental non-
formal and informal learning, especially in the 
workplace. That is one of the messages of the 
Memorandum on Lifelong Learning strongly tied 
to the Lisbon-strategy linking formal, non-formal 
and informal learning together. It is also relevant 
to make universities and colleges to recognise a 
partnership for education and training outside 
higher education, but with its dynamic participa-
tion in local and regional initiatives to support life 
wide learning as well.

- Networking development is another key is-
sue in university Lifelong Learning Hungarian 
higher education must plan and develop through 
the Hungarian Universities’ Lifelong Learning 
Network Association (MELLearN). This Network 
organised its annual thematic conference around 
the theme of roles of universities and colleges in 
regional development which can be seen as a good 
start for implementing new methods and struc-
tures for organisational development for innova-
tive actions (MELLearN, 2008).

- It is worth recognising that the so-called re-
gional innovation strategies (RIS) indicate what 
potentials universities currently have in network-
building, barriers of developing connections, rela-
tions between higher education and economy, and 
the strategic roles of RIS (Gál, 2005.).

I do share the point of Reichert referring to the 
importance of knowledge regions. They are, in 
Hungary, reflected through the regional devel-
opment poles according to which universities 
have an essential function, namely, to help eco-
nomic cluster emerge through the co-operation 
of industry, trade and higher education. Only 
those higher education institutions will be able 
to make use of such models which also change 
their own organisations targeting research and 
development as a key area, and not forgetting 
about the social roles and functions focusing on 
the dissemination of knowledge (Reichert, 2006, 
Németh, 2008) 

The example of the learning region forum – a chance for 
promoting a ’new learning climate’ by higher education 
through regional development
It is more than obvious, that the changing role of 
Hungarian higher education in local and regional 
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development can only be incorporated into recent 
networking frames in case there is a realisation 
of having to create new channels of teaching and 
learning, to join knowledge transfer having been 
constructed and managed by stakeholders, eco-
nomic organisation, and by the education and train-
ing systems. A new learning climate will be based 
and developed through holistic Lifelong Learning 
views to enter not only into education and training, 
but also into research and development systems 
and into other corporate responsibilities of higher 
education institutions in Hungary.

The Faculty of Adult Education and HRD of the 
University of Pécs, therefore, has initiated a discus-
sion amongst the City Council of Pécs, the South-
Transdanubian Labour Center, the Pécs-Baranya 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry and the Pécs 
Regional Training Centre to develop adult educa-
tion and training within the frames of a ’Learning 
City-Region Forum’.

The Department for Human Affairs of the City 
Council of Pécs organised the first meeting for 
leaders of those institutions and organisations 
where delegates discussed major issues in relation 
to the planned Forum and its structure. The Facul-
ty of Adult Education and HRD would, according 
to plans, host each quarter of an year the sessions 
of the Forum to have discussions in the morning 
referring to current trends and issues, and, to have 
public presentations on adult learning related to 
formal, non-formal and informal settings in the af-
ternoon.

The group has a main aim to develop a better 
learning climate for adult learners in traditional 
and new environments, like it was suggested by 
Baert (Baert, 1996). The related presentation will 
explore the environment of organisational and rel-
evant contents-oriented issues!
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