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Lifelong Learning and Permeability in Germany

“The legacy of the past: the segmentation between vocational and
higher education“ (Baethge/Wolter 2015) –
„Das deutsche Bildungs-Schisma“ (Baethge 2006)
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Developments concerning permeability

Elsholz, U. (2019): 
Lebenslanges Lernen als Katalysator 
der Modernisierung des Bildungs-
systems: Über den Kollateralnutzen 
neoliberaler Bildungspolitik. 
In: Walgenbach, K. (Hrsg.): Bildung und 
Gesellschaft im 21. Jahrhunderts. Zur 
neoliberalen Neuordnung von Staat, 
Ökonomie und Privatsphäre. Frankfurt 
a.M., S. 161-177.
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Facts from Fernuniversität

02.12.20215

Students‘ 

Sociodemographic

characteristics

FernUniversität Germany*

Currently employed 85 % No data

Age at study begin 32 years (first semester) 24.7 years (all) 

With professional 

qualification
53 % 22% (14 % Uni)

* 21. Sozialerhebung DSW, 2016; ohne Fernstudierende
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Permeability Between Vocational Training and Bachelor’s 
Degree - From IT Specialist to Bachelor’s Degree in Computer 
Science Through Adapted Study Design

Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel, Chair of Software Engineering and Theory of Programming 
(and Dean of Faculty of Mathematics and Computer Science )

Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Chair of Lifelong Learning

Staff: Hoai Nam Huynh, Dr. Len Ole Schäfer, Carsten Thorbrügge 

Project duration: 01.01.2019-31.12.2021

Located in Research Cluster D²L² „Digitalization, Diversity and Lifelong Learning. 
Consequences for Higher Education“

Additional funding Stifterverband für die deutsche Wissenschaft (Fellowship-
program)
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Generals aims of the project „permeability“

• to enable lifelong learning from a learners perspective

• to support the mission of Fernuniversität as an open university/
a university for lifelong learning

• to become more attractive for learners
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Central question of the project

How can a university bachelor's degree program be adapted for those who 

have undergone vocational training and who have work experience, so that 

they can achieve their educational goals with less effort, taking into account 

existing competencies?

Goal: reduction of time for learners by up to 60 ECTS (from 180 ECTS)
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• up to 15 ECTS lump-sum recognition (formal learning; 
IT-specialist/Fachinformatiker:in)

• up to 20  ECTS individual recognition
(non-formal and informal learning/work experience) 

• up to 25  ECTS adaption of learning pathways/ „fast track“
(informal learning) 
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Goal: reduction of time for learners by up to 60 ECTS
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Lump-sum recognition

Application

Submission of a training certificate 
=> uncomplicated recognition

Underlying Idea

- This recognition applies to a whole group of people (such as IT specialists)

- The competencies that have to be acquired at higher education institutions
can be replaced by vocationally acquired competences

- For this purpose, a verification procedures must be developed and executed once 
for each study module
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Equivalency assessment - precedure

Step 1: Data preparation

• Identifying competencies

• Paraphrasing into learning outcome-oriented description

Step 2: Content comparison (competency synopsis)

• Comparing competencies according to content areas

• Evaluate content overlap

Step 3: Level comparison (recognition assessment)

• Assigning competencies to the AKT levels
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Reference documents for competencies

 University:

 Module manual

 Exercises

 Course Material

 Vocational training:

 Rahmenlehrplan

 Ausbildungsordnung
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Equivalency assessment in depth
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Equivalency assessment in depth
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Current Status

 Recognition of the module 
„Imperative Programmierung“ for all IT specialists

 Recognition of the module 
„Grundpraktikum der Programmierung“ for IT specialists for 
application development (but not for systemintegration)
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Individual Recognition of Modules

• Portfolio as a national and international standard for 
purposes of recognition of prior learning, e.g. France 
and Swiss (Bernhard 2015)

• Checked on case-by-case basis

• Suitable for reflecting informal and non-formal 
learning
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Individual Recognition - procedure

02.12.2021 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel17

1.

• Providing information
• Counselling and giving guidance
• Submission of application of recognition by the student via

portfolio

2.

• Formal, content-related and level-related verification
by examination office.

• If decision unclear: verification by person responsible of the
module + expert discussion (optional)

3.

• Notification about the decision by examination office.
• If negative decision: opposition proceedings possible for

student.
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Individual Recognition - procedure

02.12.2021 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel18

1.

• Providing information
• Counselling and giving guidance
• Submission of application of recognition by the student via

portfolio

2.

• Formal, content-related and level-related verification
by examination office.

• If decision unclear: verification by person responsible of the
module + expert discussion (optional)

3.

• Notification about the decision by examination office.
• If negative decision: opposition proceedings possible for

student.



Folie

PROJECT PERMEABILITY

Step 1 – Filling out portfolio

Academic learning outcomes Non-academic learning outcomes

• Module descriptions
• Course material

• Vocational training
• Further training
• Professional experience
• Volunteer work
• …

02.12.2021 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel19

Support: Guideline + assistance through advice
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Step 1 - Example

02.12.2021 Hoai Nam Huynh20

Instead of empty
form: filled out 
module content
and learning
outcomes of
module
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Step 1 - Example
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Individual Recognition - procedure
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1.

• Providing information
• Counselling and giving guidance
• Submission of application of recognition by the student via

portfolio

2.

• Formal, content-related and level-related assessment
by examination office.

• If decision unclear: verification by person responsible of the
module + expert discussion (optional)

3.

• Notification about the decision by examination office.
• If negative decision: opposition proceedings possible for

student.
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Step 2 – Portfolio Assessment

1. Equivalency of content (Examination office, lecturer)

2. Equivalency of level (Anderson and Krathwohl)

3. Optional: Expert discussion based on portfolio
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Current status
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• Guidelines for students

• Guidelines for university
members

• Counselling offer in 
addition to examinations
office

• Online form for
more effiency
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Adaptation of Learning Pathways
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Underlying Idea and current status

02.12.2021 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel27

IT specialists bring previous 
knowledge with them from their 

vocational training

Sometimes, however, it is 
not enough to credit a 

whole module for itBut they could save time, if 
they only had to work on the 
unknown topics of a module

Solution: 
Appreciation by offering adapted 
course material for IT specialists
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Experience

• Lack of competence-oriented module descriptions make
recognitions difficult

• Misunderstandings (f.e. „Anrechnung“ not anchored in 
the law) not in examination office nor in department of
law

• Hesitating of staff

• Hesitating of students

02.12.2021 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel28

Individual recognition: Many students seem to be
interested but only few complete the process
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Insights and new challenges

• Who should be responsible for recognition of prior learning? 
(professors, teaching staff, examination office, programm coordinator…)

• How to build more competence in the field of RPL within the
institution? (capacity building)

• How to create a comprehensive process (with information and
guidance for students from the beginning)?

• When and how to inform/involve students? How to activate them?

• How to establish a positive narrative of recognition?

02.12.202129 Prof. Dr. Uwe Elsholz, Hoai Nam Huynh, Prof. Dr. Jörg Desel
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