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Focus of Project 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The project title is ‘Supporting progression through the accreditation of 
prior certificated and experiential learning’.   The main focus of the 
project was on the processes used for the recognition of prior learning 
in the Department of Management, School of Business, Economics and 
Informatics at Birkbeck, University of London.  This included exploring 
the possibility of recognising professional qualifications, such as those 
offered by the CMI.   

Context for this work 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The vast majority of undergraduate students at Birkbeck are mature 
students who work during the day and study part-time in the evening.  
The College has had an APEL policy for a number of years, and it is used 
to some extent.  However, the recent increase in fees for higher 
education tuition has impacted heavily on part-time applications for 
undergraduate study (nationally a 38% drop in applications has been 
reported).  This makes the full recognition of appropriate prior learning, 
whether certificated or experiential, an important aspect of maintaining 
the widening participation mission which is a major part of the ethos of 
the College. 

Description of approach 
(es) adopted / what did 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
It is generally recognised that it is quite difficult to convey effectively to 
potential students that they may have prior learning, either formal or 
experiential, which can be used against higher education awards.  The 
terminology which is familiar to academics in this area is not very clear 
to those outside higher education, and clarity of information is an 
important aspect of advertising the availability of APEL.  An initial review 
was therefore undertaken of a range of APEL processes and materials at 
a range of institutions, to identify those which were most ‘user friendly’.  
Using elements of these websites as models, materials are have been 
drafted both for students and for staff.  
Materials for students will take the shape of hard copy material 
publicising the availability of APEL (which will be termed ‘recognition of 
prior learning’ i.e. RPL ) in the Department of Management.  Material 
will also be developed for the Department website, so that potential 
applicants will be able to access it easily (the majority of potential 
applications now search online for course information). 
Guidance materials for staff involved in the recognition of prior learning 
are also being drafted to ensure that those colleagues now unfamiliar 
with the processes involved will have easy access to guidance.  This has 
particular relevance for the recognition of prior experiential learning, 
and is intended to support the wider recognition of experiential learning 
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in the workplace. 
A dissemination event for Information, Advice and Guidance workers 
and other staff from partner colleges has also been arranged for the last 
week in June.  Staff from partner colleges are seen as an important 
avenue through which to reach potential students, since if the staff are 
clear on the processes involved in RPL they will be able to provide more 
effective advice to students. 

Analysis & discussion of 
achievements / 
outcomes 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Pressure of work delayed progress in the middle of the project, but 
things are getting back on track. 
 
Drafts of the material for both students and staff are currently being 
finalised.   Initial information for students will be printed in hard copy so 
that this can be handed out at the College open evenings, which will 
take place in June and September.   Although the timing is quite tight,  
there is evidence that part-time students often leave the decision about 
studying  until close to the beginning of the academic year, so it may be 
that a number of part-time applicants will use the process in the 
academic year 2013/2014.  For the limited number of full-time 
undergraduate students the process will be in place for the academic 
year 2014/15. 
 
A meeting has been arranged with the Head of the Department of 
Management to ensure that the draft guidance which has been 
prepared for staff is consistent with current processes, and therefore 
easily dovetailed with existing practice.  This is likely to encourage its 
wider use. 
 
It is hoped that copies of the hard copy materials will be available at the 
dissemination event on 26 June. 

Key project learning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
It has been quite challenging to draft information for potential students 
which is both accurate and accessible.  The approach taken has been to 
use a staged provision of information, providing initial brief information 
about the availability of the recognition of prior formal and informal 
learning and advising applicants to contact Programme Directors.  The 
guidance information for staff will be circulated to all Programme 
Directors in the Department, so they will be able to provide further 
information directly. 
 
In recognition that there are potential tensions between pedagogic 
approaches relating to disciplinary learning and those relating to 
experiential, the guidance literature for academic staff has been 
designed both to give advice about process and to emphasise the 
importance of academic judgement in this area.  It is hoped that the 
proposed use of a range of assessment tasks rather than the more 
commonly used portfolio assessment, will help staff become more 
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comfortable with assessment of experiential learning. 
 
The University of London regulations require that at 50% of the study 
required for an award take place within the institution, which means 
that students who have successfully completed Foundation Degrees or 
Higher National Diplomas outside Birkbeck cannot use the full 240 
credits they have achieved.  Since other HE institutions in London will 
often recognise 66% prior learning towards their Honours degrees, this 
puts Birkbeck at a potential disadvantage, particularly with full-time 
students.  It remains to be seen whether the attractiveness of part-time 
evening study, which means that students can work in the day, will 
mean that part-time students are willing to take the extra 60 credits.  
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