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Professorial Fellow, Department of Adult Education and Further Education, Universität zu Köln (DE) and 
Emeritus Professor of Lifelong Learning, University of Stirling (UK) 
 

John Field currently holds a visiting professorial fellowship at the University of 
Cologne, where he is working on a study of active citizenship and adult learning. He is 
also an emeritus professor at the University of Stirling, where his roles included seven 
years as vice-rector for research; and he is honorary professor at the University of 
Warwick.  
 
He chairs Scotland’s Learning Partnership, the national organization representing the 
interests of learners and providers in Scotland, and is a member of the research 
committee of the German Institute for Adult Education. His research interests include 
social, historical and policy studies of further, higher, vocational and adult education. 

His most recent book is Working Men’s Bodies, a study of British work camp systems before 1939. 
 
 

Mobilities and border crossing: challenges for equity and access in university 
continuing education 
 
Abstract:  
 
The very idea of a border is at odds with basic features of contemporary life. Globalisation, the accelerating 
applications of digital and mobile technologies, multiple and reflexive identities, the liquidity of social bonds, 
and the pressure of population movements are all challenging the existing boundaries, whether these are 
understood in geographical or social terms.  Arguably, in such a context, border crossings have become 
normalised as a feature of everyday life, either directly for us as individuals and organisations, or indirectly 
through the impact that others’ border crossing behaviour has on us.  
 
These tendencies impinge upon higher continuing education in particularly forceful ways, some of them highly 
contradictory. Higher education institutions have their own boundaries, spatial and symbolic, including the often 
fiercely-defended borders that have historically separated each discipline from its neighbours. Yet universities 
and other third level institutions are also increasingly crossing borders, in physical and also symbolic ways, and 
are expected to demonstrate capability and performance in both the local/regional and the global arena. 
Definitions of graduate attributes are likely to place a premium on the achievement of a mobile and flexible 
professional identity, with demonstrable skills of cosmopolitanism, and a confident and entrepreneurial 
‘learning self’.  New hybridised fields of knowledge are emerging, as well as new institutional forms of higher 
education, both of which challenge the structures and values of established systems of provision. 
 
In our highly unequal European societies, these trends have different consequences and effects for different 
people. There are sharp geographical and socio-economic cleavages in the ways in which people experience – 
say – migration, student mobility, social mobility and the emancipatory potential of new technologies.  These 
trends also often play out differently for different actors within national higher education systems, with far-
reaching consequences for disciplinary fields, for academic staff, and for the institutions themselves. The 
presentation will particularly examine the consequences for university continuing education, as a broadly 
defined (and frankly rather amorphous) field, and will conclude by identifying central challenges for those 
working in this area. 
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