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Summary
This dossier highlights current issues related to continuing 
education in colleges and universities and suggests courses 
of action to foster student success in a lifelong learning context.

Three issues are addressed in this dossier, namely:

    The isolation of continuing education in colleges 
and universities; 

    The diversity and valorization of learning 
in non-credited programs, and 

 
   The barriers to and the conditions facilitating 

student success in continuing education. 

A summary of the concepts of lifelong learning and recognition 
of prior learning and acquired competencies (RAC) complete 
the presentation of the issues at stake. Finally, this dossier offers 
some prospective reflections on the role of continuing education 
in colleges and universities as part of the ecological transition.

Thank you for taking a few minutes to share your feedback 
on the dossier by filling out this short form.
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In the province of Québec, continuing education refers to diverse realities depending 
on the level of education and institutions. For several university institutions, it 
includes all short-term programs that do not lead to a degree, while for others 
the term refers to non-credited programs only, such as professional development 
activities. At the college level, continuing education includes both short-term 
credited and non-credited programs, as well as training offered to businesses to 
meet their skills development needs. In higher education, although the continuing 
education sector is integrated into the institutional organizational structure, it is 
generally a separate entity within institutions. 

In the field of scientific research, continuing education is generally associated with 
the field of adult education - “adults” referring to people who go back to school 
some time after completing, or not, their initial education, and who take on roles 
characteristic of adulthood in our society (Doray & al., 2007, p. 7; Kasworm, 2018).  
Some adult learners make a real “return to school” in a credited program, while 
for others it is more of a punctual and targeted training project (for example, for 
the purpose of professional development). A number of adults choose to enroll 
in a regular program, but the vast majority turn to non-credited programs and 
short-term programs offered through continuing education services.

Continuing education, 
a variety of educational 
projects

Background

1 P. Doray and his colleagues explain that “this convention is based on the idea that an individual has 
left school for a certain period of time [...] has entered the labour market (or has sought to do so) 
and that they may have founded their own unit of life. In other words, they have taken a step toward 
adulthood” (Doray & al., 2007, p. 7).

https://tinyurl.com/2annhc6s
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Figure 1. 
Overview of Continuing Education in Colleges and Universities

Note. Inspired by CSE (2006;2016a), Doray & Manifet (2017) and Duchaine & al. (2014).
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The 3 fields of adult learning and education 
according to UNESCO 

  Literacy and basic skills

  Continuing training and professional development

  Active citizenship 

A continuing education project can be based on a professional development 
objective: updating or having one’s skills recognized, making a transition 
in one’s career or (re)qualifying. The objective can also be of a different 
kind, such as educating oneself in different areas of life (consumption, 
interpersonal relationships, lifestyle), learning new knowledge or supporting 
citizen engagement. Some adults are also seeking education to acquire basic 
knowledge to function in society, such as literacy, French language integration 
or digital skills development. 

A broad concept will be adopted in this dossier to deal with continuing 
education in all its diversity; i.e., all the educational projects of 
the so-called “adult” student population in higher education.  
Considered in this way, continuing education refers more to a specific 
“relationship to studies” rather than to a specific training offering 
and is part of a lifelong learning perspective. 

(CSE, 2016a, p. 20)

https://tinyurl.com/mpu7yxz3
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While higher education is present in the three spheres of adult education identified 
by UNESCO, for the past forty years the educational offering has been very strongly 
concentrated around employment-related continuing education. Continuing 
education services within institutions develop responses to the needs formulated 
by various stakeholders in the labour market (such as employers, sectoral labour 
committees or even ministries with economic vocations). They are also closely linked 
to government priorities for the requalification and upgrading of the workforce. 
Economic logics, which are in tension with other purposes of education across 
the field of higher education (Carpentier, 2017), are thus particularly predominant 
in continuing education (Doray & Ionici, 2023; Doray & Manifet, 2017).

Until recently occupying a peripheral place in reflections on higher education, 
continuing education is nevertheless at the heart of colleges’ and universities’ 
mission of teaching and providing services to the community. In a regional context, 
continuing education also constitutes an important driver of social, economic and 
cultural development (Proulx & Bouchard, 2020). Moreover, by opening the doors 
of higher education to less traditional populations (first-generation students, 
women, adults, people from immigrant backgrounds, First Peoples) (ACDEAULF 
& ICÉA, 2013; Raby & al., 2023), 

Continuing education is both a response 
to the diversification of student pathways 
and a vector of diversification of the various 
higher education student populations  
(CSE, 2013b).

Such diversification is one of the major trends identified for the university of 
the future (Quirion, 2021). In a context of crises and uncertainties, continuing 
education is set to play a major role in the response higher education institutions 
will provide as to the skills and knowledge needed by current and future 
generations.

https://tinyurl.com/mpu7yxz3
https://tinyurl.com/4dab8r2c
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The regular sector and the continuing education sector tend to evolve in a parallel 
way within higher education institutions. According to the Conseil supérieur 
de l’éducation, “the current compartmentalization between regular and continuing 
education [at the college level] prevents the development of a common vision 
of the issues that transcend the two sectors” (CSE, 2019, p. 79). Several factors 
contribute to such institutional compartmentalization.

Separate Teams
At the college level, continuing education is a distinct educational service, 
both pedagogically and administratively, and these units are responsible for 
short-term programs and business services. At the university level, all institutions 
have a unit specific to non-credited continuing education programs. However, 
the institutional configurations of short-term credited programs differ considerably 
from one institution to another. Indeed, in some universities, these programs 
are integrated into the faculties or departments (e.g., in Université du Québec 
network institutions), while in other universities they are part of a centralized 
service. Other universities adopt a mixed configuration. Be that as it may, 
integration challenges between continuing and regular education arise in all 
university and college networks. 

Decompartmentalizing 
Continuing Education 

Issues at Stake
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Institutional compartmentalization concerns teaching personnel. In continuing 
education at the college level, the status of personnel is mainly precarious and 
shows a high turnover rate (FNEEQ, n.d.). At the university level, 90% of continuing 
education teaching personnel are on contract (Pasma and Vick, 2022, p. 31). 
Several lecturers combine teaching and professional practice. The use of a distinct, 
contractual and precarious teaching staff is not conducive to the sharing of 
expertise between continuing education and the regular sector. However, 
some institutions prefer the contractual hiring of in-house teaching staff 
(professors or lecturers). 

A Distinct Financing Method 
Institutional compartmentalization results in part from the distinct method 
of financing continuing education activities in higher education. (Doray & Manifet, 
2017; Lefebvre, 2018; MEES, 2019; Rey-Lescure & Lefebvre, 2018)

At the college level, public financing for credited continuing education 
comes mainly from reserved envelopes. These are determined annually by 
the government, in particular on a regional basis, and the funds come from 
the ministère de l’Enseignement supérieur (MES) and the ministère de l’Emploi 
et de la Solidarité sociale (MESS). The MESS (via Services Québec) can also 
purchase seats or entire groups from institutions in certain courses or 
programs, depending on its employment-assistance measures. Non-credited 
continuing education activities are mainly subject to self-financing; in other 
words, they must be financed by registrations.  

At the university level, individuals enrolled in credited short-term programs 
are tallied in the same way as other students, for the purpose of calculating 
government financing. Therefore, the financing of credited short-term programs 
is done on the same basis as regular programs. For all matters relating 
to non-credited activities, the entities responsible for continuing education 
are subject to self-financing. As is the case at the college level, institutions 
recover at least some of the surpluses generated by these activities.
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Figure 2. 
Sectors Evolving in a Parallel Way

Note. Inspired by CSE (2019), FNEEQ (s.d.), MEES (2019), Pasma & Vick (2022) et Rey-Lescure & 
Lefebvre (2018).
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Short-Term Programs: Development Centred Around 
the Needs of Socio-Economic Stakeholders 
In a logic of rapid response to labour market needs, flexibility and agility are 
common goals of continuing education services. This position distinguishes 
continuing education within the higher education culture and sometimes causes 
tensions in institutions. In 2010, the Conseil supérieur de l’éducation observed that 
“in terms of continuing education, the response of universities to the needs of 
businesses is still struggling to establish its legitimacy alongside teaching, research 
and creation activities” (CSE, 2010, p. 35).

At the college level, the influence of economic stakeholders in the development 
dynamics of short-term programs is decisive and is reflected in the priority given 
to rapid socio-professional integration or requalification. Indeed, to address 
the difficulties of recruiting workers in certain sectors, the MESS supports the 
development of short-term programs (leading to an attestation of collegial studies - 
ACS) in certain targeted fields. 

The number of programs leading to an ACS 
“skyrocketed” in the mid-1990s, from 133 in 1996 to 673 
in 2003, a growth that has since stabilized (Bernier, 2011, 
p. 79). In December 2023, there were 998 programs 
leading to an ACS across all college institutions, 
including 383 in the public CEGEP network 
(Fédération des cégeps, 2023 ; Inforoute FPT, 2023). 

Labour requirements have also led to the emergence of an even shorter type 
of program: college certifications (non-credited). This concept, established by 
the Fédération des cégeps, is financially supported by the Government of Québec 
(ministère des Finances, 2022, p. D.23). The segmentation of technical programs 
into skill blocks, each giving rise to a Technical Training Certificate (TTC), is another 
experiment (still at the pilot project stage) developed jointly by the Fédération 
des cégeps and the Commission des partenaires du marché du travail (CPMT) 
(Fédération des cégeps, 2020).  
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This proliferation of programs, whose duration varies widely, makes it difficult 
for employers to “judge the equivalence of different ACS programs in a given field” 
(Vérificateur général du Québec, 2018, p. 31). Furthermore, over the years, 
the closed-envelope financing method has not always allowed institutions 
to fully meet the demand of adults for qualifying training (Corriveau, 2014; 
Déplanche & al., 2016, p. 13; Fédération des cégeps, 2021, n. 4), in addition 
to limiting the hiring of permanent staff. 
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Attestation of Collegial Studies (ACS): A Few Figures 
on Attendance

• Definition: Program of study generally associated with a diploma 
of college studies (DCS), but whose curriculum excludes general 
education skills (literature, philosophy, English and physical education) 
(MES, 2021a). 

• Duration: 4 to 24 months 

• Certification of studies: by the college itself 

• Objective: Respond quickly to the needs of the local or regional labour 
market (Martel, 2023). 

• Eligibility: People who have interrupted their studies for two consecutive 
terms or people with a diploma of vocational studies (DVS).

In public CEGEPs and subsidized private colleges, people enrolled in an ACS 
program represented 12% of the total student population in 2022-2023 
(23% in technical training), a proportion that has increased slightly in recent 
years. In non-subsidized private colleges, which mainly if not exclusively 
offer programs leading to an ACS, enrollment volume has jumped in recent 
years, mainly due to the influx of international students (Colpron, 2023). 
In 2008, 2% of individuals enrolled in an ACS program were studying in 
the unsubsidized network, a proportion that rose to 50% in 2020-2021, 
and fell to 31% in 2022-23 (BDSO, 2023a; MES, 2023b).

Despite the professional vocation of ACS programs, rapid socio-professional 
integration is not always possible for recently graduated people. According 
to the results of the Relance survey, the unemployment rate for people with 
an ACS reached 5.9% in 2022, while it was 2.7% among those with a technical 
DCS. These individuals are also slightly less likely to have a job related to their 
education than people with a DCS (74.7% against 85.7%) (MES, 2023a, n.d.).

https://tinyurl.com/2annhc6s
https://tinyurl.com/2annhc6s
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At the university level, the number of short-term programs has also multiplied in 
recent decades. The value of short-term programs has sometimes been questioned 
(Bissonnette and Porter, 2013; CSE, 2013a, p. 16-17) and some observers of the higher 
education community see the “proliferation” of even shorter-term programs – such 
as undergraduate microprograms with 9 to 18 credits, or even fewer – as a symptom 
of a “school/market integration logic” that is becoming more and more pronounced 
at the university level (Cordeau, 2021; Nunez-Pelletier, 2022). 

Although increasingly widespread, this trend toward the creation of short-term 
programs has been observed particularly in French-speaking universities (especially 
outside major centres) and in the field of administration (Fortin & al., 2022, n. 8).

Figure 3. 
Number of Short-Term Programs in the Five Public Universities 
Located Outside Major Urban Centres *from 1990 to 2019 

Note. According to Proulx & Bouchard (2020).
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*Université du Québec en Outaouais (UQO), Université du Québec à Rimouski (UQAR), 
Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue (UQAT), Université du Québec à Chicoutimi 
(UQAC) and Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières (UQTR).
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University Certificates, Diplomas and Microprograms: 
A Few Figures on Attendance

Despite the increase in the number of programs offered, the total level of 
enrollment in short-term university programs has remained relatively stable 
over the past twenty years. At the undergraduate level, a slight decrease in 
certificate enrollment (30 credits) was offset by an increase in microprogram 
attendance (6 to 18 credits) (BDSO, 2023b; Duchaine & al., 2014). In 2022-
2023, 38,000 people were enrolled in undergraduate certificate programs 
and 7,000 in a microprogram, compared to 169,000 in bachelor’s degree 
programs (MES, 2023c). 

Short-term programs are an important route to higher education for people 
with a non-traditional relationship to studies (Duchaine & al., 2014). They do 
not seem to be a substitute for degree programs, whose enrollment levels 
are maintained. In fact, nearly a quarter of people who graduate from 
a short-term undergraduate program later choose to enroll in a bachelor’s 
degree program (Duchaine & al., 2014, p. 61), which is why it is appropriate 
to create “nested” programs or to allow accumulation for obtaining a degree. 
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Figure 4. 
Nested Programs to Facilitate Access to Education 

Note. Inspired by Duchaine & al. (2014).
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Collaborative Initiatives Deserving Attention

Inter-Level Collaborations:

•  Regional university branches developed in collaboration 
with the college sector (e.g., Université 
du Québec à Rimouski and Cégep de Baie-Comeau)

•  Programs that are connected or developed jointly 
(e.g., complementary programs in digital transformation 
at the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi and Collège 
d’Alma)

•  Inter-level approaches to reflection (e.g., work on the 
“transition back to school” of the Pôle sur les transitions 
en enseignement supérieur, which brings together 
the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi and the Cégep 
de Chicoutimi, the Cégep de Jonquière, the Cégep 
de Saint-Félicien and the Collège d’Alma)

Interinstitutional Collaborations:

•  Common programs (e.g., the work-study college pathway 
and the recognition of prior learning and acquired 
competencies process (RAC96) in early childhood)

•  Approaches to harmonize practices (e.g., Grande initiative 
réseau en RAC at the Université du Québec)

Decompartmentalization Within Institutions:

• Cumulative bachelor’s degree

•  Microprograms fully credited as part of a degree program

https://tinyurl.com/mrxsnvv7
https://tinyurl.com/mrxsnvv7
https://tinyurl.com/5n7472kv
https://tinyurl.com/mvad42sp
https://tinyurl.com/4zzy6zjm
https://tinyurl.com/478rdbtf
https://tinyurl.com/mrx56r6z
https://tinyurl.com/mrx56r6z
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Courses of Action 
to Promote the 
Decompartmentalization 
of Continuing Education 

For the government

 O Renew the 2002 policy for adult 
education and continuing education 
by fully integrating the mandate of 
higher education institutions (Bélanger, 
2013, p. 292; UIL and Shanghai Open 
University, 2023b, p. 62). 

 O Offer clear and up-to-date 
information on the various programs 
leading to an ACS and on associated 
employment prospects (Vérificateur 
général du Québec, 2018, p. 21).

 O Document the integration pathways 
of students enrolled in short-term 
university programs (1st, 2nd and 3rd 
cycles), by integrating them into the 
Relance surveys, carried out every 
two years by the ministère 
de l’Enseignement supérieur among 
undergraduates and graduates 
(Duchaine & al., 2014, p. 76).

Decompartmentalizing Continuing Education 
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For institution administrations and members of management

 O Fully include continuing education 
in strategic planning documents, 
including CEGEPs’ success plans 
(CSE, 2010, p. 45, 79; Fédération 
des cégeps, 2021, p. 32).

 O Develop an institutional strategy 
for continuing education with a view 
to ensuring lifelong learning (UIL & 
Shanghai Open University, 2023b, 
p. 62; Université de Montréal, 2010).

 O Foster collaboration among 
departments or faculties to address 
emerging needs (UIL & Shanghai 
Open University, 2023a, p. 18).

 O Promote the sharing of expertise 
between staff working in continuing 
education programs and staff working 
in regular education programs within 
higher education institutions 
(CSE, 2010, p. 79). 

For those responsible for continuing education 
in colleges and universities

 O Continue and strengthen cooperation 
among higher education institutions 
in order to harmonize the continuing 
education offering on the territory 
(CSE, 2010, p. 80).

 O Support the development of research 
projects aimed at documenting 
the impact of continuing education 
initiatives. 

Courses of Action 
to Promote the 
Decompartmentalization 
of Continuing Education 

Decompartmentalizing Continuing Education 
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Many learners want to improve or acquire certain knowledge without necessarily 
engaging in a complete and sanctioned educational pathway. Non-credited 
continuing education programs meet a wide variety of adult needs in terms 
of education, and come in various forms (Bélanger, 2013):

    Training to reposition yourself on the labour market;

    Professional development activities with a focus on career 
advancement;

    Tailor-made continuing education activities in response to the needs 
expressed by organizations or businesses;

    Training sessions and transfer of expertise to social groups 
(community services);  

    Pedagogical activities for the purpose of personal development 
(e.g., free attendance, University of the Third Age);

    Public activities of a cultural, social or political nature 
(e.g., conference series, public symposia, radio programs).

Valuing and Diversifying 
Learning Experiences 
in Non-Credited 
Continuing Education 
Programs  

Issues at Stake
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Unfortunately, the precise extent of non-credited activities and the accurate 
description of the learning populations who benefit from them is difficult 
to establish, due to the lack of systematic compilation of data by institutions 
and public organizations. 

Employment-Related Continuing Education Targeted 
by Higher Education Institutions 
Employment-related education and business services make up the largest portion 
of the non-credited education programs offered in higher education institutions. 
On the one hand, continuing education services have a public programming, 
constituted of various activities, sometimes free but most often at a charge. 
People seeking professional development register on their own volition, or 
at the request of their employer or professional order. On the other hand, 
all institutions offer personalized services to businesses in order to respond 
in a targeted manner to the training needs of their staff.

Although they also offer basic education (literacy, French language integration), 
business services (tailor-made education) mainly address the specific requests 
of businesses or public and parapublic organizations. These “quasi-private” units 
(Doray & Simoneau, 2019, p. 20) within college and university institutions develop 
their own business strategies to position themselves in the employment-related 
continuing education market. In this ecosystem, higher education institutions 
are not only competing against each other (as is the case for credited education), 
but also against a large number of private stakeholders (Bernier, 2011, p. 78; Doray 
& al., 2017; Doray & Simoneau, 2019, p. 20). Such competition, coupled with 
the lack of institutional compilation of data, means that institutions are reluctant 
to “disclose information about these activities” (Doray & Manifet, 2017).
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Labour Policies and the Employment-Related Continuing 
Education Market

In the province of Québec, businesses with a payroll of more than $2 
million are required to devote 1% of this payroll to the training 
of personnel, otherwise they are required to pay the corresponding amount 
to the Workforce Skills Development and Recognition Fund. This fund, along 
with the Fonds de développement du marché du travail (mainly from the 
Employment Insurance Fund), make up most of the public money invested 
in labour training in the province of Québec. 

Employers subject to the so-called “1%” Act can use various training 
providers: 

• External consultants;

• In-house trainers;

• Accredited private firms;

• Recognized educational institutions.

In 2021, just over a quarter of employers chose training provided 
by educational institutions (secondary or post-secondary), while almost 
half of employers purchased training offered by equipment suppliers 
or vendors (ISQ, 2023, p. 35). 

Micro-Credentials: An Alternative Way to Value Learning 
In the field of continuing professional development, higher education institutions 
and other training organizations have long been issuing professional development 
units (PDUs) or continuing education units (CEUs). 

More recently, another type of certification has emerged and is currently the subject 
of considerable enthusiasm: micro-credentials (Desmarchelier & Cary, 2022; Gooch 
& al., 2022; Millard & al., 2023). In a gamified version inspired by video games, micro-



ORES Continuing Education  ›  Issues at Stake 22
Valuing and Diversifying Learning Experiences

credentials namely take the form of digital badges. These certifications delivered in 
digital format differ from formal academic titles due to:

 • Their limited scope: they cover a small number of skills only.

 • The short duration of the learning process: only a few hours in some cases.

This international phenomenon has grown considerably with the generalization 
of online learning tools: the number of digital badges issued tripled between 
2018 and 2022, reaching 74 million worldwide (Stoddard & al., 2023). In the context 
of the pandemic, when higher education institutions needed to quickly find 
alternatives to in-person teaching, universities in the United States partnered 
with private training platforms, whose revenues exploded (Williamson & Hogan, 
2021). In fact, some governments, such as that of Ontario, have invested significant 
amounts in the development of micro-credentials since 2020 (MacDonald, 
2022; Mwaba &al., 2022). 

Designed as “à la carte” tools to facilitate professional integration or development, 
micro-credentials are based on a business model that is still in search of 
legitimacy. Still relatively unknown to employers and learners (Harvey & al., 2023; 
Pichette & al., 2021), they mainly attract professionals who have already graduated 
(Oliver, 2022, p. 12). There is little empirical data to measure the actual impacts 
of these micro-credentials on learners’ educational and professional pathways 
(OECD, 2023; Pichette & Courts, 2024; Thi Ngoc Ha & al., 2023). For now, any 
positive effects on employment rates and wages would be especially noticeable 
in certain male-dominated fields such as information technology and construction 
(Douglas, 2024).
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Figure 5. 
Potential Benefits and Possible Pitfalls of Micro-Credentials

Note. According to Oliver (2022) and Varadarajan & al. (2023).
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In higher education, institutions are directly affected by this trend, which is often 
presented as an innovative response to new labour market requirements, focused 
on specific skills (Lang, 2023; Oliver, 2022; Orman & al., 2023). In the academic 
world, some criticize the close alignment of higher education institutions’ 
offering with economic demands (Pachler, 2023). Others also point to the risk 
of losing coherence in educational pathways, or even of “dismantling” programs 
by fragmenting them into micro-credentials (Beaupré & al., 2021, p. 91; 
MacDonald, 2022). 
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In the absence of evidence on this recent phenomenon, existing studies mainly 
highlight the potential and possible pitfalls of micro-credentials for learners 
(Oliver, 2022; Varadarajan & al., 2023):
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Figure 6. 
Micro-Credentials: Toward a Fragmentation of Study Programs? 

Note. Inspired by Macdonald (2022) and Wheelahan & Moodie (2021).
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Toward a Framework for Micro-Credentials in Higher Education? 

Given the fast pace of change in this area and the wide range of practices, a number 
of institutions have begun to design reference frameworks. Colleges and Institutes 
Canada (CICan) has produced a national framework on micro-credentials (CICan, 
n.d.), which the Fédération des Cégeps and the Association des collèges privés 
du Québec have joined. In Ontario, eCampus Ontario has developed a common 
framework for developing micro-credentials (eCampus Ontario, n.d.). In 2023, 
in this province, the Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board, 
an independent body, proposed a quality assurance framework for micro-
credentials in higher education. In the wake of this process, it recommended 
the creation of a designation (Ontario Micro-Credential) reserved for educational 
institutions recognized by the government. For the Board, such a framework 
would generate numerous benefits for learners: the official recognition of the value 
of learning, the possibility of accumulating micro-credentials in educational 
pathways and “transferability” to the labour market (PEQAB, n.d., p. 39).

https://tinyurl.com/ybxnsf3p
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In the province of Québec, the supervision of micro-credentials could possibly 
be part of a larger project aimed at providing the province with a “structuring 
tool to foster the comparison and readability” of all qualifications awarded by 
recognized public authorities (CSE, 2024, p. 71). According to the Conseil supérieur 
de l’éducation, such a framework should be supported by a “multi-stakeholder and 
independent” governance structure, including representatives of the education 
community, the world of work and civil society (CSE, 2024, p. 72-73).

Learning While Having Fun: The Case of Universities 
of the Third Age 
Higher education institutions welcome a diversity of learners of all ages who are 
motivated by the joy of learning, and whose educational goals do not include 
graduation or even certification of learning. These student populations, about whom 
little is spoken, attend public activities, register for free attendance, take language 
courses or even massive open online courses (MOOCs).

In a context of demographic aging, combined with a general increase in the level 
of education of the population, an increasingly significant portion of the adult 
population in higher education institutions is made up of seniors. Engaging in new 
learning experiences contributes significantly to the cognitive and physical health as 
well as to the social life of retired people (Lee & al., 2024). However, the educational 
demand of seniors is seldom taken into consideration (Bélanger, 2015, p. 123). 
Already in 1984, the Conseil supérieur de l’éducation proposed to review 
the concept of “adult” in education to take into account those in their third ‘age’ 
of life, who are “at the peak of their human development” and for whom it is no 
longer about “preparation for active life and professional preparation, but rather 
about a type of education that is more open, more disinterested, without any relation 
with productivity or social promotion” (quoted in Lemieux, 2020, p. 285-286). 

Universities of the Third Age are now enjoying increasing popularity. For instance, the 
Université de Sherbrooke reached a peak of 8,505 registrations before the pandemic 
in all of its 30 regional branches (Charpentier, 2023). In addition to Universities of the 
Third Age, other models aim to integrate seniors transversely into higher education. 
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For example, the Age-Friendly University Global Network, a group that includes 
around one hundred universities, mainly American, encourages the inclusion of 
seniors in all areas of higher education (Montayre & al., 2023; Montepare, 2022).
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Courses of Action 
to Value and Diversify 
Learning Experiences in 
Non-Credited Continuing 
Education Programs 

Valoriser et diversifier les apprentissages en formation continue non créditée

For school administrations:

 O Include continuous professional 
development in universities’ mission 
(Bélanger, 2013, p. 289).

 O Address the diversity of adults’ 
educational aspirations and training 
needs, in particular by offering and 
advertising programming for an 
older population, based on various 
training methods (in-person teaching, 
enhanced in-person teaching, online) 
(Brouillette, 2021).

 O Ensure that non-credited continuing 
education is recognized as part of 
university teaching responsibilities 
and integrated into mechanisms 
for promoting professional careers 
(University of Montreal, 2010).

 O Engage in strategic thinking on the 
adoption of micro-credentials, in 
line with the institutional mission and 
by considering related academic and 
financial issues (McGreal & Olcott, 
2022).

For business services managers

 O Strengthen “quality assurance” 
mechanisms in continuing education, 
in particular by establishing systematic 
course evaluation practices 
(UIL & Shanghai Open University, 
2023b, p. 63).

 O Provide individuals who teach 
in non-credited education programs 
with constructive feedback from 
a pedagogical advisor, with a view 
to continuous improvement 
(Fédération des cégeps, 2021, p. 85).
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Older learners, who go back to school after acquiring additional life experiences, 
generally have a high level of motivation and “demonstrate solid career choices 
and vocational thinking” (Richard, 2023). However, several factors can compromise 
the success of a return-to-school project (Marzarte-Fricot, 2019; Solar & al., 2016).

 • Dispositional factors: The psychological characteristics of the person, 
their previous school experience, their motivation.

 • Situational factors: Their living conditions, their availability, their financial 
situation.

 • Institutional factors: Admission rules, schedule, cost, training terms 
and conditions.

 • Informational factors: Their knowledge of the training offering and services 
available.

For individuals who are employed, the most frequently reported barriers 
to continuing education are (ICÉA, 2019b; Mercier & al., 2021; OECD, 2019, p. 30): 

 • Workload (employment);

 • Lack of time due to family responsibilities (especially for women);

 • Cost of education; 

 • Inadequate training terms and conditions (e.g., schedule); 

Going Back 
to School as an Adult: 
Success Factors 

Issues at Stake

https://tinyurl.com/4pbkmh6h
https://tinyurl.com/4pbkmh6h
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 • Lack of support from the employer.

 • le manque de soutien de l’employeur.

For their part, higher education institutions can support the success of return-
to-school projects by setting up enabling conditions for non-traditional student 
populations. It is worth repeating that, according to the Conseil supérieur 
de l’éducation, the educational success of adults must be considered:

according to the learner’s conception of their own 
success — whether they see it as an academic pathway 
and whether they wish to complete it or not 
(CSE, 2016b, p. 47).

For instance, graduation is not always one of the goals that learners set 
for themselves when they go back to school.

Flexible Training Terms and Conditions to Accommodate 
the Work-Family-Studies Balance 
The design of the educational offering must address adults’ educational needs 
while taking into account the constraints associated with the coordination 
of family and professional responsibilities. The challenge of combining parenting 
and studying concerns a large proportion of adults enrolled in higher education 
programs, especially women, first-generation students (Bonin, 2021, p. 3) and 
people from immigrant backgrounds, the latter representing one parent student 
out of two (ministère de la Famille, 2019, p. 12). 

“ ”

https://tinyurl.com/4pbkmh6h
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In order to make pathways, training terms and conditions as well as learning 
activities more flexible (flexibilization) (Paquelin & Chantal, 2019, p. 8), institutions 
can give priority to:

 • Evening or weekend courses;

 • Access to part-time education;

 • The geographic proximity of training sites (satellite campuses or branches);

 • Learning vehicles in virtual, hybrid or HyFlex mode;

 • A variety of educational formats: credited or non-credited programs 
and courses, self-studies, free attendance or non-degree studies, 
open educational resources, MOOCs, etc.

Continuing Distance Education 

Distance education is “an important accessibility factor” for adults who face 
significant time constraints (ACDEAULF, 2012, p. 19; AGEEFEP, 2021, p. 73). Adults 
who go back to school have long represented the majority of people enrolled at 
the Université TÉLUQ and Cégep à distance, two higher education institutions 
that are entirely remote. 

Thanks to technological developments and on account of the pandemic context, 
the offering for distance courses has multiplied in recent years across all higher 
education institutions. Online or hybrid continuing education has now largely 
replaced in-person education. 
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Figure 7. 
Modes of Continuing Education in the College and University Sectors

Note. According to LJD Conseils (2022, p. 7). Sondage sur la formation continue au Québec.  
Juin 2022. (sous embargo par la Commission des partenaires du marché du travail)
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However, some inequalities related to digital technology in distance education 
still persist. A recent study identifies the technological aspect as a major barrier 
for adults who have reached the college level or lower and who are considering 
going back to school (Bellare & al., 2023). 

Digital inequalities concern:

 • Students’ digital literacy level (CAPRES, 2019);

 • Access to appropriate digital tools or to a reliable Internet connection 
(Bergère, 2021; CDÉACF, 2021; Sualehi, 2023); 

 • Basic writing skills, especially when communication methods rely almost 
exclusively on writing (e.g., asynchronous online courses). One in five adults 
aged 25 to 64 in the province of Québec who has a university degree is still 
in the lower literacy levels (Hango, 2014).

Several teaching practices can foster the educational success of adults in 
a distance learning context. Among these are:

 • Avoiding isolation by ensuring a “remote presence” (Androwkha & Jézégou, 
2020), in particular by promoting sustained interactions, synchronous 
and asynchronous, among peers, with the teacher and with the pedagogical 
content (Béché & Schneider; Lin & Sun, 2022; Loock & al., 2022; Nguyen, 
2022; Petit & al., 2015);

 • Providing regular feedback to learners (Diep & al., 2019; Gurtner and Zahnd, 
2003);

 • Designing courses and pedagogical support that take into account the varying 
degrees of preparation of individuals for the requirements of online education 
(Loock & al., 2022);

 • Taking into consideration the learning pathways and the socio-emotional 
relationship to education of people going back to school (Moreau, 2017); 

 • Varying the types of learning activities, by avoiding relying exclusively 
on writing (Kaiser & al., 2023).
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An Adult-Oriented Pedagogical Approach in a Learning Context
Andragogy is a humanistic approach to adult education that focuses primarily 
on the learner. Although the principles behind the andragogical paradigm can also 
be applied to younger learners, the fact remains that this model has inspired a large 
number of adult educators and still serves as a reference today.

Figure 8. 
Principles of Knowles’ Andragogical Model (1990)

Note. According to Knowles (1990, p. 70-75).
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Adult learners are a heterogeneous population, in which certain groups experience 
greater social and economic inequalities as well as particular challenges in terms 
of educational success (ICÉA, 2020). 

To reduce barriers to learning and improve access 
to higher education for all adult student populations, 
the principles of inclusive education (ORES, 2023) 
should be preferred in continuing education as well 
as in regular education. 

Financial Support 

The financial issue is crucial when it comes to access to higher education for adults 
going back to school, who often have family responsibilities while not having 
access to the same sources of financing as young students in initial education. 
For example, nearly half of adults aged 24 or over enrolled in a regular program 
in CEGEP say they have financial concerns, compared to 16% of younger adults 
(Richard & al., 2023, p. 82). Single mothers who are heads of families and 
single parents are particularly affected by a financial insecurity (Coalition 
pour la conciliation famille-travail-études, 2016; Mercier, 2023).

Student financial assistance programs are better adapted to the reality of students 
engaged in a “vertical” academic pathway (DCS-BA/BS-masters-doctorate), which 
no longer corresponds to the reality of many educational pathways that extend 
throughout life and which may branch off (CCAFE, 2016; CSE, 2013b, 2022a). Certain 
parameters of programs or regulatory provisions thus constitute barriers for adults 
who are considering going back to school:  

 • A Loans and Bursaries Program that is inaccessible to part-time students;

 • Scholarships in targeted programs of study offered to full-time students only;

 • Tuition fees charged to part-time students enrolled in a DCS program; 

https://tinyurl.com/4dvfd58s
https://tinyurl.com/kyhnnnzj
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 • An insufficient level of support provided by the Loans and Bursaries 
Program to fund a full-time return-to-school project, especially for low- 
and modest-income workers;

 • A lack of financial support provided to people taking part in a recognition 
of prior learning and acquired competences (RAC) process.

Services to Support Retention 
Student life services are often designed for young students in initial education. 
Adults who go back to school do not experience the same difficulties and their 
needs are therefore different. In addition, as the world of continuing education 
is less defined and less known than that of initial education, adults who are engaging 
or thinking of engaging in an educational pathway may need more sustained 
support. To foster student success in continuing education, institutions can 
develop or upgrade a range of services adapted to adults:

 • Information and orientation 
Orientation services are not very much in demand from adults, especially 
people without degrees and people from immigrant backgrounds, 
and such services are often poorly adapted to their needs (Bélisle & Bourdon, 
2015, p. 79-80; CSE, 2021; Jafar, 2023; Renner & Skursha, 2022; Richard & al., 
2023, p. 104). 

 • Psychosocial support 
The needs most mentioned by adult CEGEP students are stress control, 
financial problem solving and time management (Richard & al., 2023, p. 98).

 • Childcare services 
Approximately one student family out of three does not have access 
to childcare (ministère de la Famille, 2019, p. 16, 2019, p. 12).

 • Financial assistance (and advisory services)  
Adults do not know all the possible options for financing a return-to-school 
project (loans program, RRSP, employer financing, tax credits, education savings 
plan, etc.) (ACDEAULF & ICÉA, 2013, p. 28).

https://tinyurl.com/dc53mec7
https://tinyurl.com/dc53mec7
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Promising Initiatives 

• Childcare services with atypical opening hours  
(Université de Sherbrooke)

• Access to group insurance for people enrolled in continuing education 
(Cégep de Jonquière)

• Recognition of prior learning services adapted to Indigenous realities  
(Cégep Marie-Victorin)

• University study preparation programs (Université de Montréal)

• Support and networking services for students who take on parental 
responsibilities (Cégep Limoilou)

• A connection between placement services and continuing education 
services (Université Laval)

 • Institutional pedagogical support 
Pedagogical support (such as tutoring or other forms of support) for adults 
should be part of an andragogical approach (Vertongen, 2020, p. 152-155).

 • Recognition of prior learning and acquired competencies (RAC) 
For an adult who is going back to school, RAC can represent a springboard 
to graduation. RAC is a “cornerstone” of access to higher education for adults 
(ACDEAULF & ICÉA, 2013, p. 27).

https://tinyurl.com/ych9ffdn
https://tinyurl.com/yed757ac
https://tinyurl.com/mr45b4ba
https://tinyurl.com/3jpdxmp9
https://tinyurl.com/2vp4t7nj
https://tinyurl.com/54x7te23
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Courses of Action 
to Foster Success in 
Continuing Education

For school administrations

 O Reflect on ways to improve 
access to continuing education 
for underrepresented audiences, 
especially those without a degree.

 O Compile data on people enrolled in 
credited and non-credited continuing 
education programs in order to better 
understand their needs (Fédération 
des cégeps, 2021).

 O Create a family-work-study balance 
policy in all higher education 
institutions (Coalition pour 
la conciliation famille-travail-études, 
2016; Yagoubi and Tremblay, 2022, 
p. 52).

 O Ensure better inter-university 
coordination for the recognition 
of credits and diplomas 
(ACDEAULF & ICÉA, 2013, p. 27).

Going Back to School as an Adult: Success Factors

For the people who design the educational offering

 O Offer more part-time, hybrid or 
remote programs (Mercier & al., 2021, 
p. 51; UIL & Shanghai Open University, 
2023b, p. 60). 

 O Promote flexible and personalized 
pathways, including credited programs 
(e.g., access to extracurricular credited 
courses) (Bélanger, 2013, p. 289; 
UNESCO, 2023).

 O Develop literacy skills development 
activities for adults (Simard, 2021).
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For student life services managers 

 O Make services accessible in the 
evening and remotely (ACDEAULF, 
2012; AGEEFEP, 2021, p. 109; McMillen 
& al., 2023).

 O Promote networking initiatives, 
including virtual ones, among adult 
learners (McMillen & al., 2023).

 O Provide personalized support to older 
students, for example by setting up 
an interview with each new person 
enrolled in a continuing education 
program (Fédération des cégeps, 2021, 
p. 92; Staiculescu, 2011, p. 219).

 O Share and facilitate access to various 
sources of financing (Bélanger, 2013, 
p. 289).

 O Support access to childcare services 
adapted to the needs of parent-
students (Coalition pour la conciliation 
famille-travail-études, 2016; Lapointe-
Therrien, 2021, p. 23; Mercier & al., 
2021, p. 51).

 O Provide measures dedicated 
to students who take on parental or 
informal caregiving responsibilities: 
peer networking, workshops, free 
childcare, status that allows for 
accommodation, material support, etc. 
(Nadeau, 2015).

 O Raise awareness about RAC at 
the college and university levels, 
especially among people from 
immigrant backgrounds. 

Going Back to School as an Adult: Success Factors

Courses of Action 
to Foster Success in 
Continuing Education
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For teachers and pedagogical advisors

 O Promote the development 
of andragogical knowledge and skills 
in an online education context  
Kara & al., 2019). 

 O Support the professional development 
of continuing education teaching 
personnel (in particular through 
communities of practice)  
Fédération des cégeps, 2021).

 O Provide coaching and support 
to teaching staff for the adoption of 
inclusive and personalized practices 
(Trépanier & Grullon, 2023).

For the government 

 O With a view to ensuring lifelong learning, 
explore complementary ways of 
financing continuing education 
projects: educational leave, training 
credits, continuing education savings 
funds, etc.  (Bélanger, 2013, p. 289; 
ICÉA, 2019a, p. 33).

 O Increase financial assistance for 
part-time students (ACDEAULF, 2012; 
AGEEFEP, 2021, p. 72; CCAFE, 2016).

 O Reassess certain parameters 
of the Loans and Bursaries Program to 
facilitate a return to full-time studies 
(CCAFE, 2016, p. 42-43).

 O Improve financial support for RAC 
candidates (CSE, 2022b, p. 81).

 O Not limit financial support to training 
programs that align with employment-
training priorities (ICÉA, 2019a, p. 29).

Going Back to School as an Adult: Success Factors

Courses of Action 
to Foster Success in 
Continuing Education
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Lifelong learning (LLL) is an international reference framework that has been 
supported by UNESCO for about fifty years. LLL is among the goals of the United 
Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: 

“Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all.” (UN, n.d.). 

This concept is closely associated with that of the “right to education,” enshrined 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted at the end of World War II. 
For UNESCO, lifelong learning is the realization of the right to education for all. 

In the province of Québec, this LLL framework of reference was also adopted by 
the Conseil supérieur de l’éducation (CSE, 2016a) and the Institut de coopération 
pour l’éducation et la formation des adultes (ICÉA) (Dignard & al., 2021), and several 
higher education institutions claim such right as well.

What is Lifelong 
Learning?

Key Concepts
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Learning in all its Forms 

Lifelong learning “implies that an individual’s life course 
can no longer be divided into a period of preparation 
followed by a period of action, rather that learning extends 
across the whole lifespan in different life phases.”  
(UIL, 2022, p. 17). 

This perspective calls into question the dichotomy between, on the one hand, initial 
education intended for young people, and, on the other hand, continuing education 
intended to fill the educational gaps for adults. By putting emphasis on learning 
pathways, it calls on the entire education system as an “organizing principle of 
a policy aimed at supporting the educational success of all” (CSE, 2016b, p. 49). 

However, lifelong learning is not just about educational institutions. Adults, as well as 
children and young people, of course, learn as part of the formal framework of school 
institutions, but also in a variety of environments and locations, and through various 
more or less informal means. Consequently, the Conseil supérieur de l’éducation 
puts forward the idea that education extends not only “throughout” but also “across” 
life (CSE, 2016a, p. 13): 

 • Throughout: at different stages of life.

 • Across: in the various spheres of life. 

Therefore, continuing education in colleges and universities is a component 
of this larger concept related to adult education in the context of lifelong 
learning.

“ ”
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Note. Inspired by CSE (2016a; 2016b) and UIL (2022).

Figure 9. 
Lifelong and Lifewide Learning
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Values Conveyed by the LLL Perspective
The perspective of LLL is centred on the needs and aspirations of the learner, 
but its impact concerns the future of society in all its dimensions (social, economic, 
cultural). This expression has been invested with several meanings by international 
institutions over the last 60 years (Kinnari and Silvennoinen, 2023; Ruşitoru, 2017). 
From a schematic point of view, two visions stand out in the ideological 
universe of LLL:

 • Humanist vision: It has been supported by UNESCO since the Fauré 
report (1963), referred to as “Learning to be,” and gives LLL a democratic 
and emancipatory aim. In the province of Québec, the Jean Commission 
(1984) closely linked adult education with the participation of individuals 
in democratic life (Dahl, 2021).  

In this vision, accessibility and inclusion are of paramount importance and part 
of a social justice objective. For the ICÉA, “equal access to all places of learning, 
for all adults and at all ages of life must be recognized as founding principles 
of the right to lifelong learning” (Dignard, 2021).

 • Economic vision: It is supported namely by the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the European Commission. Based 
on the theory of human capital, it gives LLL an individual aim of employability 
and qualification in response to the demands of the labour market (Carpenter, 
2021; de Viron & al., 2023; 2023; Normand, 2023).  

In this vision, the focus is on the role of LLL policies in supporting economic growth, 
and a key value is that of helping individuals adapt to the new realities of the world 
of work (OECD, 2019).
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Note. According to Carpenter (2021), Dahl (2021), de Viron & al. (2023), Dignard (2021) 
and OCDE (2019).

Figure 10. 
Two Approaches to Lifelong Learning
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Québec Policy for Adult Education 
The State obviously plays a key role in making the right to lifelong learning 
effective. In 2002, the Government of Québec adopted the Policy on Adult 
Education and Continuing Education and Training:

The objectives of learning as a process that goes on 
throughout life are to develop the autonomy and the sense 
of responsibility of individuals and communities, to enable 
them to deal with changes in the economy, in culture 
and in society as a whole, and to promote coexistence, 
tolerance and the informed and creative participation 
of citizens in society, in short to enable individuals and 
communities to take control of their destiny and that 
of society in order to face the challenges ahead 
(Ministère de l’Éducation, 2002, p. 2).

The publication of this Policy and its first action plan (2002-2007) were followed 
by scattered initiatives in the field of adult education (CDÉACF, s.d.-a). Moreover, 
the role of college and university institutions in adult education and training 
in the province of Québec is not explicitly included in the 2002 policy, which has 
not been conducive to the coherence of continuing education practices in colleges 
and universities, nor to the strengthening of relationships with other stakeholders 
in the ecosystem. Several voices from the field of education in the province 
of Québec are calling for the creation of a new “clear and structuring” Québec 
policy on lifelong learning (Collective, 2023). 

“

”
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Key Concepts

Recognition of prior learning and acquired competencies 
(RAC) is “a process whereby a person identifies the 
learning that they have completed in various times, places, 
using a variety of methods and contents, in order to have 
it evaluated by experts and obtain official accreditation 
from a recognized educational institution”  
(Sansregret, in St-Pierre & al., 2010, p. 123). 

RAC is based on 3 fundamental principles, enshrined in the Québec Policy 
on Adult Education and Continuing Education and Training. According to these 
principles, a person:

    is entitled to the formal recognition of prior learning and acquired 
competencies that correspond to elements of qualifying training, 
so long as they provide proof that they master them; 

   is not required to repeat in a formal school context prior learning 
they have already completed elsewhere using other methods; 

   should not be required to seek recognition again for competencies 
or prior learning that have been rigorously assessed and sanctioned 
by an official system (ministère de l’Éducation, 2002, p. 23-24).

“
”
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Therefore, RAC is intended for people who wish to have the value and relevance 
of the learning they have acquired in various contexts (such as academic, 
professional, family, socio-community, etc.) officially recognized. At the university 
level, the RAC process allows one to be admitted to a program without formally 
meeting the admission requirements or to be exempt from certain courses. 
At the college level, the RAC process focuses on competencies specific to 
a program and leads to a diploma (ACS or DCS). 

A Multi-Step Approach 
In higher education, RAC has two components:

 • Recognition of academic learning: Any RAC process includes a step 
for validating academic learning that was completed in another institution. 
At the university level, such recognition takes the form of course equivalencies 
or credits.

 • Recognition of acquired experience (extracurricular): Such recognition 
is more complex to operationalize. At the college level, the process is well 
structured and the standards surrounding the design of tools are outlined 
by the ministère de l’Enseignement supérieur (MES, 2021b). At the university 
level, the recognition of experiential learning is developing, but remains more 
embryonic than at the college level. University institutions are free to develop 
their own RAC practices (Morrissette & Larochelle, 2021). 
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A RAC process includes many steps. Once fully informed about the nature 
and requirements of the process, the candidate must prepare an application 
that includes several documents relating to their previous experiences, their 
educational pathway and the reasons that have led them to undertake this 
process (e.g., cover letter, resume, letters of support, portfolio). 

At the college level, the entire process is described in the Technical Framework 
produced by the ministère de l’Enseignement supérieur (MES, 2021b, p. 29): 

Overview of the RAC Process in CEGEPs

• 184 programs fully offered through RAC in the 48 institution;

• 2/3 of the programs offered through RAC are ACS programs; 

• In 2018-2019, nearly 4,000 people had undertaken a RAC process 
at the college level, 90% of whom were aged 25 or over; 

• The network includes two centres of expertise in the recognition 
of prior learning and acquired competencies (CERAC), located 
at the Cégep Marie-Victorin and the Cégep de Sainte-Foy. CERACs 
offer support to institutions at the RAC level.

(CSE, 2022b, p. 40-52)

https://tinyurl.com/yc5je49p
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Figure 11. 
Recognition of Prior Learning Process at the College Level

Note. Adapted from MES, 2021b, p. 29
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https://tinyurl.com/2dcczz86
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How Does RAC Contribute to Student Success? 
For students, RAC can accelerate their educational pathway, reduce the costs 
of studies and increase their personal confidence.

Research shows that RAC has positive effects on graduation rates and 
school retention (Bélisle & Fernandez, 2018; Klein-Collins & Shafenberg, 2023). 
Nevertheless, the process is quite demanding and challenges related to retention 
arise at all stages. Professional support is a key success factor: “adults appreciate 
the presence of professionals who work on the emotional dimension [of RAC] 
(Bélisle and Fernandez, 2018, p. 111). 

Dimensions and Functions of RAC 

• Acknowledge oneself: Regain confidence, take stock

• Recognize: Be admitted to a program

• Validate: Shorten one’s educational pathway

• Certify: Get a degree or certificate

(Bélisle & Fernandez, 2018, p. 51)
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Figure 12. 
Access, Retention, and Success in RAC: 
Challenges for Adults and Organizations

Note. Adapted from Bélisle & Fernandez, 2018, p. 114.
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More Significant Barriers for People from Immigrant 
Backgrounds 
The recognition of diplomas and experiences is an important milestone in the 
pathways of immigrants (CSE, 2021). Barriers to the recognition of their wealth 
of experiences and competencies are partly responsible for the professional 
integration difficulties they encounter as well as for their overqualification - 
which is extremely high among qualified immigrant populations (CAPRES, 2021),  
n particular women. Hurdles need to be overcome on the part of employers 
and professional orders, but also on the part of the education system 
(Cornelissen & Turcotte, 2020; Doutreloux, 2023). 

In higher education institutions, the barriers that immigrants face in their quest 
for recognition include, namely:

 • The impossibility for some people, in particular refugees, to provide written 
evidence of their academic achievements and the absence of alternative 
mechanisms (Goudet, 2021);

 • Administrative pitfalls, in particular on account of the fact that “the RAC 
process [at the college level] is generally not accessible to refugees due 
to the requirement of a work permit or a study permit for admission” 
(CSE, 2022b, p. 20);

 • Limited proficiency in French, which interferes with their ability 
to demonstrate their competencies (CSE, 2021, p. 87);

 • The lack of knowledge about RAC and the confusion between the role and 
the services offered by the various stakeholders involved in the recognition 
of competencies (institutions, professional orders, ministère de l’Immigration, 
Emploi-Québec) (Comité interministériel sur la reconnaissance des 
compétences des personnes immigrantes formées à l’étranger, 2017);

 • Discriminatory biases in the assessment of competencies (Goudet, 2021).

In addition to immigrants, other populations also have less access to the RAC 
process, in particular Indigenous people, as well as people belonging to a visible 
minority, at a social disadvantage or with disabilities. At the university level, 
“the process often seems reserved for adults who already have a qualifying degree” 

https://tinyurl.com/ymzw78ua
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(Bélisle & Fernandez, 2018, p. 41). Therefore, not only does it appear important 
to raise awareness about RAC, but also to strengthen RAC services from 
an intersectional perspective.

Challenges for Institutions 
Despite the progress achieved over the last few years, several challenges remain 
to be addressed in order for RAC to become a genuine part of the higher 
education system:

 
     Develop and maintain RAC expertise in institutions, particularly 

university institutions (CSE, 2023, p. 71-72; Horth, 2023).

 
     Coordinate the various stakeholders and institutions involved in RAC 

(Bédard, 2020; Dagenais & Langevin, 2016, p. 33).

 
     Mitigate certain epistemological and cultural barriers to RAC 

in higher education: scholarly or didactic stance, disciplinary 
boundaries, etc. (de Champlain & al., 2023; Ricard, 2018).

 
     Raise awareness about RAC, including among organizations that 

support professional integration (Dagenais & Langevin, 2016, p. 32).

 
     Develop tools, common references and information sharing systems 

related to RAC at the university level (Horth, 2023).
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Continuing Education 
and Ecological Transition: 
An Alignment to be Built

Prospective

Adult education will not be – and cannot be – 
the only solution to global challenges, but it is fertile 
ground in which change can take place, which in turn 
will enrich the Earth with a more sustainable world 
(Schreiber-Barsch & Mauch, 2019, p. 532).

There is a strong consensus on the importance of integrating environmental 
competencies and knowledge into all school curricula, from preschool to 
post-secondary education (Borde & al., 2022; Molthan-Hill & al., 2022). This kind 
of education is needed not only to empower individuals in a changing world, but 
also to empower communities to build a viable future.

Through sustainable development goal 4, the United Nations invites us to see 
education at the service of the common good. In contrast to an individual vision 
of success, the UN suggests moving “away from an exclusive focus on access 
and quality, measured mainly in terms of learning outcomes, towards an increased 
emphasis on learning content and its contribution to sustainability of people and 
the planet” (UNESCO, 2020, p. 14).

The latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
explains that humanity’s window to ensure a viable and sustainable future is rapidly 
closing. The Panel calls for urgent and transformative actions, and in particular for 
“deep, rapid, and sustained greenhouse gas emissions reductions in all sectors” 
(IPCC, 2023).

“ ”
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The unprecedented urgency of responding 
to environmental crises makes continuing education 
a “decisive issue for the transition”  
(Bortzmeyer, 2021).

Why is adult education crucial for the ecological transition?

• Intergenerational justice: Young people do not have to carry the burden 
of transition alone and “repair the cumulative wrongs of the past” 
(L’éducation au service de la Terre, 2022, p. 16).

• Impact force: It is mainly adults who, through their professional 
and civic activities, “are currently making, in the short and medium 
term, decisive decisions locally and globally, for the environment 
and society in general.” (Villemagne & Sauvé, 2021)

• Urgency to act: Continuing education is more agile than official 
educational programs, which evolve more slowly. Initiatives can be 
developed quickly “pending concrete measures taken at the level 
of ministries and Canadian universities to adjust curricula and 
teacher training” (Dionne & Lefebvre, 2022, p. 131).
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Higher education can be a leading figure in continuing education for the transition. 
Two roles appear to be particularly strategic in this respect: 

   Supporting the transition in the world of work; 

   In-service teacher training.

Role 1 : Support the World of Work

The urgency related to the ecological transition requires a deep transformation 
of the “forms of production, consumption, transport and work organization, and is, 
in addition, subject to a strong influence from regulations” (France Stratégie & 
al., 2021, p. 2). All sectors of activity will be affected, whether by the creation, 
disappearance or redefinition of jobs. According to the International Labour 
Organization, the transition to a green economy will therefore involve an increase 
in professional transitions (ILO, 2019). This will in turn need to be supported by 
robust and equitable continuing education systems that will provide all workers 
with the opportunity to improve their lot. 

Indeed, research has shown that the consequences 
of environmental crises disproportionately affect 
the most vulnerable populations: precarious workers, 
women, Indigenous peoples.  

https://tinyurl.com/4dab8r2c
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What is a “Just Transition”?

Officially adopted by the signatory States of the Paris Agreement in 2015, 
this concept focuses on the changes necessary for the ecological 
transition to take place while aiming to reduce social inequalities. 
Education is a “key element in achieving just transition” (Front commun 
pour la transition énergétique, 2020, p. 25). Therefore, with a view 
to a just transition, requalification mechanisms should also target workers 
who have less access to continuing education. 

Climate Change Mitigation and Adaptation 
The professional development and requalification of individuals, from a 
perspective of a just transition, constitutes a challenge of collaboration between 
the State, the education sector and workplaces. While reflection on work-related 
issues linked to the ecological transition is often limited to the concept of “green 
jobs,” it concerns all sectors of activity. In fact, in order to promote intersectoral 
cooperation and “act toward building the economy of tomorrow,” in 2023, 
the Government of Québec created a “centre of expertise on green transition 
and the workforce” (Scheed, 2023, p. 36). 

A global vision of the type of continuing education necessary for the ecological 
transition to take place should include:

 • Environmental professions (e.g., in the water, renewable energy, energy 
efficiency or soil management sectors). The sectoral workforce committee, 
at the request of the Government of Québec, has produced a competency 
framework for the 10 environmental sub-sectors.  

 • “Greening jobs”;  i.e., those “whose purpose is not environmental-related, 
but which incorporate new ‘competence bricks’ to take into account the 
environmental dimension in a significant and quantifiable way” (Baghioni & al., 
2024). These include jobs that will be directly impacted by the introduction 
of new environmental standards. 

https://tinyurl.com/4pjb4e7w
https://tinyurl.com/4yuxctw2
https://tinyurl.com/4yuxctw2
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 • Social and health professions, often referred to as “care” jobs. These jobs 
in health, education and social services, within public services or even within 
the community sector and the social economy, are indeed at the heart of the 
transition. Not only do these jobs emit low levels of GHGs, but they also play 
a key role in adapting to changes and mitigating climate injustice, in addition 
to contributing to the emergence of environmental awareness in society 
(ILO, 2023, p. 32). Unlike jobs in the environmental sector, which are 
predominantly male workplaces (EnviroCompétences, 2023), “care” jobs are 
mainly occupied by women. Therefore, there is also an equity issue in fully 
integrating them into the reflection on supporting the transition in workplaces. 

Role 2 : Training Teachers 

According to a recent study, “less than one in two people 
who teach feel competent enough to educate about 
climate change and this content takes up less than 
1% of the teaching time. According to the same people 
surveyed, the main barriers to the integration of climate 
change education would be the lack of time, the scarcity 
of teaching resources, as well as the lack of professional 
knowledge and competencies in the field.” 

The Québec Education Program (QEP) promotes elements of education for 
sustainable development, from preschool to high school. However, this aspect 
is rarely included in the initial education of people who are to become teachers, 
both in the province of Québec and Canada. Moreover, the Québec framework 
of professional competencies for the teaching profession does not include 
specific competencies in this regard. (Coalition Éducation Environnement 
Écocitoyenneté, 2022).

However, through its adherence to several international conventions, Canada 
has committed to integrating “learning objectives directly related to environmental 
and climate change education” and to “ensuring adequate teacher training to 
promote this kind of education” (Dionne & Lefebvre, 2022, p. 128). Indeed, according 
to UNESCO, it is not enough to include environmental education in school curricula, 

“
”
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it is also necessary to aim at the “systematic and comprehensive building of 
capacities in education for sustainable development in initial and continuing 
education as well as in the evaluation of teachers at the preschool, primary, 
secondary and post-secondary levels” (UNESCO, 2020, p. 30).

Consequently, in addition to initial education, continuing education is an important 
tool in helping teachers bring environmental education to life in their classrooms2. 

Supporting the Education Ecosystem 

The continuing education of teachers in the ecological transition is also an 
opportunity to achieve the desired collaboration between higher education, 
the school system, non-formal stakeholders in lifelong learning, and the state 
and governmental apparatus (Sauvé & al., 2018, p. vi).

Universities, with their cutting-edge expertise in both environmental and educational 
matters, are particularly well-positioned to build the capacity of schools 
to integrate  environmental and climate change education (Reimers, 2021). 
A concrete way for higher education institutions to increase their presence 
in schools and to contribute to the continuing education of teachers is, 
for example, to include them in action-research projects (CSE, 2023, p. 95). 

To “build a climate change education ecosystem” (Reimers, 2021), universities 
can also:

 • select, sort and organize pedagogical resources to help teachers build their 
own continuing education curriculum on the environment;

 • create and maintain exchange networks between scientists and educators 
at all levels in order to support the professional educational community;

 • establish partnerships with schools and local non-formal education 
organizations.

2 The Plan d’action de développement durable 2023-2028 includes certain measures that aim 
to support climate change education projects, in particular through the training of teachers 
and the development of educational tools. 

https://tinyurl.com/ath7tvde
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Synergy with local organizations – for example, with environmental groups involved 
in non-formal education initiatives [see box below] - is preferred in order 
to build a solid educational ecosystem. Indeed, several specialists argue that 
in environmental education, the challenge consists more in creating a “feeling 
that one has the power to act” rather than merely disseminating facts about 
environmental crises (Morin & al., 2022). 

In this respect, initiatives to reconnect with the environment are particularly 
promising, which is why it is important for environmental education 
to be open to non-academic expertise, in particular to Indigenous knowledge 
(Legault & al., 2023).

A plethora of stakeholders and initiatives in non-formal 
environmental education:  

• Municipalities, such as the Communauté métropolitaine de Québec, 
which have developed an Environmental Education Program;

• Trade union organizations, such as the Centrale des syndicats 
du Québec (CSQ), which have created and supported the réseau 
des Établissements verts Brundtland for over 30 years, now called 
the Mouvement ACTES;

• Associations, groups or foundations whose mission directly concerns 
environmental education, such as ENvironnement JEUnesse,  
The Association québécoise pour la promotion de l’éducation relative 
à l’environnement, or the Monique-Fitz-Back Foundation;

• Indigenous organizations that have developed educational programs, 
such as KINA8AT.

https://tinyurl.com/39he23fk
https://tinyurl.com/59bwt6y3
https://tinyurl.com/yxvyxvxf
https://tinyurl.com/59yx3pxk
https://tinyurl.com/59yx3pxk
https://tinyurl.com/54zhse5a
https://tinyurl.com/mrycstwr
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University research infrastructures dedicated 
to environmental education:

• The Centre de recherche en éducation et formation relatives 
à l’environnement et à l’écocitoyenneté (UQAM);

• The Chaire en éducation à l’environnement et au développement 
durable UQAR – Desjardins (UQAR);

• The Chaire de leadership en enseignement des sciences et 
développement durable (Université Laval);

• Several other institutions also offer their teaching staff short-term 
programs or non-credited continuing education courses in the fields 
of environment, ecological transition and climate change.

https://tinyurl.com/hb7bcmm3
https://tinyurl.com/hb7bcmm3
https://tinyurl.com/5epu6h9j
https://tinyurl.com/5epu6h9j
https://tinyurl.com/yt6u9zpf
https://tinyurl.com/yt6u9zpf
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A
Adult education and continuing training: “These two related terms refer to the set 
of learning processes, formal or otherwise, through which individuals considered 
adults in the society to which they belong develop their skills, enrich their knowledge 
and improve their technical or professional qualifications, or reorient them in 
accordance with their own needs and those of society. The concepts of education 
and training refer to the academic dimension for the former, while the latter concept 
of training has a socioeconomic connotation that more precisely concerns the 
concept of “employment-related continuing training” as applied in the province of 
Québec in the context of workforce development.” (ministère de l’Éducation, 2002)

Andragogy: “Branch of educational sciences that studies the theoretical and 
practical aspects of teaching and education adapted to adults in various 
environments: school, community, business, etc.” (CDÉACF, n.d.)

Asynchronous: “Activity taking place on a delayed basis at different times and at the 
choice of each person, student or teacher (UQTR, 2013, p.3-4.)” cited in (CSE, 2020).

C
Certification of studies: “Official recognition, through a diploma, of a student’s 
success in a program of study. Process leading to such recognition.” (Lebel, 2004)

Continuing education: “All types and forms of teaching pursued by those who have 
left formal education, who have exercised a profession or who have taken on adult 
responsibilities.” (CCAFE, 2016, p. 73)

Lexicon
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Continuing education/professional development units (CEUs/PDUs): “Unit 
used to quantify the number of hours devoted to a structured continuing 
training activity. A professional development unit usually represents 10 hours of 
participation, which includes personal work and attendance at the activity. Those 
who meet the requirements needed are awarded a certificate of participation 
that sets out the content of the training and the number of hours allocated to it. 
Professional development units, although they do not lead to a diploma, represent 
a guarantee of the quality of the training received. Higher education institutions 
and firms specializing in professional training offer activities to which professional 
development units are attached.” (OQLF, 2002)

Customized training: “Training activity planned jointly by a public education 
institution and a work environment in order to ensure the training of some 
of the company’s or organization’s employees.” (Doray & al., 2017, p. 25)

D
Degree: “University title awarded with certain diplomas. There are three types 
of degrees: bachelor’s degree (1st cycle), master’s degree (2nd cycle) and doctorate 
degree (3rd cycle)” (CSE, 2010, p. 54). By extension, a diploma of college studies 
(DCS) is referred to as a college degree program.

Digital badge: “Digital badges are visual, online representations of learning achieved 
or competencies acquired. At the technical level, these are images or Web pages 
that encapsulate information relating to obtaining recognition in accordance with 
specific criteria and proof.” (Garon-Épaule, 2015) The purpose of badges is not only 
to attest to learning, but to motivate learners and value their achievements (Dignard, 
2019). They are designed to be easily transferable into the social media environment 
like LinkedIn.

Digital literacy: “Digital literacy refers to an individual’s ability to understand and use 
information with the help of technology: accessing, understanding and using online 
resources and information, communicating with others, managing one’s accounts 
and personal information securely, etc.” (CDÉACF, 2021)

E
Employment-related continuing education: Formal learning activities undertaken 
by adults for the purposes of transition, mobility, development or professional 
development.
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Enhanced in-person teaching: In-person learning situation, enriched upstream 
and downstream by the provision of online resources by the teacher.

F
Flexibilization: “Flexibilization can be defined as a process by which the possibility is 
explicitly recognized and given to the learner to make choices on certain dimensions 
of the pedagogical organization of a training pathway. It allows for the personalization 
of one’s own pathway according to one’s personal and professional development 
needs, and societal expectations. It contributes to strengthening the commitment 
and retention of students in their own training project without suffering a “learning 
deficit.” (Paquelin & Chantal, 2019, p. 12)

Formal education: Includes “activities generally organized in a school setting, 
structured by a curriculum and that lead to a diploma or certificate recognized by 
society.” (CSE, 2016a, p. 14)

Free attendance: “[A person who attends] can register for courses, without being 
required to do the assignments or take the examinations. [They] neither obtain 
credits nor recognition of education.” (UQAM, 2012)

H
Hybrid: “Learning that takes place in systems that combine to varying degrees face-
to-face learning phases and distance learning phases.” (Saucier, 2014)

HyFlex: “HyFlex learning [differs from the hybrid mode] as, week after week, 
[students] have the choice of taking the course in-person, in class or in remote 
synchronous mode via a computer platform.” (CSE, 2020)

I
Informal learning: Includes “learning in diverse environments, without direct 
official recognition, external planning (by a trainer, for example) or structure” 
(CSE, 2016a, p. 14).
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Initial education: “Education that an individual undertakes before entering the 
labour market or their professional career. In the province of Québec, it is more 
precisely identified with education acquired continuously or with an educational 
pathway undertaken continuously. Thus, people involved in initial education will often 
be referred to as “young people.” (Dubé, 2004)” cited in (CDÉACF, n.d.)

M
Micro-credentials: “Micro-credentials are proof of learning and are awarded after 
participation in a short-term program aimed at teaching a small set of competencies 
(i.e., skills, knowledge, attributes), they are sometimes linked to other competencies.” 
(Pichette & al., 2021) 

MOOCs (Massive open online courses): “Online courses accessible to an unlimited 
number of participants, generally free of charge and with no admission requirements. 
Online courses accessible to all may lead to a certificate of participation, paid or not. 
They can be offered by an educational institution, a business, an organization or 
an individual.” (OQLF, 2023)

N
Non-degree studies: “[A student] who is admitted and who can take one or more à 
la carte courses. [They] are not pursuing a university degree. Without being admitted 
to a program, [they] can enroll in courses where [they] are required to do the 
assignments and take the examinations. [If] they are successful, [they] can have their 
credits recognized in a regular program.” (UQAM, 2012)

Non-formal education: Consists of “structured training activities, often provided in 
a non-educational setting, that generally do not lead to a certification recognized by 
society.” (CSE, 2016a, p. 14)

Non-traditional relationship to studies: “A non-traditional relationship to studies is 
mainly manifested by: a non-exclusive commitment to studies, considering, among 
other things, employment and parental responsibilities; an irregular educational 
pathway, considering, among other things, changes in educational pathways, 
interruptions and returns to studies as well as part-time studies.” (CSE, 2013b, p. 13)
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O
Open educational resources: “Open educational resources (OERs) are teaching, 
learning or research materials that are in the public domain or released with 
intellectual property licenses that facilitate the free use, adaptation and distribution 
of resources.” (UNESCO, s.d.) quoted in (CSE, 2020)

P
Professional development: “Short-term training, with a specific objective, generally 
provided following initial education or training and intended to complement, improve 
or update knowledge, skills or competences.” (CEDEFOP, 2023)

R
Regular education (college): It concerns students enrolled full-time during the 
day in a program leading to a DCS. Students enrolled in a DCS program offered as 
evening courses or in an ACS program are considered to be pursuing continuing 
education.

Regular program: At the college level, this name refers to programs leading to 
a DCS; at the university level, the definition is vaguer and can refer to different sets 
of credited programs. The term is often used in opposition to continuing education.

S
Short-term programs: In this dossier, this term refers to all credited programs 
that are non-degree programs, or that do not lead to a degree (therefore excluding 
minors and majors).

Synchronous: “Real-time activity provided through a computer medium and which 
requires the simultaneous presence of the persons concerned.” (UQTR, 2013, p.3-4) 
(CSE, 2020)
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T
Tailor-made education: ”Training activity planned jointly by a public educational 
institution and a workplace to ensure the training of part of the company’s or 
organization’s employees” (Doray et al., 2017, p. 25).

U
University of the Third Age: “Organization that offers multidisciplinary education 
to elderly clients in the form of courses, workshops, conferences or activities 
in a flexible environment that encourages discussions and that does not have 
examinations, assignments or diplomas. The only eligibility criterion for Universities 
of the Third Age is a minimum age that generally varies between 50 and 55 [...]. 
Universities of the Third Age are not part of the normal university network, but are 
often affiliated with a university, which allows them to offer university education.” 
(OQLF, 2018) (OQLF, 2002)
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