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1 RPL Quality Code... an idea...

The main objectives of the Bolognha Seminar on 11 and 12 December in Amsterdam are:

1. The role of a government in promoting RPL, in cooperation with other stakeholders like the
employers’ organisations, the (organisations of) Higher Education Institutions and other
networks — and to make an inventory of the most relevant and effective instruments.

2. RPL and quality assurance, and the role of the stakeholders in Higher Education.

3. The way HEIs and other organisations in higher education are dealing with RPL and are
implementing effective procedures.

4. Quality Codes (and principles) for RPL procedures, including the European context of RPL
and QA.

5. RPL and ‘costs and benefits’ for all stakeholders.

One of the ideas for the seminar is to talk about a document for a ‘RPL Quality Code (QC)’ and
the other objectives. Such a document can be used in the (near) future to communicate with each
other about RPL, as governments, HEIs, RPL experts and representatives of organisations
involved in RPL and QA — in an international context.

In 2004 the European Commission has published a document with ‘Common Principles for
Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning (looking at Vocational Education and Training)'.
Also a lot of countries are already using Quality Codes, with specific principles. We can use these
publications for the discussions during the seminar on a possible common QC for Recognition of
Prior Learning in Higher Education.

In 2007 and 2008 the European Commission and CEDEFOP came with new documents about
the Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning, to be considered as updates of that
publication from 2004. In this document new ideas about RPL, based on actual developments.
That is why you will find some interesting parts of these documents in this paper for the seminar
in Amsterdam — as input for the discussions.



2 Common Principles for RPL...

The European Commission published in March 2004 a final proposal for Common European
Principles for Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning. In this document information can
be found about the reason to produce such a document. Hereby some parts of this statement —
but we replaced ‘Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning’ by ‘RPL’, et cetera....

(1) Support of National policies...

There is a need to develop a set of common principles regarding Recognition of Prior Learning
(RPL) with the aim of ensuring greater comparability between approaches in different countries
and at different levels...

The development of common references and principles can usefully support national policies.
Although such common references and principles do not create obligation for the countries,
involved in the Bologna Process, they contribute to developing mutual trust between the key-
players and encouraging reform...

Developing a set of common principles for RPL is a way to bring added value to ongoing work at
local, regional and national level. According to the Bologna Process the main motivation for
developing such principles is to strengthen the comparability (and thus compability) of
approaches at different levels and in different contexts. RPL methods and systems developed so
far have to a large extent been designed and set up in isolation from each other and can not
easily be linked and combined. We can to a certain extent speak of a process where ‘islands’ of
RPL have been established but where the ‘bridges’ between these remain to be designed and
built. Lack of comparability makes it difficult for individuals to realise lifelong learning by
combining qualifications and competences acquired in different settings, at different levels and in
different countries.

Generally speaking: common principles must make it possible for different systems to com-
municate with each other, be this across national, sector of institutional borders. The common
principles of RPL have to support and extend the credit transfer system developed within formal
higher education and training systems, ECTS.

(2) A need for common principles...

There is a need to ‘develop a set of common principles regarding validation of non-formal and
informal learning with the aim of ensuring greater comparability between approaches in different
countries and at different levels’...

This report states that ‘the development of common references and principles can usefully
support national policies. Although such common references and principles do not create
obligation for all the countries, they contribute to developing mutual trust between the key-players
and encouraging reform’...

Developing a set of common principles for RPL is a way to bring added value to ongoing work at
local, regional and national level. According to the Bologna Process the main motivation for
developing such principles is to strengthen the comparability (and thus compability) of
approaches at different levels and in different contexts. RPL methods and systems developed so
far have to a large extent been designed and set up in isolation from each other and can not
easily be linked and combined. We can to a certain extent speak of a process where ‘islands’ of
validation have been established but where the ‘bridges’ between these remain to be designed
and built. Lack of comparability makes it difficult for individuals to realise lifelong learning by
combining qualifications and competences acquired in different settings, at different levels and in
different countries.

Generally speaking: common principles must make it possible for different systems to commun-
icate with each other, be this across national, sector of institutional borders. The common
principles of validation have to support and extend credit transfer systems developed within
formal education and training systems (notably the existing European Credit Transfer System
developed for higher education, ECTS) and the credit transfer system currently being considered
for vocational education and training.



3 Recognition of Prior Learning in Higher Education — in a Quality Code?

A starting point... for: Assessment and Accreditation / Quality Assurance / Implementation of
Procedures
Based on: Common principles for Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning (2004- VET)

COMMON PRINCIPLES IN A QUALITY CODE FOR RPL IN HIGHER EDUCATION

A set of common principles for RPL will be organised according to six main themes; purpose of
RPL, individual entitlements, responsibilities of institutions and stakeholders, confidence and
trust, impartiality and credibility and legitimacy.

The principles should be used as a guide and common reference point for development and
implementation of methods and systems for RPL.

The principles do not prescribe any particular methodological or institutional solutions as these
must be tailored to local, regional, sectoral or national needs. The principles do, however, point to
a set of basic requirements which it is of the utmost importance to achieve if confidence, impart-
iality and credibility are to be achieved and retained.

1 THE PURPOSE OF RPL

The overall aim of RPL is to make visible and value the full range of qualifications and

competences held by an individual, irrespective of where these have been acquired. The purpose

of RPL may be formative (supporting an ongoing learning process) as well as summative (aiming
at certification).

¢ Recognition of learning outcomes, be they acquired in a formal, non-formal or informal
setting, aims at making visible the full range of knowledge and competences held by an
individual.

e Recognition of learning outcomes supports lifelong learning, employability and active
citizenship. Recognition can facilitate progression in education and training, (re)integration in
the labour market, geographical and occupational mobility as well as organisational and
personal development.

e Recognition of learning outcomes, irrespective of where these have been acquired, can serve
summative purposes. By summative is meant recognition resulting in formal recognition (for
example through a certificate or diploma).

e Recognition of learning outcomes, irrespective of where these have been acquired, can serve
formative purposes. By formative is meant the process of identifying learning outcomes
without formal recognition (for personal and/or career development). Formative recognition
may potentially provide the basis for formal recognition.

2 INDIVIDUAL ENTITLEMENTS

Recognition of non-formal and informal learning must first and foremost serve the needs of

individual citizens. This means that individual entittements have to be clearly stated, in particular

in relation to issues like privacy, ownership of recognition results and right to appeal.

e Recognition is as a general principle voluntary and it is up to the individual to decide whether
it should take place or not.

e In cases where recognition is part of a compulsory system arrangements should be put in
place to ensure transparency, fairness and privacy.

¢ In private and public organisations where recognition is implemented this should be based on
social dialogue.

e In the case of summative recognition, individuals enjoy the right to appeal a recognition
result; this right should be presented in a transparent way at the start of the recognition
process.

e Special provisions should be designed for individuals with special needs to ensure equal (and
fair) access to recognition.



e The results of recognition must be the property of the individual. Where the results of
recognition are kept by others the privacy of the individual must be ensured.

¢ In cases where recognition is part of human resource management in enterprises the privacy
of the individual must be ensured.

3 RESPONSIBILITIES OF INSTITUTIONS AND STAKEHOLDERS

Institutions and stakeholders (public organisations, private enterprises and voluntary organis-

ations) face certain responsibilities when they initiate recognition, for example in terms of

providing proper guidance and support. These obligations will differ according to the specific field
of activity.

e Results of recognition must be presented in such a way that they can be understood at an
international level. When possible, common international instruments and formats for transp-
arency of qualifications and competences should be used.

e The privacy of the individual must be respected.

Recognition should be supported by information, guidance and counseling services.
Higher Education systems should provide a legal and practical basis enabling individuals to
have their learning validated.

e Enterprises, public organisations and economic sectors should provide a practical basis
enabling individuals to have their learning validated.

e Recognition should be an integral part of human resource development in enterprises and
public organisations and should be based on social dialogue.

¢ Non-formal learning organisations, including NGOs, outside formal higher education should
provide a support to enable individuals to have their learning validated.

4 CONFIDENCE AND TRUST

Confidence is a necessary pre-requisite for successful development and implementation of
recognition of prior learning. Everybody involved must be able to make their own informed
judgements of the approach in question. This requires well-defined standards; clear information
on how assessments are conducted and on which basis conclusions are drawn; clear information
about the purpose of recognition and how the results will be used; and, clear and accessible
information on conditions for recognition, for example time and cost involved as well as
support/guidance provided.

Transparency of procedures

e The recognition process must give confidence to all concerned that the named person/-
candidate actually has acquired the knowledge and competences in question (validity must
be ensured).

e Recognition schemes must be designed in such a way that potential users, be they
individuals or institutions, are able to observe and judge the entire recognition process.

e The basis (methodologies) for recognition should be stated clearly (written exams, interviews,
practical tests, self assessments, descriptive methodologies, involvement in a specific field of
activity, others).

e Clear information on time and cost should be presented.

Transparency of criteria

e The requirements to be met by the individual must be clearly described so as to facilitate
reliability (two recognition bodies acting independently must be expected to reach the same
conclusions).

e The criteria used by ‘assessors’ when ‘weighting’ (‘marking’) learning outcomes must be as
clear as possible.

Availability of, and access to, information

e The purpose, criteria and requirements for recognition (the references and standards) as well
as the use of results must be presented in such a way that they are transparent to all
involved, including the individual being validated.



5 IMPARTIALITY

Impartiality is a crucial feature of recognition and relates to the roles and responsibilities of the

assessors involved in the recognition process. It is important to avoid undue mixing of roles as

this will negatively affect overall confidence and credibility to recognition results. Impartiality can
be strengthened through training and systematic networking, something that needs to be
promoted by recognition providers.

e Assessors should, in particular in relation to summative recognition, operate according to a
code of conduct and not combine incompatible roles in a way that compromises
confidentiality and impartiality.

e Assessors must be professionally competent and have access to systematic initial and
continuing training. Where possible local, regional and national networks of assessors should
be set up to assure professional development and coherent practices.

6 CREDIBILITY AND LEGITIMACY

Credibility and legitimacy must be based on the inclusion of the relevant stakeholders at all

appropriate levels. The social and professional credibility of recognition reflects the inclusion and

commitment of relevant stakeholders. Credibility is also closely linked to the (above) issues of
confidence and impatrtiality.

e The development, implementation and financing of a mechanism for recognition must involve
all relevant stakeholders (for example, involving social partners in cases where work
experience is being assessed or NGOs in cases where voluntary and civil society activities
are being assessed).

¢ Recognition bodies need to be impartial and shall involve all stakeholders significantly
concerned without any interest predominating. The system of recognition, at all levels of
operation, should be organised to safeguard impartiality and enable participation from all
parties involved.

The original principles for VET from 2004 can be found in Annex B




4 Dutch Quality Code for APL - since January 2007

APL Quality Code / Code Details of Implementation

1. The goal of APL is to define, evaluate and accredit individual competencies. The accredit-
ation of prior learning has a value in and of itself and contributes to employability. In many
cases, APL can be a benefit to further career-related personal development.

a. A goalis explicitly linked to the APL procedure.
b. The APL-supplying organization and each individual reach consensus on the use of the
results of APL.

2. Individual entitlements: the APL process answers to the need of the individual. Entitlements

and arrangements with the APL-offering organizations are clearly defined.

a. The accessibility of the APL procedure for participants is documented.

b. Participation in the APL procedure is generally on a voluntary basis.

c. The APL-offering organization and the participants make arrangements on the optimal
course of the APL procedure.

d. The participant decides whether he/she will participate in the APL procedure and will
receive all relevant information needed to do so.

e. Time frame for the entire procedure is realistic, feasible and known in advance.

f.  The privacy of the participant is guaranteed and the results of the APL procedure are the
property of the participant unless agreed otherwise in advance.

g. The patrticipant is entitled to appeal, and there is a system in place for this option.

3. Procedure and instruments are reliable and based on solid standards Trust is the key issue.
Trust has to do with civil effect, properly defined standards, and clear information on the way
in which assessments are conducted and the arguments on the basis of which conclusion are
drawn.

a. Tasks and capacities of all parties involved in all phases of the procedure are known and
are functioning.

b. A standard coordinated to the relevant working area and which leads to the civil effect is
used.

c. The equivalence of the APL procedure with an initial vocational training programme must
be demonstrated.

d. The reliability and validity of the assessment instruments and procedures used is
guaranteed, even if procured externally.

e. The assessment instruments make use of any available evidence, no matter what the
source.

f.  The participant is entitled to a concluding meeting to be informed of the result. This result,
including the civil value of the result, is set out in an APL report.

4. Assessors and supervisors are competent, independent and impartial. Independence and
impartiality are crucial factors in the evaluation and are rooted in the roles and responsibilities
of the assessors involved in the process. It is of major importance to avoid unnecessary
confusion of roles. Impartiality can be reinforced by training and the use of networks.

a. The independence of the assessors is guaranteed.

b. The roles of supervisors and assessors are separate.

c. The supervisors have a proven track record of competence. They are able to present
procedures and to interview, coach and give feedback to individuals; they are profess-
ionals in the fields in which their coaching specializes.

d. The assessors have a proven track record of competence. They are able to interview,
give feedback to individuals and evaluate competencies; they are able to communicate
assessment results; they are professionals in the fields in which they conduct
assessments

e. Supervisors and assessors keep their professional skills up.
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5.

The quality of APL procedures is guaranteed and is being improved on an ongoing basis.

The quality of the APL procedure and the set of instruments used is guaranteed.

a. The APL procedure is open. Evaluations are conducted regularly. The results are
incorporated into improvement actions.

b. Targets, procedure, assessment framework, assessment instruments, quality of
assessors and supervisors, and APL administration are all evaluated regularly.

c. Evaluation of the participants is a standing component of quality control.

d. The organization lives up to the quality standard of APL.

e. The evaluation and the APL procedure improvement policy that follows from the
evaluation is embedded into the organization’s existing quality control system.

Annex to this Code:
The parties agree as follows:

1.

2.

The parties endorse the principles and premises concerning the quality of APL as set out in

the APL code.

This APL code is further developed into a review framework. On 1 January 2007, this

framework is adopted by the parties. The evaluating organisations can use this review

framework to produce an assessment of the quality of the APL procedures.

This APL code is a contributing factor to three objectives linked to the infroduction of APL:

- Increasing the accessibility of APL. Clarifying what APL is and how APL must be offered.

- Providing transparency. Allowing better comparison of different APL procedures.

- Guaranteeing civil effect.

All organizations that offer APL and opt to profile themselves with the APL code must be

accredited providers. An organization is accredited as an APL provider by means of a report

by an evaluating organization. An “accredited APL provider” is entered in the directory of the
accredited APL providers.

The accreditation of APL providers:

- Organizations offering programmes and/or examinations for MBO (senior secondary
vocational education) and which are licensed by the Minister of Education, Culture &
Science/Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality for those programmes can have them-
selves provisionally registered as accredited APL providers without first being evaluated
by an evaluating organization.

- Organizations offering programmes and examinations for the HBO (higher professional
education) and which hold an NVAO declaration attesting to the accreditation of those
programmes, can have themselves provisionally registered as accredited APL providers
without first being evaluated by an evaluating organization. Any organization wishing to
become provisionally accredited must submit a signed statement to the APL Knowledge
Centre declaring that it meets the requirements for an accredited APL provider.
Evaluation of these provisional accredited APL providers will be conducted retroactively,
but at the latest by 1 January 2008, by the evaluating organization.

- Other APL providers can also have themselves registered as "accredited APL providers."
To do this, they must submit the evaluation report of the evaluating organization to the
APL Knowledge Centre. On the basis of the report, the organization can be entered into
the directory of accredited APL providers.

An APL procedure is a method of identifying the extent to which a person possesses certain

competencies. These competencies may be rated in relation to a job standard, educational

standard or professional standard. An APL procedure results in an APL report, which gives
an overall comparison of the individual’s competencies against the standard levels of those
competencies. This APL report has an independent value to the individual, and can result in:

a. improvement or retention of the labour market position.

b. exemption from the requirement to follow elements of a training programme accredited by
the sector, industry, SUWI chain partner or professional group.

c. obtaining a diploma, certification or partial certification accredited by the sector, industry,
SUWI (social security efc) chain partner or professional group. In this case, a follow-up
programme is not required.
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exemption from the requirement to follow elements of a training programme accredited by
the Minster of Education, Culture & Science/Agriculture, Nature & Food Quality.

obtaining a diploma, certification or partial certification accredited by the Minister of
Education, Culture & Science / Agriculture Nature & Food Quality. In this case, a follow-
up programme is not required.

7. APL can be the start of an individualized educational programme in pursuit of a diploma or
certification. It cuts the programme fees bome by the employer and is a source of motivation
to the employee or potential employee. APL may not be made a mandatory part of an
educational programme, and it has an independent value to the individual.

8. The parties wish to promote the use of APL and the APL quality code amongst their
members.

9. The APL Knowledge Centre will coordinate the implementation of the quality code. The APL
Knowledge Centre will perform, minimally, the following tasks in this implementation:

a.
b.
C.

d.

Set up, publish and administer the directory of accredited providers.

Publish the texts of the APL code and administer the corresponding standards.

Develop sample APL reports, portfolios and supporting tools. Investigate whether this will
require making arrangements linked to the APL code.

Produce a model methodology to evaluate the quality of supervisors and assessors.
Investigate whether this will require making arrangements linked to the APL code.
Investigate the effects and the impact of the APL code measured against the objectives
linked to the introduction of APL (accessibility, transparency and civil effect).

Investigate whether the designation of evaluating organizations and the corresponding
accreditation of APL providers under the responsibility of social partners in industries or
sectors, or of the SUWI partners in the SUWI chain or in professional organizations, is
actually happening. Investigate how the evaluating organizations proposed by the social
partners are applying the APL code and the standards. Have an initial impartial and
independent evaluation performed of the quality model and the use of the APL code.
Before July 1% 2007, the Knowledge Centre APL will write a letter with recommendations
fo the parties based on the above mentioned subjects. The discussion of this evaluation
by the parties will include the determination of who will take on those tasks of the APL
Knowledge Centre relating to the APL code in 2008 and thereafter.

In Annex A this code can be found in Dutch
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5 UPDATE - GUIDELINES ON VALIDATION OF NON-FORMAL AND INFORMAL LEARNING

In November 2007 Jens Bjornavold (European Commission) published a document which he had
been prepared for the conference “Valuing Learning: European experiences in validating non-
formal and informal learning”, in Lisboa, 26 and 27 November 2007. From this document some
interesting parts.

The role of Guidelines

The goals of the European Principles for validation of non-formal and informal learning were
concerned with comparability, compatibility and transparency across national boundaries. These
guidelines support these goals but their purpose is different since they have been requested by
Member States and they respect the fact that as the national positions have become stronger in
this field more exchange of practice and policy learning is now possible. The primary purpose of
these guidelines is to facilitate these exchanges and policy learning for the benefit of national
developments.

The proposal for European Guidelines has emerged from peer learning discussions amongst
policy workers from Member States. The suggestion for European guidelines is seen as a way of
pulling together the range of experience of validation processes from a policy perspective. For
example the guidelines will focus on the points where policy positions are most critical and
provide insights that will support decision making. In these ways the guidelines will meet national
needs and support national and local developments.

There have been many projects at local, regional and national level in validation of non-formal
and informal learning. The guidelines draw on the experience of these projects and suggest ways
in which replication between projects can be avoided and ensure that known issues are avoided
and new issues tested.

The expression of support for European guidelines indicates that there is a policy learning
function for national teams within the process of developing the guidelines. The joint nature of the
production process, involving the members of the peer learning cluster and their ‘home’ networks
is likely to contribute to enhanced mutual trust amongst people and teams from the countries
involved.

There are two main reasons for developing the guidelines. The first is to support quality
improvement in validation processes. The second reason is to enhance the compatibility and
comparability of validation processes across institutional, regional and national borders. The
guidelines are intended to support the different development process in countries, regions and
sectors and respect the wide range of different models for validation. Essentially the European
Guidelines are seen as an evaluative tool for local, regional and national projects. The insights in
the guidelines have been structured in a way that facilitates their use as a checklist of elements of
validation whilst showing the interactions between these different elements.

Finally in the years since the 2004 common principles were produced, they have been interpreted
in many fora and it is now possible to review where these principles have led. It is hoped that the
creation of new European level guidelines in this field will keep the four European principles in the
forefront of discussions and developments.

The audience of the proposed guidelines document are people developing policy and managing
validation projects at national and regional and institutional level. Whilst the guidelines extends
the detall of the European principles on the validation of non-formal and informal learning they do
not extend to the point of offering recommended models of effective practice.

The guidelines aim to use all of the evidence that has become available since the 2004 principles
for validation of non-formal and informal learning were published. Thus the guidelines will under-
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line these principles and strengthen the validation process in its various settings. The evidence

sources that have been used include:

e The discussions in the peer learning cluster on learning outcomes (23 countries involved);

e The peer learning activities in Brussels (Jan 2007) and Paris (July 2007);

e CEDEFOP study tours in Portugal (2007)

e The three European inventories of practice in the validation of non formal and informal
learning

e The two CEDEFOP commissioned European inventories of national experience of the
recognition of non formal and informal learning

e A wide range of Leonardo da Vinci projects that support the validation of non formal and
informal learning

e Reviews of research literature in this field

and from December 2007, the points arising from the Portuguese presidency meeting

(November, 2007).

The Guidelines are made up of a series of guideline statements separated into six sections.
Following this first section on background to the validation process and the guidelines, the second
section provides a summary of the current position on validation from a European level
perspective with the aim of enhancing transparency and trust in validation processes operating
across Europe. The third section focuses on the national level and provides a rationale for the
strong policy interest in this area. It also includes a discussion of the main elements of national
practices. The structure, roles and responsibilities of the various types of validation bodies are
discussed in section 4. Section five covers the architecture of validation systems in some detalil.
In the sixth section the roles, skills and values of the people who carry out the validation process
are discussed.

Guidelines

The complexity of the leaming taking place outside formal education and training systems —
which takes place on a life-wide as well as a lifelong leaming basis — requires a validation
process able to capture this complexity and provide opportunities to make visible the outcomes of
this learning.

The critical importance of life wide and lifelong learning processes makes it necessary to develop
policies that clarify the operation of validation processes and the role of stakeholders

The various stakeholders at national level should be in a position to appreciate the roles and
responsibilities of stakeholders in all the other levels of the validation system.
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6 Update 2 — Validation of Informal and Non-formal Learning (VET) — January 2008

In January 2008 Cedefop and the European Center for the Development of Vocational Training
published a report, titled: [Valid]ation of Nonformal and Informal Leaming in Europe — a Snapshot
2007. In this report actual information can be found about the way validation procedures are
being used in a lot of European countries, in vocational education and training. Of course, the
possibilities and situations in Higher Education differ from what is happening in VET, but a lot of
experiences and outcomes of projects and surveys are interesting enough for the discussions on
RPL and QA in HE...

Therefore here is this document some parts of the Cedefop document. The document itself can
be found on the seminar website.

1 Executive summary

The publication gives a snapshot — end 2007 — of European developments in validation of non-
formal and informal learning. While some countries are making substantial progress others have
yet to put in place approaches for individuals to have their non- and informally acquired exper-
iences identified, assessed and/or validated. European developments are therefore described as
strongly differentiated. This report identifies factors which promote and prevent developments in
this field. The following issues are covered.

National motives for pursuing validation of non-formal and informal learning

Several factors explain why countries give priority to validation. The wish to open up qualifications
systems and frameworks to learning taking place outside formal education and training institut-
ions is crucial. It is closely linked to efforts to realise lifelong and lifewide learning. Other factors
can, however, be identified, notably economic, social, demographic and technological factors.

Validation in the European policy context

The report outlines how validation has gradually become part of the policy agenda at European
level. It is increasingly clear that ongoing development of national qualifications frameworks in
many European countries, mostly in response to the European qualifications framework (EQF),
encourages developments in and ‘mainstreaming’ of validation.

Characteristics of the validation process and its relation to qualifications systems

The report illustrates the different stages of the validation process. In particular it points to the
distinct but interrelated formative (certification) and summative (support to learning and assess-
ment) functions. The report outlines how individuals can make decisions at different stages of the
process, sometimes aiming at certification, other times not. The complex validation process is
illustrated by a systematic overview of the stakeholders involved at different levels. Here, the
report also looks into the link between standards and validation methods. The portfolio method-
ology is given particular attention given its important role in many European validation systems.

Developments in Europe in validating non-formal and informal learning

Based on the European inventory on validation 2007, European countries are divided into three
main groups. First, those countries where validation has become a practical reality for individual
citizens. Second, those countries where validation is emerging as a practical reality an third,
those countries where activity is low or non-existent. This overview illustrates the multi-speed
character of developments. The emergence of national qualifications frameworks, combined with
a shift towards learning outcomes, seems to act as a catalyst for further development of valid-
ation, not least in countries where activity has been limited until now.

Elements of a validation strategy for 2010 and beyond: key issues influencing further
development of methods and systems of validation

Based on debates at the Portuguese Presidency conference on valuing learning (November
2007), 10 key points relevant to the future development of validation are listed and discussed.
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Follow up to these points may be seen as the basis for a post 2010 European strategy on
validation of non-formal and informal learning.

2 Introduction

Validation of non-formal and informal learning is increasingly seen as a key to realise lifelong and
lifewide learning. A growing number of European countries emphasise the importance of making
visible and giving appropriate value to learning taking place outside formal education and training
institutions, for example at work, in leisure time activities and at home.

Moving from general policy objectives to practical solutions serving individuals is another matter.
Some countries have been working on solutions since the late 1980s, achieving important results,
others are still at an early stage of discussion and development. Yet others are reluctant to
introduce validation and, in some cases, express fear that it may undermine or conflict with other
education, training and learning measures.

When discussing the future potential of validation of non-formal and informal learning in Europe, it
is important to try to understand better this strongly differentiated process; which factors explain,
lack of progress, reluctance and (even) resistance to validation?

(-

The extent to which validation has become a practical reality for individual citizens is closely
related to the ‘openness’ of the national qualifications system and whether learning outcomes
acquired outside schools are accepted as a legitimate basis for a certificate or diploma. The rapid
development of national qualifications frameworks (NQF) across Europe in response to the
European qualifications framework (EQF) has (in the period 2005-2007) led to a growing

interest in validation and may now be seen as the single most important factor influencing
developments in this field.

(..)

3 National motives for pursuing validation of non-formal and informal learning
Progress in terms of policy and practice varies across the 32 countries taking part in the
Education and Training 2010 process. However, there has been a significant increase in activity
in validation in the last few years. Several reasons explain these developments.

* Education system factors: improving access to and efficiency in the formal education system.
Providing direct ways to gain formal qualifications or ‘door openers’ to education courses and so
avoid repetition and inefficiencies in the education system is a key reason for validating informal
and non-formal learning (Feutrie, 2005). The 2007 inventory shows that several countries have
introduced validation to make mobility easier and provide individuals a ‘second chance’ to reach
their full learning potential. In higher education, although progress has generally been slow,
several countries have made significant advances, in particular in using validation to facilitate
entry to courses. These developments are closely linked to efforts to open up qualifications to a
wider range of learning outcomes and learning settings, in many cases leading the development
of national qualifications frameworks.

* Economic factors: needs of the knowledge economy also reflected in enterprises.

Labour markets have had to become more flexible and have innovation more important, with
ensuing challenges for human capital development. Validation can be used to address needs in
different economic sectors, such as skills shortages or compliance with regulations regarding
professional qualifications. Increasingly, private sector stakeholders — social partners as well as
individual companies — recognise the benefits of validation (Dyson and Keating, 2005). Today,
validation is increasingly used for staff development and to ensure the most effective allocation of
resources within the business.

* Social factors: providing opportunities for disadvantaged or excluded people.

Validation can help socially excluded people to reintegrate into the labour market and society.
Validation is recognised in some countries as a tool to support disadvantaged groups, such as
refugees, the unemployed and older workers (Kok, 2003; Council of the European Union, 2004b;
European Commission, 2007a). In certain countries, priority target groups have been identified
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and in some cases, (funding for) validation initiatives (has) have been restricted to these groups.
Validation can also support promotion of equality of opportunity for disadvantaged groups as it
helps establish equality in the education and training system and labour market.

* Demographic factors: ageing of the population and increasing migration.

This is linked to disadvantaged groups. Demographic factors are accentuating the number of
people at risk of exclusion who can benefit from validation. Validation can help these groups by
improving access to and mobility within the labour market, thus helping combat unemployment
linked to demographic change.

* Technological factors: development of new technologies accentuates appreciation of technical
Skills gained through informal and non-formal means.

There is a need to enable individuals to use new technologies in the workplace and recognise
competences in professions where new technologies predominate. In sectors dependent on use
of new technologies, formal education / training may not be well suited to keep up with technol-
ogical changes and emerging needs for skills development.

Validation is developed in this context as an alternative option to ensure individuals can gain
recognition for their technical competences and identify skills gaps and training needs in the
workplace.

¢ Increased awareness / acceptance of validation among stakeholders:

Greater awareness has led to greater use and involvement of stakeholders. The 2007 European
inventory identified many validation initiatives across 32 countries. Literature is emerging on how
validation of non-formal and informal learning can improve education systems and policies. It
appears that several private and third sector stakeholders have become involved in developing
(public) validation initiatives, to ensure their ‘voice is heard’ and their views and needs are
considered. Increased awareness of the importance and value of validation has, to a certain
degree, led to greater take-up of concrete validation practices.

The introduction to this publication suggested that the reasons countries pursue validation of
informal and non-formal learning can, to a large extent, be integrated into one ‘meta-reason’,
namely the need to facilitate lifelong (and lifewide) learning. This is confirmed by the 2007
European inventory, where validation is often seen as an intrinsic part of national lifelong learning
(LLL) strategies.

4 Validation in the European policy context

National motives for pursuing validation are to a large extent reflected in — and stimulated by —
European policies. The European Commission communication on lifelong learning (European
Commission, 2002b) points to valuing learning (including non-formal and informal) as a key to
making lifelong and lifewide learning a practical reality. The emphasis on valuing learning was
reaffirmed in resolutions by the EU education and employment ministers (in May and June 2002).
Involvement of education and employment ministers signals that valuing learning is seen as
highly relevant to both areas and, potentially, as a bridge between education, training, learning
and work.

Concrete follow-up was adopted in December 2002 when education and training ministers
passed a resolution on increased cooperation in vocational education and training (initiating the
‘Copenhagen process’ in vocational education and training) (European Commission, 2002a). This
resolution invited Member States to develop

“.. a set of common principles regarding validation of non-formal and informal learning with the
aim of ensuring greater compatibility between approaches in different countries and at different
levels.’

Following extensive discussions involving representatives of Member States and European social
partners, a set of common European principles for the identification and validation of non-formal
and informal learning were adopted by the European Council in May 2004 (Council of the
European Union, 2004a). Formulated at a high level of abstraction, these principles identify
issues critical to developing and implementing methods and systems for validation. Since 2004,
these principles have been used by many countries as a reference for national developments,
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underlining their usefulness as a checklist for developing high quality, credible validation
approaches.

European Principles for the identification and validation of non-formal and informal learning are
based on the main agreements shown in Table 1.

Table 1.
Common European principles for identifying and validating non-formal and informal
learning
e Validation must be voluntary
The privacy of individuals should be respected
Equal access and fair treatment should be guaranteed
Stakeholders should establish systems for validation
Systems should contain mechanism for guidance and counseling of individuals
Systems should be underpinned by quality assurance
The process, procedures and criteria for validation must be fair, transparent and underpinned
by quality assurance
e Systems should respect the legitimate interests of stakeholders and seek a balanced
participation
The process of validation must be impartial and avoid conflicts of interest
The professional competences of those who carry out assessments must be assured.

While national authorities and stakeholders decide on policies and practices, it is increasingly
clear that countries share many challenges. The establishment (in the context of the Education
and training 2010 work programme) of the cluster on recognition of learning outcomes made it
possible to pursue a systematic exchange of experience and to start the work on a follow up to
the European principles. Building on the conclusions of the peer learning activities on effective
practices in validation processes (Brussels, January 2007 and Paris, July 2007), a set of Europ-
ean Guidelines for the validation of non-formal and informal learning is now being developed.
Draft guidelines were presented at the Portuguese Presidency conference in November 2007
(European Commission — DG Education and Culture and Cedefop, 2007), and a final version is
expected spring 2008. These guidelines will provide a reference point and checklist for
developing validation methods and systems, making it possible to systematically take into
account and build on experience across Europe. Each country and stakeholder will decide
whether they want to use the guidelines. Their value and status will be entirely based on their
ability to capture existing experience and communicate sound practice. The European principles,
European guidelines and European inventory are interlinked elements in a European strategy to
support — through systematic exchange of experience and mutual learning —development of
validation of non-formal and informal learning in Member States.
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7 Update 3 — European Guidelines for the Validation of Informal and Non-formal Learning
(VET) — november 2008

Again, in November 2008 Cedefop and the European Commission (Education and Culture DG),
published a report about the theme of our seminar in Amsterdam: European Guidelines for the
Validation of Informal and Non-Formal Learning. This report can be seend as the final draft for a
defintive document about this subject, as a result of a discussion in the last period on the
European level.

There is an overlap with the report, published in January 2008 (see chapter 6), but we think that
is very useful to publish here the most interesting parts of this actual document (the whole
document can be.found on the seminar website).

1.1 Why European Guidelines on validation?

The European principles for validation of non-formal and informal learning were designed to
strengthen the comparability and transparency of validation approaches and methods across
national boundaries. The Guidelines support these goals and offer some detail on the structure
and processes of validation. The Guidelines can be written because national positions have
become stronger in this field and greater exchange of practice and policy learning is now
possible.

The Guidelines are intended to support the different development process in countries, regions
and sectors and respect the wide range of different models for validation. Essentially the
European Guidelines should be seen as an evaluative tool those involved with validation at local,
regional and national level.

These Guidelines should be read in conjunction with the 2008 publication of the most extensive
inventory to date of practice in the validation of non-formal and informal learning" (referred to as
2007 Inventory in this text). This 2007 inventory includes a summary practice in public, private
and voluntary sectors in 32 countries together with six case studies that are presented in some
detail. This inventory will be updated on a bi-annual basis and will thus, together with these
Guidelines, provide countries with an instrument for improving practises in this field.

(...)
1.4 The importance of validation of non-formal and informal learning

Indications from the 2007 Inventory suggest that the validation of informal and non-formal learn-
ing is of increasing importance across Europe. Furthermore the commitment of large numbers of
countries to the OECD activity in this field and participation in the European Commission’s peer
learning cluster indicate that validation is seen as an important element of national policies on
education, training and learning.

Expansion and diversification of education and training policies towards a broader, lifelong
learning perspective, widens the focus from the delivery of qualifications by formal education and
training institutions to include other, more flexible routes to qualification. These are sensitive to
different ways in which people have developed their knowledge and skills and the way they live
their lives. To facilitate such flexible pathways, validation of non-formal and informal learning
makes visible the learning that is gained outside learning institutions. Across a country this
represents a vast untapped resource of invisible knowledge and skills and, notwithstanding the
rights of the individual to have their learning recognised, its increased visibility could lead to
significant economic and social benefits for individuals, communities and countries.

(..))

1 ECOTEC research and consulting, 2007, European Inventory on validation of non-formal and informal
learning, for European Commission, DG EAC,
http://www.ecotec.com/europeaninventory/publications/inventory/Europeaninventory.pdf
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1.7 Summarising current experience with the validation of non-formal and informal
learning

It is possible to summarise some of the factors that can make a validation process for non-formal
and informal learning a success. Drawing on the 2007 Inventory it is clear that the following are
important factors:

Partnership-working and consultation

Sufficient financial and human resources,

Training and guidance for staff involved to support policy and legislation

Use of clear reference points such as standards and qualification levels

Developing methodologies which are learning-outcomes-based

Quality assurance, monitoring and evaluation to ensure fairness and build confidence
Learning from others and sharing experiences

Similarly it is possible to identify common barriers to successful adoption of a validation system
for non-formal and informal learning.
e The resources that are available are not sufficient to meet the demand for validation or
sustain them
Insufficient volume of training for staff responsible for validation
Uncertainty in planning due to variation in the scope and quality of pilot projects
Lack of collaboration between stakeholder groups
Lack of buy-in to the validation process from companies
High levels of trust in the traditions and culture of validation of formal learning
Perceptions of lengthy and complex procedures for validation of non-formal and informal
learning
Poor access to information about validation procedures
e Low personal expectations from potential candidates for validation of non-formal and informal
learning, especially low-skilled males.
e Employers’ fear of greater contractual / salary demands
Large variety of methodologies that can hinder reliable assessment and trust
Consideration, by the private sector, that validation of non-formal and informal learning is a
public sector responsibility
e The lack of a legal framework for validation processes
e Private sector unwillingness to share experiences/policies
e Hostility towards non traditional qualifications.
Fundamentally, success in this field requires that validation is broadly accepted as being relevant
for reaching overarching political goals like lifelong learning, employability and social inclusion.
Success will also require that validation is ‘mainstreamed’ and becomes an integrated part of
qualifications systems; politically, legally, administratively and financially.

(..)

2.1 Effective practises in validation; The European perspective

Guidelines

The practice of validation of informal and non-formal learning should be compatible with the
main elements in the 2004 European principles for the validation of non-formal and informal
learning and the European principles for quality assurance of education and training and the
Recommendation for a European quality assurance reference framework for VET?

European cooperation in the field of validation should be further developed, in particular by
regularly updating and improving these guidelines and the European Inventory on validation of
non-formal and informal learning.

2 European Commission Proposal for a Reference Framework for the Quality Assurance for vocational
educational and training, COM(2008) 179 2008/0069 (COD)
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0179:FIN:EN:PDF
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