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                        Date:   21 December 2012
Meeting of Recognition of Prior Learning Network 

Prague, Czech Republic
13 December 2012 
List of Participants:

	
	Name 
	Country/Organization 

	1.
	Tatevik Arakelyan
	Armenia

	2.
	Christina Raab
	Austria

	3.
	Aida Tigranyan
	BFUG Secretariat

	4.
	Vera Stastna
	Czech Republic

	5.
	Hans Daale 
	EURASHE

	6.
	Raul Ranne
	Estonia

	7.
	Yolande Fermon
	France

	8
	Sylvie Bonichon
	France

	9.
	Deirdre Goggin
	Ireland

	10.
	Richard Curmi
	Malta

	11.
	Patrick Leushuis
	Netherlands

	12.
	 Anne Loken
	Norway

	13.
	Grazyna Prawelska-Skrzypek
	Poland

	14.
	Andrzej Kolasa
	Poland

	15.
	Heather Gibson
	Scotland

	16.
	Ruth Whittaker
	Scotland

	17.
	Mats Edvardsson 
	Sweden

	18.
	Tim Burton
	UK


Generally, the networks consists of 44 members, out of which 18 were present at the Prague meeting 

The Chair of the Network, Mr. Raul Ranne (Estonia), welcomed participants and presented the schedule and agenda of the meeting. Tour de Table of introduction of all members of the Network followed. 
The agenda of the meeting was adopted without amendments.
The minutes of the previous RPLN meeting held in Tallin, Estonia on May 21, 2012 were endorsed without any comments from the side of the participants. 
Information on the Recognition of Prior Learning Network meeting held in Tallin, May 21 -an overview of the goals and current status  

The Chair gave  a brief introduction of the previous meeting and highlighted  the importance of sharing practice in developments of different countries The Chair also stressed the importance of recently developed “COUNCIL RECOMMENDATION 

on the validation of non-formal and informal learning” (Brussels, 5.9.2012) and regretted that the representatives from the European Commission were not present at the meeting. 
Presentation of a country: RPL in Norway
The meeting continued with the presentation by Ms. Anne Loken (Norway) from Oslo and Akershus University College of Applied Sciences. She presented the higher education system and the RPL in Norway.  At present all the Norwegian universities and university colleges are subject of the same Act which allows them to recognize prior learning and admit students on the basis of validation of formal, non-formal, informal learning and prior work experience.  The credit and grading system used in Norway was presented and it was emphasized that RPL covers recognition of non-formal and informal learning and prior work experience, but unlike in many other countries,  credit transfer is normally not considered as part of the RPL system in Norway. Credit transfer from other Norwegian or foreign higher education institutions is, however, well established and widely used and has been so for several decades.

Since 2003 Norway has followed the objectives of the Bologna Process and most of the elements were implemented through the “Quality Reform”.  An overview of the legal basis for RPL in higher education was given and statistics on admission was brought, including the number of RPL applicants coordinated by the Norwegian Universities and Colleges Admission Service (NUCAS).  
For the rest of the presentation Ms. Loken  discussed strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats   in relation to RPL in Norway.
It was pointed out that in addition to the formal legal basis, there is a common understanding and agreement within higher education on principles of widening participation and lifelong learning, and that admission to higher education on the basis of prior learning and work experience is known, established and used (strengths). As regards exemption from parts of higher education programmes on the basis of prior informal and non-formal learning and work experience, a national survey in 2010 showed that even though most applications are in fact approved, very few students make use of this opportunity. There is little systematic information about RPL as a basis for exemption, and the higher education institutions seem to lack relevant procedures and tools (weaknesses). Councelling and career guidance, the National Qualifications Framework (NQF), national and international cooperation and networking, more research and surveys, new political initiatives, and changes in the financing system of higher education were pointed out as opportunities to enhance RPL. Little awareness, publicity and debate, little research and few surveys, lack of funding and the present financing system of higher education which disfavours RPL, were identified as possible threats for the future development of RPL.
The main conclusion was that despite certain challenges, recognition of prior learning and work experience must be encouraged for the benefit of individuals, working life and Norwegian society in general. 
The discussions followed the presentations and the following points were made:

· Compared to Norway Sweden doesn’t implement qualifications framework for all education sectors, but has qualifications that are recognized by the employees.
· Sweden has two systems: degree system which is not so much characterized by recognition of prior learning and qualifications system which will be more characterized by recognition of prior learning. One can obtain a qualification but not a full degree.

· According to Scottish experience non-formal training programmes are accredited and recognized through qualifications framework.

· There was opinion that there must be harmonization between presented two recognition systems through National Qualification Framework and recognition in labor market.

Sharing of the Countries experience:     
All participants had the opportunity to present briefly the developments of RPL in their countries.

Scotland introduced its experience of provision of the RPL at the universities, indicating that universities work closely with the Quality Assurance Agency in Scotland.  Some universities have developed their own RPL policies.  There were pockets of good practice in RPL in some Universities but there was a will to share this good practice throughout all Universities.  The Universities were working with the Quality Assurance Agency to help make this happen by developing a National Framework for RPL in Scotland’s Universities.

Poland has a new legal situation in higher education, and according to it higher education institutions are focused on developing learning outcomes. There is a process of amendment to the Law which will provide possibility for the recognition of prior learning and qualifications gained outside of formal education. Universities have launched pilot projects aiming to prepare RPL procedures and guidelines.  The projects would be completed in September of 2013 followed by the discussions with the main stakeholders. On that occasion it was offered to hold the next RPL Network meeting in Poland. 

Austria notified that due to the gaps in legislation there are obstacles for using RPL.

Ireland: The issues related to RPL are in the political agenda at a national and local level as RPL is seen as a method to upskill and reskill the workforce building on what people already know. The Irish Government through the Higher Education Authority (HEA) funded collaborative projects of universities and colleges in the development of RPL, WBL and employer/ academic partnerships from 2006 to 2012.   Various stakeholders’ approaches were presented to demonstrate how RPL had progressed in Ireland. There are still some areas in need of development and not all providers have the same policy and approach to RPL. There is quite a variation in practice on the ground. The existence of the national framework of qualifications does make it easier to compare informal and non formal learning to a level on the framework. 
In Malta the universities practice the RPL. There are Boards working with labor market which assess non-formal and informal learning. The levels of National Qualifications Framework and the meaning in the context of the RPL were described.

France introduced its national system of RPL. The Law of “social modernization” which was adopted in 2002 comprises the creation of a new right for the citizen who can have his experience assessed and validated in order to receive a whole diploma/degree or a part of it. Any qualification with a professional purpose (which is the case of all the French HE qualifications), from the lowest to the highest level can be obtained through the VAE (validation des acquis de l’expérience). .

In HE, there are two main systems of RPL: one awarding the diploma (VAE) , the other (from 1985) providing access to any level of higher education through exemption of the degree normally required. 
The latest developments in RPL are related to the several agreements the Ministry of HE signed with different organizations, essentially sectors and big companies, in order to develop the VAE. The ministry encourages the services of the universities in charge of the VAE (which are organized in a network) to provide the personal of these companies with the same service and the same conditions. Another development in RPL concerns the awarding of the doctorate through the validation process. Another project consisting of an E-platform and including 20 universities was introduced. The aim of the project is to help people (candidates to the VAE) to find the qualification the most relevant to their work experience, to assist teachers in describing the programmes in terms of learning outcomes and the students to identify their learning outcomes
Czech Republic:  The National Qualifications Framework, descriptors and law on HE in relation to of RPL were presented. In 2006 the Law on “Assessment of continuous education” was adopted and standards on non-formal and informal learning were designed based on the Law mentioned above but it concerns only the lower levels of qualification frameworks. The legislation allows all the public universities to recognize prior learning, but the higher education still needs the practice in that area for implementation.
The Netherlands:  The existing RPL system is quite different from most of the countries: it is positioned outside of education system. It has two main objectives: one is intended for those who use their RPL directly in labor market for the career development, the other part is for the development of professional higher education to get exemptions or even degrees. It is possible for the qualification framework levels of 1,2,3,4 but never in higher education part. The Dutch Government makes efforts for further developing in that field. Some adult education pilot projects funded by the Government are running for making the system more flexible and transparent. 
UK: there is a low level of RPL in England. It’s not a priority for its Government; main focus currently is on improving the quality of HE which is a political issue for the country.
Armenia has adopted the National Qualifications Framework in 2011. One of the provisions was the development of RPL regulations. The working group consisting from different stakeholders has developed a draft strategy for RPL which is currently in the state of debates. 

Estonia presented an ongoing project related to training of external assessors for the higher education institutions in order to evaluate whether the system used in that institutions is in accordance with the Quality Code. The project was regarded to be successful and will be continued for the other institutions next year.

Information on the Recognition of Prior Learning Network and the   agenda for the next meeting

The Chair informed the participants of the meeting that during the Nicosia BFUG meeting it has been decided that the RPL Network will continue its activities by 2015 The Chair also mentioned that about the  Network has to link its activities  to the WG on Social Dimension and Lifelong Learning. The next point was the increased number of the representatives and the lack of finances for RPL Network.
The Chair informed that the RPL Network meetings will be held twice a year.

Next meeting agenda was discussed. Potential topics for next meetings:

· The flexible curriculum for the RPL

·  Challenges and tools for the RPL.

·  Setting the RPL centers at the universities

·  Guidelines for the RPL

Next steps and upcoming events:

26 September 2013, the RPL Network seminar in Krakow, Poland 
16-17 December 2013 the peer learning event on RPL will take place in Tallinn, Estonia

The RPL Network meeting was followed by the EURASHE seminar on Recognition of Prior Learning. 
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BFUG	 	 Bologna Follow-Up Group


CASPHE	 Czech Association of Schools of Professional Higher Education


ECTS		  European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System


ECVET		 European Credit system for Vocational Education and Training


EHEA	 	 European Higher Education Area


EQF		  European Qualifications Framework


ERPLN 	 European RPL Network


ESU		  European Students’ Union


EU		  European Union


EUA		  European University Association


EURASHE	 European Association of Institutions in Higher Education


HE		  Higher education


HEIs		  Higher education institutions


KHLeuven	 University College Leuven – Katholieke Hogeschool Leuven


LYIT		  Letterkenny Institute of Technology


MŠMT 	 Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports – Ministerstvo školství, mládeže a  		


		  tělovýchovy České Republiky


NQF 		  National Qualifications Framework


PCL 		  Prior Certified Learning 


QA 		  Quality Assurance


QF-EHEA 	 Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA


RNCP 		 National Register of Professional Certification – répertoire national des certifications 	


		  professionnelles


RPEL 		  Recognition of Prior Experiential Learning


RPL 	 	 Recognition of Prior Learning


RVA 		  Recognition, Validation and Accreditation of Non-formal and Informal Learning


UNESCO 	 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization


VAE 		  Validation of Learning through Experience – validation des acquis de l’expérience


VET 		  Vocational Education and Training


WBL 		  Work-based learning


Abbreviations
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European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE)
EURASHE is the European Association of Institutions in Higher Education that 
offer professionally oriented programmes and are engaged in applied and 
profession-related research within the Bologna cycles. Currently, above 1,400 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in 40 countries within and outside the 
EHEA are affiliated to EURASHE. The Association is present mostly through 


National Associations of HEIs and individual institutions, such as Universities, (University) Colleges and Uni-
versities of Applied Sciences, as well as through other professional associations and stakeholder organisations 
active in the field of HE. EURASHE members operate within and across different national systems whether 
these are unitary or binary, professional and/or academic.


European Recognition of Prior Learning Network (ERPLN)
The need for a European wide Network for RPL was identified after a meet-
ing of RPL practitioners and policy makers was held in Brussels in February 
2010. The Network’s Terms of Reference are to: promote and inform the 
effective use and practice of RPL across participating countries; provide a 
means for member countries to share and learn from policies and practice 


across Europe in relation to RPL development; build links between European countries at various stages in 
RPL development.


Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports (MŠMT)


The Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports (MEYS, MŠMT in Czech) is responsible for public 
administration in education, for developing educational, youth and sport policies and interna-
tional cooperation in these fields.


Czech Association of Schools of Professional Higher Education (CASPHE)
CASPHE is the Czech Association of Schools of Professional Higher Education, an 
independent organisation of 17 higher professional schools/colleges and extra-
university higher education institutions in Czech Republic. It has been a member 
of EURASHE since 1993 and is represented in its bodies by Michal Karpíšek, Vice-
President of EURASHE.


Organising Partners



http://www.eurashe.eu

http://www.ehea.info/work-group-details.aspx?wkgroupId=17

http://www.msmt.cz

http://www.ssvs.cz
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* e.g. LEIDO (Dutch national network for people working in colleges, universities of applied sciences, knowledge centres for VET, 
employers’ organisations and institutions involved in professional education); Bologna Process - European RPL Network


Seminar Summary


The Seminar devoted to the topic of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) took place on 13-14 December in 
Prague (Czech Republic). It was organised in cooperation of the European Association of Institutions in Higher 
Education  (EURASHE), the European RPL Network established under the Bologna Process (ERPLN), the Czech 
Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports (MŠMT) and the Czech Association of Schools of Professional Higher 
Education (CASPHE). 


87 participants from 25 countries attended the event. They were from different higher education institutions 
(HEIs), universities, associations, ministries, employers’ organisations, international platforms*, educational 
research institutions and quality assurance agencies. This wide spectrum of different stakeholders represented 
quite diversified experience, cultural background and national attitudes and consequently quite diversified 
understanding of RPL in the context of higher (tertiary) education. 


RPL was referred to under different names and abbreviations – Experiential learning, Recognition of 
prior learning, Assessment of prior (and experiential) learning, Validation of learning through experience, 
Recognition, validation & accreditation (RVA) – which to some extent mirrored different concepts behind 
them. 


RPL was understood as recognition of the knowledge, competences and skills gained outside higher education, 
either in formal education (e.g. short cycle programmes, non-traditional programmes, vocational programmes 
etc.) or in non-formal and informal learning. From a learner’s perspective, the recognition of prior learning 
is most commonly undertaken with one of the following objectives: to gain admission to a higher education 
programme or to progress in higher education studies. The RPL for progression in higher education studies 
implies that learners can be exempt from certain higher education courses if they demonstrate that they have 
already possessed the knowledge and skills related to these parts of study (earn credits). In some contexts 
the learners can gain full qualification gained in “informal paths/route”. The evaluation and validation can 
be provided by businesses or some type of authorised entity. Some providers organise work-based-learning 
(WBL) programmes. 


The discussions at the Seminar clearly showed a change in perception of higher education and understanding 
that it plays an important role in regional development also vis-à-vis regional economic needs. An increased 
offer of learning opportunities for non-traditional learners can help not only deal with a shortage of expertise 
and professionalism in the region but also contributes to better employability for citizens. It was also debated 
that access is not full success and next to policies for extending educational opportunities for non-traditional 
learners, HEIs need also to think about increasing retention of these groups. RPL can thus contribute to 
widening participation of those groups of students and learners mostly mature ones who are underprivileged 
on the labour market at a given time or serve as prevention if justifying a worker certified and recognised 
qualification.


All material is available on the EURASHE website at www.eurashe.eu/prague



http://www.eurashe.eu/prague
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Seminar Discussions & Debates


Plenary Session I: Mind-shift to make RPL a reality in particular 
drivers and motives of different stakeholders


The Seminar was opened by the first deputy minister of the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, 
Jiří Nantl who highlighted the complexity of the topic and its importance for the changing role of higher 
education and real implementation of lifelong learning concept into it. In the Czech Republic recognition 
of prior learning has not been developed within the higher education yet and the Seminar represented a 
welcomed opportunity to benefit from the international experience. 


The Vice-President of EURASHE, Michal Karpíšek, introduced the mission of the association which has been 
representing more than 1,400 institutions of professional higher education. He mentioned that till now we 
have not learned fully how to understand professional higher education. We often unreasonably consider 
it a “second rate”, less developed part of higher (tertiary) education instead of to understand fully that this 
is a different type of education, strongly building on combination of very concrete knowledge, skills and 
competences, usually enjoying good employability of its graduates. Possibly the Seminar could contribute to 
some mind-shift also in this aspect.


Similarly RPL could become an important tool and methodological approach as soon as we fully understand 
what it can provide and what probably cannot be provided by RPL and learn how to deal with it. It will gain in 
importance especially with the changing perception of higher education and lifelong learning agenda.


The first part of the day was wrapped in the headline - Mind-shift to make RPL a reality in particular drivers 
and motives of different stakeholders. The plenary key note was delivered by Raul Ranne, the Chair of 
the European RPL Network1. He pointed out that “Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) has been a constant 
part of developments in the EHEA for some time in forms of declarations, documents, developed tools and 
now a European Commission Recommendation”2. 
He identified key questions being brought forward 
– mainly what are the factors of success and major 
barriers to RPL? How can we foster the former and 
overcome the latter? He pointed out that policy 
has made things possible and various tools were 
developed, nevertheless, he warned “the road 
leading to making RPL a reality is often a bumpy one 
... [and] still there is long way to go”.


1 This network was established under the Bologna Follow-Up Group (BFUG). All Bologna countries can participate. For more 
information see http://www.ehea.info/work-group-details.aspx?wkgroupId=17


2 draft Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning (2012)


Jiří Nantl (CZ), Raul Ranne (EE), and  Michal Karpíšek (CZ)



http://www.ehea.info/work-group-details.aspx?wkgroupId=17
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The fact that the reality really seems to be much more modest is confirmed also by several analyses prepared 
under the Bologna Process or at European Union (EU) level. Generally it seems that they have identified a 
big gap3 between two groups of states: on one hand there are countries which have been seriously building 
their RPL systems, on the other edge of the spectrum there are countries which so far have not considered 
RPL, possibly even not the lifelong learning concept, their strategic priority. E.g. the Explanatory note to 
the proposal for the Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning shows 
that a majority of EU Member States do not have a comprehensive validation system which leads to uneven 
accessibility of RPL (4 states have a full system, 7 states an advanced system of RPL).


A number of tools have been developed which make the qualifications more transparent and thus can be also 
used to smooth recognition in general as well as tuned for improvement of RPL; among the most important 
there are qualification frameworks based on learning outcomes, Diploma Supplement and Europass, credits, 
etc. 


However, also here questions have occurred. Do the tools really serve more transparency? Or do we sometimes 
complicate things even more? Partly because there is certain duplication4 – partly the interpretation 
and consequent implementation of these tools vary in different national contexts. Also translations into 
national languages5 do not contribute to minor this diversity. Thus the key question arises – Instead of more 
transparency do we not complicate things even more?


3 According to the results of the BFUG reporting, alternative access to higher education (mostly in the form of RPL), currently exists 
in less than half of the EHEA countries, RPL for progression in higher education studies is possible in a slightly higher number of 
countries. However, only in 13 higher education systems (out of 47) RPL can be used for access to higher education as well as 
for progression in higher education studies, in 12 EHEA countries on the contrary no systematic activities related to the RPL in 
the higher education sector has been commenced yet. In 2009/2010 Eurostudent Report 94% students (median) enter higher 
education through a regular route  (EURYDICE 2012: Bologna Process Implementation Report, p. 86). According to the stocktaking 
20 higher education systems have reached relatively developed national procedures, guidelines and policies in RPL; 16 have not 
commenced any systemic activities or in very limited way (EURYDICE 2012: Bologna Process Implementation Report, p. 144).


4 There are two qualification frameworks at European level. The overarching Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher 
Education Area (QF-EHEA) developed under the Bologna Process (2005) covers three cycles of higher (tertiary) education; the other 
one European Qualification Framework (EQF) for Lifelong Learning was designed by European Commission a year later and covers 
eight levels of the whole educational system. Thus in higher (tertiary) education there are two qualification frameworks. They 
are many synergies, a number of overlaps, however there are some differences. Ministers at their Conference, organised under 
the Bologna Process in London (2007) expressed their satisfaction that “national qualifications frameworks compatible with the 
overarching Framework for Qualifications of the EHEA will also be compatible with the proposal from the European Commission on 
a European Qualifications”. Similar situation has occurred when next to ECTS credits ECVET credits for vocational education have 
been developed. Again there are many similarities and synergies and again there are differences. These two sets of instruments 
probably do not really smooth permeability and RPL between the sector of higher education and vocational education.


5 the Bologna Process has a common language: English.
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Pannel Discussion & Plenary Discussion


The first plenary was followed by the roundtable 
of stakeholders facilitated by Tim Burton from 
UK Quality Assurance Agency. The participants, 
Miroslav Jašurek, representative of the European 
Student Union (ESU); Frits Schormans, Noord 
Limburg Police; Michal Kadera, representative of 
SKODA Auto; Hans Daale from Leido & EURASHE 
thus represented students, employers (a big 


enterprise, as well as public sector), international network and quality assurance agency. They highlighted 
the importance of possibilities for flexible training – RPL was well accepted in spite of many problems still 
needed to be solved. Frits Schormans pointed out that the employees when they applied for RPL were 
often much more successful than they expected at the beginning. All participants of the panel agreed that 
qualifications gained in lifelong learning settings are useful. The question: Is learning accredited through RPL 
processes regarded by some as of lower value than formal study and assessment within a higher education 
programme? was commented by the representative of SKODA Auto. He explained that SKODA recognises 
both equally; however, some experiences have shown that there could be a difference. This is, of course, a 
challenge which was expected to be debated later during the day in the part dealing with quality of RPL. A 
question about relationship between the age and usefulness of RPL was discussed. The speakers agreed that 
RPL is most effective for a man of about 45 years of age (or with a long, roughly 30 years, working experience). 
They also mentioned that there is a student union of lifelong learners above the age of 40.


It was agreed that both concepts of learning – formal and non-formal/informal are mutually interconnected. 
Both should have clear learning outcomes based on a combination of knowledge, skills and competences 
and should be part of the National Qualification Framework (NQF). RPL uses similar procedures as formal 
education, should meet the same quality standards; however, the criteria for accreditation, assessments or 
validation differ. 


Important questions during the discussion also touched the following relationship between formal and 
non-formal/informal learning: Is everything which can be gained through formal education possible to get 
also outside? Is RPL appropriate for all levels, for all degree programmes? There was not a unique opinion, 
some argued that it is appropriate for professional 
education, examples of more general use could, 
however, also be found. Answers will only be sought 
in the future; diversified attitudes in different contexts 
seem to be necessary.


Another question debated also later during the day 
was about who should bear the financial costs? The 
case studies during the workshops showed that this 
can be a serious obstacle to successful use of RPL.


Tim Burton (UK) Introducing the Pannel Discussion


Hans Daale (NL), Frits Schormans (NL), 


Miroslav Jašurek (CZ) and Michal Kadera (CZ)
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Parallel Workshops I: RPL Institutional Experience


The first workshop introduced the Irish experience presented by Oran Doherty, Recognition of Prior Learning 
(RPL) specialist and Work Based Learning Facilitator (WBL) at Letterkenny Institute of Technology (LYIT) and 
commented by Frits Schormans, Noord Limburg Police and Alice Gorissen-Pisters, Zuyd University of Applied 
Sciences. Oran Doherty explained how RPL is managed in Ireland and which RPL legislation and guidelines 
are available to Irish Higher Education providers. The presentation showed how LYIT deals with Prior Certified 
Learning6 and Prior Experiential Learning7 and the challenges involved. Prior Certified Learning is used mainly 
for the award of exemptions from some parts of a programme. The Experiential Learning recognition serves 
mostly for mature learners (above 23) on “standard” programmes or for learners on WBL8 programmes. 
They seek entry to programmes where they do not meet the formal requirements. Experiential Learning 
recognition is used at LYIT also for single subject certificates or for gaining credits in full time/part time and 
WBL Programmes. The candidate must prove that the learning experience has occurred by e.g. producing 
a Portfolio of Evidence to support the claim for access, 
exemption or credit (in some instances the assessor may 
decide to use an alternative method of assessment, e.g. 
presentation, observation, interview or examination).The 
portfolio the learner has to submit is based on the learning 
outcomes of the module(s)/programme he/she seeks 
credits for. In spite of all obstacles, RPL is an important tool 
at LYIT, e.g. each year LYIT receives 400-500 applications 
from full time learners seeking exemptions based on prior 
certified learning.


In the second workshop the French experience was discussed. Stéphane Lauwick, Director of Le Havre 
University Institute of Technology (IUT) showed how French universities have organised themselves to take 
into account and support RPL (called VAE – Validation of Learning through Experience in France). The comments 
were provided by Sylvie Bonichon from La Providence Institution, Blois (France) and Dorota Piotrowska, Lodz 
University of Technology (Poland). In France RPL has more than 7-decades long tradition, the presentation 
concentrated on last decade changes. In 2002, in the context of a law for the Social Modernisation of the 


6 Prior Certified Learning (PCL) is learning that has already been accredited by an awarding body or other state recognised 
colleges/institutes (national and international qualifications). This prior learning can be recognised on the National Framework of 
Qualifications and may entitle the applicant to: admission to a programme or course of study, to the award of advanced academic 
standing or to the award of exemptions from some parts of a programme.


7 Recognition of Prior Experiential Learning (RPEL) involves the awarding of credit for learning from experience.


8 Work-based-learning 


Oran Doherty (IE)
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French system of Education, and for the creation of the 
National Register of Professional Certifications (RNCP), 
the conditions for organising RPL at national level 
were established. It represents a new, comprehensive 
approach that went further than a certain “third way” 
of awarding degrees. It has introduced a completely new 
paradigm in which quality assurance, competence-based 
award and individual assessment lead to the recognition of professional and non-professional experience by 
universities. It shifted the approach to the RPL from the institution-centred process to the candidate-centred 
assessment9. The IUT could serve as an example how the prime resistance of academics towards RPL has 
been being overcome. Ten years after the first diplomas were awarded, large number of academics have 
accepted the RPL but challenges have remained, and the approach requires trust among all partners.


Financing of the RPL process in France depends on candidates’ profiles. For workers/employees it can be 
financed by companies that also have the obligation to pay days off to the candidates. For job seekers, the 
cost can be taken in charge by regional public authorities or state social services. Guidance for applicants can 
be provided by universities or other organisations within the process.


It has been also stressed that to have a qualification/certification/diploma registered on the French National 
Register for Professional Certifications, universities as well as other HE providers have to explain how access 
to the qualification via RPL is organised, what the assessed outcomes are and how they are assessed. Without 
a clear definition of the RPL process, application to registration will be rejected.


The speaker concluded highlighting the shift in the RPL: “The RPL has developed from a tool designed to fight 
unemployment to an instrument of personal development”. 


9 The RPL process is based on competence-assessment approach. There is a special “RPL assessment board”- “jury” which delivers 
final decisions after assessment of prior learning and which enjoys a new, strong position within the University. This body consists 
from 50% of academic and 50% of professional members.


Stéphane Lauwick (FR)
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Plenary II: How to embed RPL into the Quality Assurance system 
and its effectiveness


The afternoon plenary and workshops were devoted to the problem how to embed RPL into the quality 
assurance system, and what is its effectiveness.


The first speaker was Patrick Leushuis from the Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture and Science. He 
highlighted that in spite of widely recognised values of RPL (in fostering flexible higher education, tailored to 
the needs of lifelong learners) and shared understanding that learning does not only take place in educational 
programmes but through various experience as well, the RPL will only become reality if participants, 
stakeholders and society in general can trust the assessment methods used and accept the results of the 
RPL-assessments. His presentation focused on key issues that determine the quality of RPL-procedures and 
acceptance of the outcomes of RPL: 


• the use of appropriate assessment criteria and instruments that allow for a wide range of types of 
evidence for competence development;


• at the same time the match with formal qualifications and curriculum requirements;


• staff involved in guidance and counselling of participants and assessment of their competences 
need to have specific qualities and need to be selected and trained;


• the reports must be clear, the substantiation and justification of the assessment results is vital.


Accountability of degree awarding authorities and those responsible for giving exemptions based on 
outcomes of RPL-procedures is another key issue in quality assurance, trust and acceptance. Last but not 
least he mentioned the ability of HEIs to provide flexible learning arrangements.


The UNESCO global RPL perspective was presented by Jin Yang from the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong 
Learning in Hamburg. He highlighted that we have been living in a de-schooling society where important 
part of our knowledge, understanding, attitudes, values, skills, competences, or behaviour have been 
often gained through experience and practice. Jin Yang briefly introduced the UNESCO GUIDELINES for the 
Recognition, Validation and Accreditation (RVA) of the Outcomes of Non-formal 
and Informal Learning which propose principles and mechanisms that can 
assist States in developing or improving structures and procedures to recognise 
all forms of learning, particularly the outcomes of non-formal and informal 
learning. The integration of RVA into higher education can help HEIs to stress 
the importance of assessing learning outcomes of their programmes (knowledge, 
skills, competences, attitudes) – i.e. what learners actually know and are able 
to do and understand regardless the various contexts where they have been 
obtained, and through which means in different phases of individual lives.


Jin Yang (UNESCO)
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Parallel Workshops II: Quality Assurance and RPL


Two workshops focused on relationship between RPL and quality assurance followed delivering concrete 
examples of practices based on Flemish, Irish and Scottish experiences.


The first one started with a presentation of Kristien Carnel, Leuven University College (KHLeuven). In the Flemish 
context the RPL was driven by the shortage of qualified primary school teachers. Two types of candidates 
used the opportunity – those who already had a diploma in the field of teaching (e.g. kindergarten teachers, 
teachers of first and second grade, high school teachers, teachers with an academic teacher certificate…) or 
who had higher education (outside the university) diploma which was linked to the field of education (e.g. 
ergotherapists, orthopedagogists, welfare workers, nurses…). The competences were assessed in three steps: 


1. identification of competences: The profile of Teachers (given by Belgium decree 2006) was 
translated into a competence profile for teacher training students. 


2. evaluation of competences: E-portfolio was used, there was a collaboration with trained mentors 
from primary schools and expert assessors and 


3. accreditation of competences: According to the results there was an exemption and award of 
credits; substantial recognition often combined with practice and work placement; study in an 
appropriate programme; necessity to follow the full programme. 


More than 700 learners used this opportunity in the period 2007 – 2011. According to the survey done by 
the KHLeuven the main obstacles identified were mainly in the time investment of the coordinators and 
costs of the procedures. At present the preparation 
of a Flemish Decree on RPL is under way following 
the goal of implementation of integrated RPL policy 
within the domain of work, education and training, 
culture, youth and sports.


Anne Murphy from the Dublin Institute of 
Technology was the next speaker in this workshop. 
Her contribution to the seminar was focused on 
academic quality assurance aspects of RPL practice. The key words were “mutual agreement“, “transparency“ 
and “clearness”/or possibly “accuracy“. First of all a national Framework consisting from nationally agreed 
principles and operational guidelines for RPL and development of institutional and sectorial guidelines is 
necessary as well as support of employers and their representative organisations. At institutional level there 
must be a firm decision to implement quality assured RPL and a responsible RPL policy officer has to be 
appointed. Ann recommended building on existing proved practices and results of research projects as well 
as consult widely with academic as well as policy staff. To implement the RPL staff has to be trained carefully. 
She highlighted clear and transparent criteria about the applicant’s capacity to succeed, about the content 


Anne Murphy (IE) & Kristien Carnel (BE)
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and level of the applicant’s prior learning; in case of RPL for module exemption clear assessment criteria 
for both certificated formal learning and for informal learning related to module learning outcomes. The 
necessary part of the QA system is an appeals and monitoring part. On contrary to the other countries 
where applicants share the costs of RPL, in Ireland RPL has a strong motivation element for learners - after 
successful assessment money is paid back to them.


The last workshop dealt with the Scottish experience introduced by Heather Gibson from the Quality Assurance 
Agency of Scotland and Ruth Whittaker from the Glasgow Caledonian University. They introduced the 
Scottish Higher Education Institutions RPL Network which is currently working together, cross-institutionally, 
on developing a National Framework for RPL for Scotland’s Universities in order to expand and embed RPL to 
a much greater extent in the higher education sector. This high level initiative, funded by Quality Assurance 


Agency of Scotland is a response to the priorities 
defined by the Scottish Government in their post-16 
legislation with regard to the development of RPL. A 
National Framework for RPL is viewed by the Quality 
Assurance Agency of Scotland as being of a strategic 
importance both in terms of helping to develop 
more flexible and learner-centred programmes and 
also in widening access and participation in higher 
education. An important aspect of this Framework 
development is to engage strategic managers across 
the sector and to link the work to a wider quality 
review and enhancement agenda.


Heather Gibson & Ruth Whittaker (UK)
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Seminar Conclusions & Recommendations


The Seminar devoted to the topic of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) was organised in Prague 
(Czech Republic) on 13-14 December in cooperation of EURASHE, ERPLN, the Czech Ministry 
of Education, Youth and Sports and CASPHE. The event was attended by 87 participants from 26 
countries representing different higher education institutions (HEIs), associations, ministries, 
employers’ organisations, international platforms, educational research institutions and quality 
assurance agencies. 


RPL was understood as recognition of the knowledge, competences and skills gained outside higher 
education, either in formal education (e.g. short cycle programmes, non-traditional programmes, 
vocational programmes etc.) or in non-formal and informal learning. From a learner’s perspective, 
the recognition of prior learning is most commonly undertaken with one of the following objectives: 
to gain admission to a higher education programme or to progress in higher education studies. 


The discussions at the seminar clearly showed a change in perception of higher education and 
understanding that it plays an important role in regional development also vis-à-vis regional 
economic needs. An increased offer of learning opportunities for non-traditional learners can help 
not only deal with a shortage of expertise and professionalism in the region but also promote 
better employability of citizens. RPL can thus contribute to widening participation of those groups 
of students and learners, mostly mature ones who are underprivileged at the labour market at the 
given time or serve as prevention if justifying a worker certified and recognised qualification.


Michal Karpíšek (CZ) introducing the 
Conclusions by Věra Šťastná (CZ) 
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There is an added value of RPL. It has a long term impact but sometimes the visibility could be 
delayed. RPL is a political priority in Bologna Process, in European Union, there are UNESCO guidelines 
a number of tools have been developed. Policy has made things possible BUT the reality is much 
more modest.


Mind-shift is possible


In countries where the RPL works well it has a strong support in the national policy. It is inevitably 
interlinked to qualification expressed by learning outcomes being a combination of knowledge, 
skills and competencies and perceived in the lifelong learning concept. Clear rules are settled at 
national level.


There is still a long and “bumpy” road which requires integration of cultural, political and technical 
issues. The seminar clearly showed that the questions remain and obstacles are here. The first one 
is to change our minds, to start working on changing attitudes of all stakeholders as well as wider 
public who are potential applicants for RPL. These attitudes do not change themselves – however 
the presented cases proved that the mind-shift is possible.


Quality and RPL


A lot of work is necessary to build trust among stakeholders. Quality culture being developed in 
RPL might help a lot. The different examples presented at the seminar clearly showed that there 
are certain principles around which quality assurance and enhancement has to be developed: first 
of all the results of RPL assessments need to be accepted as equivalent to the outcomes of formal 
education. Therefore there should be relation between RPL assessment results and curriculum 
requirements. Mutually agreed set of indicators and assessment standards has to be developed. 
Procedures have to be fixed and widely accepted; assessment of different types of learning 
outcomes has to enjoy a high level of reliability. And this is not easy, e.g. problems occur mainly 
in an assessment of theoretical and conceptual knowledge. Maximum attention has to be paid to 
each step in the process; RPL is successful only if it is individualised. Important role is plaid by 
counsellors and assessors. Quality training for them is an absolute necessity, as well as guidelines 
and handbooks. All steps and documents must be very transparent, especially if giving exemptions. 
Good arguments are necessary for any awards; any documentation on decision has to be very clear.


Obstacles


The participants of the seminar identified a number of obstacles. Among them the most often 
mentioned was a “traditionalist“ way of thinking – at HEIs, among employers in society, among 


Seminar Conclusions
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potential applicants. BUT there was also a question which occurred several times in discussions 
– Is RPL equally relevant for all segments of higher education, for all institutions and degree 
programmes?


Another often mentioned obstacle was the cost of RPL. Who should pay and be responsible? A 
number of questions were formulated: Is the State responsible as it should guarantee equal and 
trustful treatment of all individuals? Businesses which benefit from well prepared skilled workforce? 
Both and to what extent who? How to share costs among all actors: state, business, a HEI and an 
applicant?


Uncertain results of RPL were mentioned as another obstacle as well as motivation of HEIs. In some 
states HEIs are not interested in recognition of credits because they are paid according to the credits 
delivered. 


Even in the countries where systems of RPL are well developed there is a lack of information and 
a lack of guidance for (potential) applicants. And there is sometimes a lack of interest at all sides, 
including employers – do they really want more qualified workforce?


Challenges


The challenges which remain to bring RPL more into reality in a majority of EHEA countries are as 
follows:


• Countries lack trust, in many of them no national policies have been introduced by now;


• There is only limited information and a lack of trust among main stakeholders: HEIs, 
employers, potential applicants themselves;


• Some participants pointed out out-of datedness of education and training;


• National Qualification Frameworks (NQF) have not been implemented nor their potential 
has been used fully;


• How to manage that the assessed knowledge, competences and skills match formal 
qualification and curricula requirements, however, they are based on quite a wide range of 
different types of experiences and evidence (quality of substantiation and justification of the 
assessment results);


• Cost of RPL, cost of monitoring, cost of quality assurance in RPL. Individual approach is 
necessary but it is costly. Who should bear these costs?


• Will the employers use the results widely or will RPL qualification only be an “ugly sister“ 
of the formal HE?
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• Challenges remain in quality assurance and embedding RPL with quality assurance 
mechanisms:


o high quality of RPL procedures, transparency;


o internal, external (check of procedure);


o questions of quality control, quality culture;


o assessment itself.


• Guidance of the individual when preparing the documentation is not often satisfactory – a 
web-based documentation and handbooks help minor the cost, however are not sufficient;


• RPL should fit for purpose and focus on competence clusters instead of on the whole 
qualification profile;


• Objectiveness and coherence – how to ensure that there are the same results if assessed 
by someone else?


• There is a literature which is not reviewed and tuned to national / institutional contexts.
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Seminar Recommendations


Based on the identified obstacles and challenges the participants suggest the following 
recommendations directed to the European, national and institutional levels.


European level 


• To Bologna Follow-Up Group (BFUG): Build on the existing experience and try to define 
common principles widely shared by the countries and provide examples of good practice 
(methodological guide) 


• To Bologna Follow-Up Group (BFUG) and European Commission: The existing knowledge 
is split among a number of entities:


o in the Bologna Process: e.g. EURASHE, EUA, BFUG WG on social dimension, BFUG 
Structural WG and probably others as well. There is a specialised network in the 
field, the European RPL Network. 


o There are further documents outside the Bologna Process – e.g. UNESCO Guidelines 
for the Recognition, Validation and Accreditation of the Outcomes of Non-formal 
and Informal Learning; 


o There is the proposal for the Council Recommendation on the validation of non-
formal and informal learning.


The absolute necessity is to join forces and collaborate, not to establish several 
systems. A common European observatory for RPL should be established to:


o settle principles and guidelines for RPL;


o provide assistance to countries and institutions;


o facilitate common collaborative research in the field of RPL.


National level


• Together with all stakeholders commonly agreed set of principles and guidelines (a Code 
of Practice) should be developed. This Code of Practice should among other specify a range 
of evidence that may be considered to judge the potential of prospective non-traditional 
students; 


• Use the instruments already developed, namely the “hidden“ potential of NQFs based 
on learning outcomes – the place where a qualification at any level can be described in 
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all its complexity as a multilayer concept where its level, profile, learning outcomes and 
their assessment, workload (expressed by credits connected to learning outcomes) meet 
together; RPL should be a part of National Qualification Frameworks;


• Any RPL should be part of the national quality assurance;


• There should be one “set” of qualifications in NQF which may differ in the route of 
achievement; 


• Agreement should be found among stakeholders and beneficiaries on cost sharing; public 
funding should be a part of this;


• Start step by step – building trust first.  Start with formal qualifications (diploma in a 
specific discipline (Leuven example)), VET, short cycle, etc. and start building bridges 
between various sectors, namely between the sector of vocational education and training 
and higher education.


Institutional level


• Mind-shifting is necessary 


o to recognise that non-formal and informal learning is valuable;


o to establish collaboration with all stakeholders in design and implementation of 
NQF at the programme level;


• A centre for RPL should be established;


• RPL policy should be designed and become part of the institutional policy;


• Quality information has to be provided (online is not enough) and coaching and guidance 
of applicants is necessary;


• Training of assessors, facilitators, counsellors for all levels has to be organised;


• Provide organisational structures which enable flexible tailor made learning paths.


Věra Šťastná, General Rapporteur
vera.stastna@ruk.cuni.cz


Praha, February 2013



mailto:vera.stastna%40ruk.cuni.cz?subject=EURASHE%20RPL%20Seminar%20Report
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Social Part


Boat tour through Prague’s City Centre


Welcome Reception hosted by 
the Czech Ministry


EURASHE organisers with Ladislav Jirků, Member of 


Parliament, and Jiří Nantl, First Deputy Minister
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Belgium


Tel: 0032 (0)2 211 41 97
Fax: 0032 (0)2 211 41 99
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