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1.  Introduction 

 
GLAS is a European project designed to compare, develop and disseminate best practice in supporting 
the social inclusion and progression of working class individuals and, in particular, women, in lifelong 
learning. The project is trans-national, trans-cultural and has been set up to produce practical outputs to 
support staff working in this area. 
 
The aim of this report is to give a resume of recent “history” of APEL/APL /RPL/EVC in member countries 
looking at the development path, the social/environmental context and the current pattern of use.  It 
will focus inter alia on aspects of mission; management, delivery and process; curriculum; staff training; 
funding; quality assurance; marketing, promotion & recruitment.  Where possible it will draw out the 
particular implications of each of these areas for social class and gender, specifically for students from 
lower social classes and women. 
 
There are many acronyms in use to describe the accreditation of prior, experiential, formal and informal 
learning.  For the sake of simplicity the single term APL will hereafter be used throughout this report as 
the generic descriptor for the processes involved.  Distinction will be made between types of APL, 
notably between experiential and certificated, where this is relevant and appropriate. 
 
 

2. Preamble 

 
It is clear from discussion between partners that APL shares a similar theoretical and philosophical 
background in all partner countries.  It is inextricably linked with a shared philosophy of lifelong learning 
which recognises the right of adults to continue to learn throughout life to enhance well being and 
prosperity.  These similarities, in the main, override many of the social and cultural differences that 
underpin the education and employment systems of each country. The general assumption that the aim 
of APL is to enable learners to make full use of their learning, whether acquired through experience or in 
formal or informal learning settings, thus preventing the need to repeat learning already achieved, is 
shared.  Similarly, it is commonly held that APL enables learners to repurpose existing learning to 
contribute to new qualifications against a generally recognised standard.  From this the “mission” for APL 
is similar at national and institutional levels in all partner counties and institutions. 
 
In practice however, there are some significant differences in the way APL is implemented and applied.  
These differences relate to target learner groups, delivery and support, funding, training and the way 
APL is promoted and marketed.  It is reassuring to note that robust and demonstrable quality assurance 
is held to be crucial to the success of APL in all countries.  
 
 

3.  National systems – overview 

 

3.1 The Netherlands 

 
APL in the Netherlands started in the 1990’s. Its development was triggered by the growing belief in 
government and in society more generally, that life time employment with one employer for most 
employees was becoming increasingly unlikely. The existing concept of job security would become 
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less meaningful and work security would become more important and relevant. 
 
In these discussions the idea of recognition of prior qualifications, known as EVK, was developed and 
taken up by some industries. In 2000, the Dutch government, together with other social partners, 
decided to stimulate the broader concept of the accreditation of prior learning (APL).  In the initial 
period of development it was expected that the market itself would determine the best way to 
develop, implement and use APL involving education and industry in finding new ways to connect 
working and learning for more people. 
 
Since 2005 following the experience gained in the development phase APL has been regulated by 
government especially regarding the transparency of results and the quality of procedures. A national 
infrastructure is in place and APL is growing in importance as an effective, permanent instrument to 
link education and the labour market. 

 
The Dutch APL system has then, since its inception, been very closely tied to the needs of the labour 
market. Equally, its success is closely linked to the existence of a national qualifications system for 
vocational education at pre HE levels.  This provides a common standard against which APL can be 
assessed through the matching of agreed competency profiles for all qualifications.  This accounts for 
c.90% of APL activity in the Netherlands.  In higher professional education, APL is more difficult since 
there is no national qualifications structure and the competences are more complex. General 
competences for higher professional education exist (e.g. the competence ‘analysis data’) but specific 
competences differ between higher level educational providers. 
 
There is also a clear policy level link between lifelong learning and APL in the Netherlands.  This is 
evident in the national government action plan ‘A life long of learning’ (Ministerie van Onderwijs, 
Cultuur en Wetenschap, 1998) which puts life long learning on the agenda, with a central place for 
APL in the context of accrediting competences acquired in the workplace or elsewhere outside of 
the formal educational system. APL has gained a place in national policy through the establishment 
of The Knowledge Centre for APL in 2001 which is tasked to collect and share knowledge and good 
practice on accreditation of prior learning in the Netherlands. This centre has been responsible for 
developing a sustainable infrastructure and a national quality framework for APL.  The framework is 
among others inspired by the ‘Common European Principles for the Validation of Non-formal and 
Informal learning’ (European Commission, 2004.) The quality code was seen as particularly 
important in establishing trust in the reliability and consistency of the APL process. It was developed 
collaboratively, supported by the Dutch Cabinet and resulted in a covenant signed by a wide 
constituency of government, education and business partners.  

 
The effort of the covenant to create more unity in the quality of APL has also led to effective finance 
mechanisms and subsidy schemes. National government has implemented a tax scheme to support 
the financing of an APL procedure if it is provided by an accredited APL provider. Companies get a 
reduction on their taxes of 300 euro per person per year. For individuals who pay for APL the 
payment is tax deductable. In collective labour agreements, information on personal development 
may sometimes include APL as one of the possible instruments to be used for which the cost is 
refunded. Some sectoral training and development funds have started promotion campaigns for APL 
offering subsidies for APL procedures. 

 
Most of the APL providers are organisations for vocational education or for higher professional 
education, and also private schools. However, there is a growing number of APL providers with 
different backgrounds. Any organisation can become an APL provider, as long as they work according 
to the APL quality code and are evaluated by an evaluating organisation. However, many APL 
providers have some link with developing people and assessing as part of their core business. (See 
the example of Philips Electrical, Vocational Qualifications Programme (CV) and Philips Employment 
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scheme (WGP) in the case study section of the APL theme outputs for which Philips use 2/3 
accredited providers for APL.) 

 
APL can be purchased by an employer and by employment offices or local government. Individuals 
may purchase APL too, but the average cost of €1000 (per claim) is usually regarded as prohibitive.  

 

3.2 The United Kingdom 

 
APL has its origins in the UK in the 1990s although “advanced standing”, in effect the accreditation of 
prior certificated learning, was in use in some areas before this.  The early development of the theory of 
APL drew on developments in the USA and elsewhere. Development in the UK differed from that in the 
Netherlands in a number of ways.  Firstly, there was no overt or exclusive link with vocational education 
or with a qualifications framework.  Secondly, the focus of practical development was in higher 
education where the purpose of APL was to enable students to be admitted with credit to an HE 
programme (i.e. to be exempted from parts of the proposed course for which their APL provided 
alternative demonstration of the learning involved) and not for the purpose of gaining level 3 
qualifications to enable matriculation.  Thirdly, the development was driven in the main by academics 
and educationalists as an innovation in practice, in response to a changing HE landscape and not in direct 
response to government policy or a specific agenda.  Finally, in the development of APL in the UK there 
has always been a very clear distinction made between the processes for the accreditation of prior 
certificated learning (usually called APCL) and the accreditation of prior experiential learning (usually 
called APEL).  However, in practice the processes are often used together and many APL claimants have 
aspects of both certificated and experiential learning as parts of their claim. The history here is important 
as it may go some way to explaining other factors, notably funding and pricing, that have affected 
development in UK ever since.  
 
The early development of APL was by staff in universities and polytechnics working on systems for their 
own institutions.  This threw up systems that had significant variations in the way APL was developed 
and implemented in different institutions. The first attempts to establish common ground in philosophy, 
practice and quality assurance came not from government but through the combined efforts of regional 
credit consortia.  These had been established by groups of universities in the UK regions, which were 
developing credit based modular curricula, in order to develop common principles and best practice 
within these new systems. SEEC, NUCCAT and NICAT covered universities in the south and north of 
England and in Northern Ireland respectively. Credit based modular systems played a key role in 
speeding the development of APL.  Firstly, the inherent flexibility of the modular structure of awards 
enabled experience or other prior learning to be matched against smaller units of learning – modules, so 
that equivalence to whole stages or years of programmes did not have to be made.  Secondly, the move 
to express learning in modules in the form of learning outcomes made a more detailed, thorough and 
consistent approach possible at module level. Numerous externally funded projects and inter consortia 
collaboration have helped to continuously refine understanding and implementation of APL over the last 
20 years.   
 
The use of APL as a component part of university awards in a growing number of autonomous 
institutions operating their own systems, suggested that the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) should 
start to consider it as part of institutional audit.  In response, the QAA, in collaboration with university 
practitioners, developed an advisory booklet entitled, “Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning ” 
which was published in 2004.  It is significant however, that this document was published as guidelines 
and did not become part of the QAA’s series of Codes of Practice which would have given it a harder 
advisory edge.  To some extent then, the practice of APL in UK remains something over which individual 
institutions make final decisions.  This is also the case in Spain.  Unsurprisingly, this has generated 
significant variation in some of the detail of practice.  There is no commonly applied maximum 
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percentage of credit that APL can contribute towards an award for example, with some Universities 
allowing up to 66% while others allow only 33%.  Similarly, some permit APL at all stages or levels of an 
award and others restrict its use to levels 4 and 5 of an undergraduate award.  The metric applied also 
varies between subjects within and between institutions.  However, consistency in quality assurance is 
regarded as paramount throughout the sector. 
 
APL is available to students in UK higher education mainly, but not exclusively, in the post 92 universities 
– that is, former polytechnics that were granted university status from 1992.  This underlines the strong 
link between APL and vocational education at the higher levels.  In UK APL is also offered at both 
undergraduate and postgraduate level by most provider universities.  Although most practitioners in UK 
acknowledge that APL is a process that empowers learners and builds confidence in their ability to 
pursue higher education, there is no specific evidence to suggest that women and learners from lower 
social classes have been targeted as potential candidates to come into higher education through this 
route.  This seems worthy of further investigation. 
 
Notwithstanding the fact that APL has not been directly driven in the UK by a government agenda or 
policy, along with work based learning it has been frequently quoted in papers from successive 
governments as a process that should be exploited and developed further as part of the agenda to 
retrain and upskill the UK workforce.  With demographic information showing that over 75% of the UK 
workforce of 2020 is already in the workforce, it is clear that APL could have a significant role to play in 
drawing more workers into higher education to meet the skills needed in the future for continued 
economic development.  However, this is unlikely to happen unless some clarity and consistency 
concerning the funding basis of APL is established and universities are given financial incentives to 
expand APL.  It is very difficult to quantify the national figures for the use of APL in the UK largely 
because of the way data is collected.  However, a detailed and reliable statistical picture of APL practice 
would be very helpful in promoting general awareness, development and investment in the process.  
 
The establishment of the Qualification and Credit Framework (QCF) in the UK, launched in 2008, and 
covering qualifications from levels 1 - 8 not contained in the Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications (FHEQ) made the development of APL at pre HE levels more achievable technically and 
more likely to happen over time.  The QCF regulations state that all qualifications in the QCF should be 
achievable through the processes of APL (referred to as RPL) where appropriate.  As yet, little 
development work has taken place.  However, it is clear from the work of this project that such 
development could benefit significantly from the experience of how the Dutch system has been 
developed and implemented in vocational education against a national qualifications framework. 
 

3.3 Spain 

The development of APL has been more recent in Spain than in the Netherlands or the UK.  In common 
with the Netherlands it has been driven by government and developed in the context of a legal 
framework enacted through the General Educational Act (LOE - Ley Orgánica de Educación, 2006). The 
Act outlined the following aims for adult education: 

• to enable adults to acquire basic education; 

• to improve professional qualifications or to acquire skills needed to start new professions; 

• to develop personal capacities in communicative, expressive, and interpersonal relations; 

• to develop the right of democratic citizenship; 

• to reduce social exclusion by developing specific programmes; and 

• to promote effective equality of rights and opportunities between men and women. 
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As with the Netherlands the development of APL in Spain is closely linked to the improvement of adult 
education and in particular to vocational education and progression. Spain has adopted the EU Lifelong 
learning strategy and the Bologna process and all the communiqués: Prague 2001, Berlin 2003, Bergen 
2005, London 2007, Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 2009 that followed the Bologna Declaration (1999). The 
most recent Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué (2009) emphasizes the importance of implementing 
lifelong learning policies in the higher education sector.  However, as with the Netherlands and unlike 
the UK, APL in Spain is practised mainly in vocational education at pre university levels.  The use and 
development of APL in Higher education is at a very early stage although it is possible at the discretion of 
individual universities, for APL to be used in some areas as part of a new HE award.  However, providers 
of APL do not focus on progression to HE as a key outcome and the expectation of learners of 
progression by this route is low. 

The vocational tertiary education institutions operate separately from the universities. There are 
differences in pedagogical approaches and learning outcomes among all three institutions, but the 
identification of similar discipline fields could provide the basis for collaboration and for blending theory 
and practice.  Some small scale examples of good practice highlight how universities are making efforts 
to extend beyond their borders, reaching out into the community to provide pathways to tertiary 
education. For example the Ítaca Campus Programme, launched by the Autonomous University of 
Barcelona, reaches out to schools and non-EU migrant population to raise aspirations. 
 
APL  can offer an additional opportunity in Spain because the job creation rate is higher for skilled jobs. 
At the same time the unemployed (including the long-term unemployed), young people, the 
handicapped, women, persons aged over 45 and those threatened with social exclusion are considered 
as target groups of APL initiatives. 
 
The Spanish government has introduced a series of initiatives for lifelong training and recognition of non-
formal and informal learning, permitting “access to various studies of the educational system without 
the necessary academic requirements” making it “possible to assess and totally or partially accredit the 
learning required for various diplomas: general academic diplomas, those for vocational education and 
training and art education”.  The recognition of non-formal and informal learning outcomes is primarily a 
means of attempting to obtain diplomas in the formal education system. It enables individuals who do 
not satisfy the normal academic preconditions to take tests and possibly obtain a qualification (título) or 
a certificate of vocational aptitude (certificado de profesionalidad). 
 
In 2003, an experimental project for the Assessment, Recognition and Accreditation of professional 
competences (the ERA Project) was developed with funding from the European Social Fund (OECD, 
2008b). Despite these initiatives, the tertiary system is inflexible and mobility through and across the 
system is constricted. The fact remains that the Spanish system is largely the product of legislation, and 
the Organic Law of 2007 states that the government regulates the conditions for validating the 
experience of workers.  Change in established autonomous culture may not always be driven most 
effectively through legislation, however appealing it may look to those wishing to put the change into 
effect.  It is unlikely that early goverment intervention in the development path of APL in UK universities 
would have had a quicker or more effective outcome than the process that was self managed by 
universities as a response to a new focus on alternative approaches to higher level learning.  This is not 
to say that government cannot have an effective role as things develop and this is returned to later in 
this report. 
 
The ERA scheme seeks to further the preparation of a basic standard to determine the preconditions for 
assessing and accrediting the professional skills of workers, irrespective of how they were acquired. All 
stakeholders are involved in this kind of procedure.  
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Spain is working to develop a national qualifications framework that will bring together all separate 
accreditation and qualifications systems, with a first group involving the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning outcomes, and a second the recognition of formal learning outcomes in the national 
education system. Special importance is given to the conditions governing eligibility for accreditation and 
the award thereof. 
Learning is based on formal academic education, with VET, until recently, having a weak position.  Non-
formal learning based on work experience is a source of development and innovation creating a strong 
basis for VPL if quality issues can be addressed and the competencies made more visible.  APL systems 
also focus on recognising the skills of immigrants and promoting integration.  This may also permit the 
collection of information regarding some aspects of social clas and gender. 
 
In common with the Netherlands and the UK, the recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
outcomes offers an alternative route – which the country terms “accreditation” – for obtaining the 
qualifications of the ministries of Education and Labour. This route, which leads to the same 
qualifications, involves taking tests on the basis of recognised learning outcomes. It is thus a method of 
assessment for those who have not followed the formal programme and the formal route through the 
system. 
Legislation explicitly allows higher education institutions to implement procedures for the recognition of 
prior non-formal and/or informal learning and, as with the UK institutions, they decide independently 
whether they will implement such procedures and to what extent.  The validation of prior non-formal 
and/or informal learning is a new practice in the majority of higher education institutions but admission 
to HE via APL is possible.  Universities reserve a certain number of places each year for candidates who 
fit into specific categories, that is, three groups of mature students: students older than 25, 40 and 45 
years. There is a special university entrance examination for candidates aged over 25 who comply with 
traditional entry requirements in order to be admitted to higher education programmes.  People who 
are older than 40 and do not have an appropriate qualification can have their prior professional 
experience accredited if it is linked to the courses they want to take. Universities define the accreditation 
criteria and the professional experience required for different study programmes. It is the decision of the 
universities whether or not to recognise the prior learning of students and to reduce the number of 
courses candidates must complete to obtain a higher education degree. 
 
 

4.  Management, delivery and process 

 
The management and delivery of APL in each partner country largely reflects the way in which it has 
been developed and the education sectors in which it is currently practised. 
 
The Dutch system is very structured.  Management and delivery follow a standard, consistent national 
model and quality code, with all providers subject to regular evaluation against common criteria.  All APL 
staff are required to hold a common qualification and APL claims are made against agreed competencies 
in a national qualifications structure.  As noted above the overall development and sustainability of APL 
is overseen nationally by The Knowledge Centre for APL which was established in 2001. 
 
In Spain management and delivery of APL, like the Netherlands mainly at pre university levels, is 
embedded in the teaching learning and assessment practices of vocational education and training.  It is 
seen as offering an alternative way of obtaining vocational qualifications through accrediting informal 
and non formal learning against standard competencies and learning outcomes through a testing 
procedure.  Staff supporting APL have to satisfy agreed criteria in order to work in this area.   
 
In the UK management and delivery does not follow a standard model.  Universities have developed 
their own approaches.  APL may be managed at school or faculty level or centrally through a specialist 



GLAS Project Report, April 2012 9 

unit and in some case a combination of the two.  There is no requirement for APL practitioners to be 
trained.  Whilst APL, certificated learning, is managed in most institutions as a mainly administrative 
process, APEL, experiential learning, is normally managed as a taught or supported activity.  This may be 
through a module, that may or may not be credit bearing, that may be delivered by a tutor, online or as 
a self-managed process.  An example of a taught APL module is included in the project resource pack. 
 
It was not the purpose of this project to look at the detail of APL processes.  Given the commonality of 
philosophy and purpose for APL shared by partner countries it is unsurprising that there are also basic 
similarities in process despite other differences noted elsewhere.  All use a process that matches learning 
gained through experience, informally or formally or from existing qualifications against the 
competences or learning outcomes of new of different qualifications. The UK and Dutch systems use 
similar approaches to the initial assessment of APL candidates which is so important in determining the 
viability of potential claims. (Examples are included in the project resource pack). Both have identified a 
similar set of staff roles to support the delivery of the process.  Both make use of a learner portfolio as 
the key method to collect and assess learning claimed through APL.  It has been particularly useful to 
identify these similarities given the key differences between the predominant target group in each 
country.  The implication is that the processes are fit for purpose at both pre HE and HE level and are 
therefore transferable within and between counties and sectors. 
 
 

5.  Curriculum 

 
There are clear similarities in partner counties in the curriculum areas served by APL, notwithstanding 
the key differences in the education sectors predominately served. In the Netherlands 90% and in Spain 
almost all APL takes place in pre-university vocational education.  In the UK most APL is at the higher 
levels (levels 4 and above) as part of University vocational awards.  
 
Health, Social Care, Business, Management, Engineering, Built Environment and Education are the main 
curriculum area users of APL in the UK HE although there is evidence of the use of APL across all 
vocational courses and limited use in subjects that might not normally be regarded as vocational, such as 
music. 
 
Technology (40%), Business Services (17%), Carpentry and Wood Sector (17%), Health and Welfare 
(13%), Trade and Transport and Logistics (3%) are the key curriculum areas in the Netherlands.  APL is 
possible across the full range of national vocational qualifications. The importance of the Carpentry and 
Wood Sector at 17% highlights the competence based vocational structure of APL in the Netherlands. 

In Spain at pre HE levels Social Care, Children’s Education, Automotive, Health, Water, and Catering are 
the main areas of activity.  Practice at HE level is not at a stage where curriculum areas can be usefully 
identified.  However, it will of value to observe if this will follow the same patterns as have been 
established in the UK and, to a lesser extent, in the Netherlands. 
 
 

6.  Staff training 

 
There are some significant differences in the approach to staff training for APL in The Netherlands, Spain 
and UK.  In some ways this reflects the difference in the way practice has developed and the sectors in 
which practice is most common.   
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In the Netherlands where government policy was a key driver in the development of APL there is a clear 
requirement for training for APL that is recognised as a “license to practice”, similar to the requirement 
for teacher training in most countries. It is not possible to work as an APL practitioner without the 
qualification. 
 
In Spain there are also clear requirements for assessors and evaluators in APL without which they cannot 
operate legally. Practitioners must either have four years experience as a qualified teacher and/or 
achieve the required specified competences for assessing or evaluating APL.  They are also considered to 
need social competences to manage conflict, interpersonal relationships and to motivate learners to 
follow the APL process and increase the numbers of those accredited. The Royal Decree 1224/2009 
established qualification requirements and training modules for advisors and evaluators. These content 
blocks include a learning module on ethics and quality, supporting quality assurance. Advisors are 
expected to have a thorough knowledge of the education and training system; a thorough knowledge of 
the validation and assessment process, and an understanding of the labour market, thus following 
CEDEFOP European Guidelines for Validating Non-Formal and Informal Learning (CEDFOP, 2009). 
 
Again this reflects the formal, legal processes and legislation in which APL was set up in Spain and also 
probably the fact that it has developed APL more recently than other countries at a time when there is 
much more general emphasis placed on training and qualifications within education including for specific 
activities.  
 
In the UK, where APL has not been driven by government policy or legislation but has been developed 
largely through the activities of universities there is no specific requirement to be qualified in any APL 
related role.  However, this is not to say that individual universities may not have their own guidelines 
(which may in effect be job descriptions) about the skills and competences required to work as an APL 
practitioner in any of the key roles such as adviser, assessor and external assessor.  Similarly, it does not 
mean that training is not available.  Some universities run short internal courses to familiarise staff taking 
on new roles in the context of APL covering new skills that may be required.  Others may offer accredited 
training for staff via specially designed modules, usually at masters level, that staff may take as 
professional development or as part of an MA in Teaching and Learning for example.  An example of this 
is part of the resource pack collated for this project. 
 
 

7.  Funding 

 
As with all education the way APL is funded is a key factor in its success or otherwise.  Despite 
development being driven by a common overarching philosophy, centred in learner entitlement and 
empowerment and that APL has been seen by all as a learning innovation, it is funded differently in each 
country.  Again, the approach to this is a reflection of the social context in which it has developed and 
the sectors in which it is mainly practised. 
 
In the Netherlands, the policy driven development has been carried through into the approach to 
financing of APL.  The Dutch government has created significant tax incentives for both individual 
learners and for employers who invest in the training and development of their staff.  Employers who 
finance APL for their employees receive up to €334 of tax benefit per employee.  Where individuals pay 
for themselves, costs over €500 and less than €15,000 are tax deductable where the APL is related to the 
person’s occupation or future occupation.  Incentivisation through the tax system clearly locates APL as a 
work based or related approach to education in the context of lifelong learning. 
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In the UK the funding and pricing of APL, where this refers to experiential learning, has been a 
contentious issue for some time and lack of clarity and consistency here has almost certainly been a 
factor in slowing down development.  As things stand the only funding that is available from the Higher 
Education Funding Council (HEFCE) for APL is to support the delivery of an APL module.  No account is 
taken of the size or level of the claim.  Because of this APL is usually charged to the student, costed by 
individual universities at different rates according to different formulae. These include:- 
 

• A flat fee for any claim irrespective of size or level 
• A flat fee (which may be described as admin) plus a further charge for each module or unit of 

credit claimed 
• A module equivalent charge (i.e. the charge that would be made if the module was studied part 

time or as an associate student) 
• A fixed charge per credit 
• A variable charge per credit (level related) 
• A sliding scale of charges related to volume of claim (e.g. first 120 credits at full module charge 

or fixed fee, 75% thereafter) 
• Charges related to key stages of claim e.g. Preparation of Claim, Assessment, Approval. 

 
The variation is significant and can result in widely different fees payable for the process.  This is not 
helpful for the student and is an inconsistency that does little to promote confidence in the process 
overall.  In the case of APL that is certificated learning, (sometimes referred to as APCL in UK) the norm 
regarding cost is for a small fixed charge to cover administration costs on the grounds that certificated 
learning has already been paid for as well as learned. 
 
In the new funding arrangements in the UK, due to take effect from September 2012, students will be 
required to pay up to £9,000 for each undergraduate year of study, for which government loans are 
available, repayable as a monthly deduction from earnings when graduates start paid employment at a 
salary above £21,000.  This creates opportunities for a creative rethink of how APL could be 
conceptualised and funded.  It remains to be seen as to whether these opportunities are taken.  (This 
point is returned to in the “Policy” document for this project theme).  
 
In Spain, APL is state funded as a public initiative and is part of the provision of national vocational 
qualifications.  APL was launched in Spain with a government investment of €59 million to implement the 
procedure of evaluation and accreditation of skills acquired through work experience.  €35 million was 
invested in training counsellors and evaluators and in developing support instruments, materials offering 
distance training and in the dissemination of the procedure including information and orientation portals 
for participants.  €24 million was transferred to the autonomous communities to fund the evaluation of 
60,000 candidates.  Users pay a small fee of between €10-20 per unit to use the service.  Funding 
therefore, is not identified as an issue concerning the use and uptake of APL.   
 
 

8.  Quality assurance 

 
Concerns about the quality and consistency of APL processes and of the quality of the outcomes it 
produces have been expressed since its inception in most countries. As with many innovations in 
education, that move away from established models of teaching learning and assessment, it was initially 
met with scepticism by many teachers, academics and administrators. Some did not believe that learning 
accredited by APL was of comparable quality to learning gained through traditional methods.  For a 
process in which the purpose is to establish the equivalence of outcome of an alternative method of 
demonstrating the same learning, this did not offer much support to early developers.  However, it did 
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serve to bring the quality issue to centre stage and contributed positively to the development of the 
robust processes for quality assurance that now exist in all partner countries.   
 
In the Netherlands the government driven agenda for APL led to the development of a quality code 
(appendix 1) that is recognised in a covenant, agreed by a wide group of stakeholders with an interest in 
how quality in the national qualifications framework is maintained irrespective of the mode of learning 
or its demonstration.  The code has done much to develop consistency and transparency with the Dutch 
APL process. 
 
In the UK, perhaps because of development taking place at HE level, concern about quality in the early 
setting up period was considerable, with or without justification.  This led to over compensation in some 
systems, resulting in some unnecessarily burdensome and bureaucratic processes that did little to 
promote the attractiveness of the process to the learners it was meant to empower.  Early portfolios 
were often huge, amassing more evidence and analysis of APEL derived learning than would ever be 
sought or presented through traditional methods.  There is no doubt that the need for developers to 
defend and justify the equivalence and quality of the new approach led to both effective and appropriate 
quality assurance mechanisms and to better and more learner friendly processes.  The publication of the 
QAA ““Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning ” (appendix 2) in 2004, generated by the HE 
sector itself has undoubtedly led to greater quality and consistency in the practice of APL in the UK. 
 
In Spain quality assurance, like management and delivery, is embedded in the pre HE systems for 
vocational education.  Education providers participating in APEL process must have ISO 9001 
accreditation of their management system.  This requires them to demonstrate their ability to provide a 
product that consistently meets customer needs and applicable statutory/regulatory requirements and 
also to enhance customer satisfaction and show processes for continual improvement. 
 
 

9.  Marketing, promotion & recruitment 

 
There was much discussion between the partners about approaches to marketing, promotion and 
recruitment for APL.  It was identified as a key area which should be developed in all countries, 
particularly with regard to targeting awareness and recruitment towards women and students from 
lower social classes. 
 
In the Netherlands it is recognised that marketing and promotion has a key role to play.  Institutions and 
other recognised providers generate their own material such as the example provided by Zuyd University 
and included in the case study section of the deliverables. There is also promotion in the Netherlands by 
users who see the benefits of APL such as employers, trade unions and product associations.  An 
example of a material that is the result of collaboration between three trade unions and two product 
associations is also included in the case study section.  In addition, there is also a national context 
through The Dutch Knowledge Centre for APL which in 2012 is focusing attention on the way APL is 
marketed to companies.  Again this shows the overt link in the Netherlands between APL and vocational 
education and through this to employment. 
 
In Spain, where development has largely been through the legislative and regulatory route at pre HE 
levels, APL is part of the national vocational offer.  However, in 2009 as part of the development of the 
Accredita’t (Crediting you) programme the Ministry of Equality, the National Distance Education 
University (UNED), the Ministry of Education and the Public Employment Service signed a collaboration 
agreement to raise awareness among women likely to become candidates designed to impact positively 
on the goal of achieving equality between men and women, in accordance with the provisions of Royal 
Decree 1224/2009. 
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National and (regional) autonomous government promote APL through their web pages. Other 
stakeholders such as unions, chambers of commerce, public employment services, education providers 
and local authorities also promote APL through their web pages and through face-to-face contact.  
Education providers participating in APEL do not do active marketing as in most fields demand for APL 
exceeds supply.  Some institutions such as unions, local authorities and employment services inform 
people about the APL as a part of their remit.  See for example:  VET information 
http://www.todofp.es/todofp/formacion/acreditacion-de-competencias.html 
 
In the UK the marketing and promotion of APL varies significantly between institutions.  There is no 
evidence of any marketing and promotion of APL by any national bodies or agencies.  This is a further 
reflection of how APL has been developed in the UK.  It further underlines that, even though it may be 
recognised by government as a process that can stimulate and enhance vocational and work based 
learning, it is still mainly regarded as a teaching and learning process that is the business of the HE 
institutions and not as something that should be part of a government policy as with Spain and the 
Netherlands.  It may be that if APL is adopted and used within the Qualification and Credit Framework 
(QCF), which is separate from the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ), that this may 
change. 
 
Marketing and promotion of APL in UK is through normal channels.  Most universities who offer APL 
mention it in their prospectus and some have dedicated literature on APL of varying depth, detail and 
quality.  All claim that, where available, APL is featured on university websites although it is often very 
difficult to find even for an experienced researcher.  “Mystery shopper” exercises conducted by 
telephone with University information centres indicate that the quality of information available to 
potential users is of variable quality and accuracy.  There is clearly room for improvement here.  
 
Partners have reported that there is little evidence of direct, targeted recruitment of students through 
APL.  This has happened on a small scale in response to various project initiatives but is not a 
recognisable feature of the approach to APL in any country.  (This subject is returned to in the APL 
Recommendations for Policy paper). 
 
 

10.  Conclusions  

 
Project work has shown varying patterns of use and development in partner countries.  However, there 
is an overriding consensus in the value and purpose of APL as a tool for engagement of different, 
predominantly non-traditional groups, including the project target groups, of learners in all countries.  
The key conclusions, which may also serve as an executive summary, are as follows:- 
 
 

• 10.1   The philosophy and purpose of APL is shared in all partner countries 
 
• 10.2   APL is seen in all partner countries as a powerful process or educational tool that 

supports lifelong learning and the empowerment of learners 
 
• 10.3   It has the power and potential to engage students that might otherwise not be drawn 

into or re-engage with education at all levels 
 
• 10.4   It is strongly linked to vocational and adult education 
 

http://www.todofp.es/todofp/formacion/acreditacion-de-competencias.html�
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• 10.5   Curriculum areas where it is most used are largely common in partner countries 
 
• 10.6   All systems are based on matching prior learning against recognised competences, 

learning outcomes and approved qualifications 
 
• 10.7   The detail of practice and delivery may vary depending on the level to which it is applied 
 
• 10.8   There is a range of approaches to the way it is managed 
 
• 10.9   There is greater central control and regulation in the Netherlands and Spain at pre- 

university levels than in the HE based systems in the UK 
 
• 10.10   There are key differences in the way it is funded – there is potential for cross national 

learning here 
 
• 10.12   Quality assurance is held to be of critical importance in establishing and maintaining 

credibility and trust 
 
• 10.13   Marketing and promotion of APL is predominately general in nature and often not as 

focused or effective as it could be.  There is no evidence of marketing to address issues of 
gender and social class 

 
• 10.14   Recruitment through APL is rarely targeted and not fully exploited 
 
• 10.15   Partners agree that APL could be a particularly effective approach targeted to reach 

women and persons from lower social classes.  This would require ongoing research on the 
needs of these groups conducted with potential learners as the explicit focus of the research. 

 
The development of effective systems for APL that has taken place over the last 20 years has required us 
to understand and assimilate new ways of conceptualising and practising teaching and learning and, in 
particular, lifelong learning.  This has been part of a broadly changing educational landscape that has 
started to shift the emphasis from teaching to learning, from supply to demand, from prescribed to 
flexible, from the collective to the individual and from formal and traditional to a diverse range of 
learning contexts and settings.  The challenge remains for APL to become fully embedded in this new 
landscape and become a part of standard provision.  It will then fulfil its potential as a process at the 
heart of lifelong learning. 
 
Please refer to the companion project paper “Recommendations for APL Policy Development” for further 
discussion of the implications of project findings for policy and best practice. 
 
Published by the GLAS consortium, this report was written and collated by Mick Betts, MLB 
Education Consulting, April 2012. 

This publication can be downloaded at www.linkinglondon.ac.uk/europe. 

For further information or to get in touch with the GLAS consortium, contact the project manager 
Kate Burrell on 07507 558462 or  k.burrell@linkinglondon.ac.uk  

 

http://www.linkinglondon.ac.uk/europe�
mailto:k.burrell@linkinglondon.ac.uk�
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11.  Appendices 

Appendix 1: The APL Quality Code (the Netherlands) 

 
 
 

Code Details of implementation 

1. The goal of APL is to define, evaluate 

and accredit individual competencies. 

The accreditation 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 goal is explicitly linked to the APL procedure. 

 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 

    

2.1 The accessibility of the APL procedure for participants is 

documented. 

 2.2 Participation in the APL procedure is generally on a 

voluntary basis. 
 2.3 The APL-offering organization and the participants make 

arrangements on the optimal course of the APL procedure. 
 2.4 The participant decides whether he/she will participate in 

the APL procedure and will receive all relevant information 

needed to do so. 

 2.5 Time frame for the entire procedure is realistic, feasible and 

known in advance. 
 2.7 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. 

 2.7 The participant is entitled to appeal, and there is a system 

in place for this option. 
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Code Details of implementation 

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 

conclusions are drawn. 

3.1 Tasks and capacities of all parties involved in all phases of 

the procedure are known and are functioning. 

 3.2 A standard coordinated to the relevant working area and 

which leads to the civil effect is used. 
 3.3 The equivalence of the APL procedure with an initial 

vocational training programme must be demonstrated. 

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

 3.5 The assessment instruments make use of any available 

evidence, no matter what the source. 
 3.6 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. 

      

     

4.1 The independence of the assessors is guaranteed. 

 4.2 The roles of supervisors and assessors are separate. 

 4.3 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 professionals in the 

fields in which their coaching specializes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Code 

 

 

 

Details of implementation 

 4.4 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. 
 4.5 Supervisors and assessors keep their professional skills up. 

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. 

Evaluations are conducted regularly. The 

results are incorporated into 

improvement actions. 

5.1 The APL procedure is open. 

 5.2 Targets, procedure, assessment framework, assessment 

instruments, quality of assessors and supervisors, and APL 

administration are all evaluated regularly. 

 5.3 Evaluation of the participants is a standing component of 

quality control. 

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

 5.5 The evaluation and the APL procedure improvement policy 

that follows from the evaluation is embedded into the 

organization’s existing quality control system. 
 
 

Appendix 2: Guidelines on the Accreditation of Prior Learning in the UK. 

 
“Guidelines on the Accreditation of Prior Learning”, UK (QAA, London, September 2004)   
Downloadable from http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/APL.pdf  
 
 
Guidelines on the 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/APL.pdf�
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