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Introduction 

This report is the result of a pilot project funded by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) to investigate mechanisms for Accreditation of Experiential Learning (APEL) as applied to access, transfer and progression within DCU. The objective of this work was to report a strategic plan of recommendations for a policy within DCU for Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL). This project was developed over a three month period and parallel to the development of the National Framework for Qualifications (NQAI 2002). This report gives a picture of the APEL nationally and internationally and an overview of the current situation within DCU. The conclusion leads towards key issues for further discussion, enquiry and action.

Background Information

The Department of Education and Science (DES 2001a) outlined a strategy for education in Ireland 2001-2004 that is rooted in the Government’s priorities identified in the National Development Plan, Programme For Prosperity And Fairness, The Action Programme for the Millennium and the White Paper Learning for Life (DES 2000). Current educational priorities emphasise lifelong learning, equity and inclusion, and education that is relevant to the individual, social, cultural and economic needs of the country. Strategies to promote lifelong learning must be inclusive of all age groups, committed to the development of systems to promote flexible entry, transfer and progression and accreditation of formal, non-formal and informal learning, and must be transparent to the public.

The Higher Education Authority (HEA) has a statutory function to promote the attainment of equality of opportunity in higher education (Thornhill 2000). Formulation of policy by the HEA is evidenced and visible through the upsurge in published reports relating to student retention (Morgan et al 2001), widening participation (Osborne & Leith 2000), access and equity (Skilbeck & Connell 2000), and social background of higher education entrants (Clancy & Wall 2000). 

As a consequence of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 three new bodies were established; the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI), the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC), and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC). Although these bodies have distinct functions, they are closely linked in the development of a cooperative national system for qualifications and awards. Lifelong learning will be promoted through a National Qualifications Framework for schools, further and higher education (NQAI 2001) along with procedures for access, transfer and progression. Collaboration between these bodies and all educational providers will be essential for the process to function effectively. 

Ireland signed the joint declaration of the European Ministers of Education in Bologna (1999) which demands that higher education structures are reformed to enable compatibility and comparability between systems of credit accumulation and transfer in Europe for obvious reasons of mobility and employment across countries. 

Systems for Qualifications vary internationally. There are often multiple systems with a country with frameworks used to support and coordinate links between these systems. Many countries have Credit Frameworks the United Kingdom (UK) is a prime example where several frameworks for credits were used as tools to represent learning for the purposes of measuring equivalence and providing a standardised approach to representing learning achieved (SEEC 2001). Recently, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA 2001) published a Qualifications Framework for England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The latter is concerned with qualifications and qualification levels. Five levels indicate exit levels or endpoints of learning and plot three undergraduate and two postgraduate qualification levels. The QAA invited the key national credit bodies to prepare joint guidelines intended to help institutions to map their own qualifications against the framework produced by the QAA. These guidelines are the cooperative work of four Credit and Qualification bodies.

AONTAS (1999) recommended also that credit accumulation and transfer systems must allow learners to transfer and progress with ease and clarity between institutions and programmes. These views claim that the NQAI would be granted greater, meaningful powers in relation to the obligations of universities towards access, transfer and progression. If coherence is to be achieved some overarching, body will be required for this role. The establishment of a National Adult Learning Council (NALC) as an executive agency of the Department of Education and Science to represent the interests of all parties in education, training and community and voluntary sectors should help to coordinate strategy in the provision of adult education. Local Adult Learning Boards (LALBs) should be able to contribute to national policy development but have the flexibility to apply policy appropriate to local needs (AONTAS 2002). The following principles underpin the proposed framework for the Republic of Ireland:

· Equality and accessibility

· Open and accessible to all learners

· All learning outcomes included

· All learning counts towards awards

· Formal non-formal and informal

· Facilitate transfer and progression
These principles propose a comprehensive and coherent relationship between awards, that is transparent, that all educational sectors are included, and that collaboration between all education sectors is essential. The framework must be relevant to the labour market and to professional bodies. Presently 10 qualification levels are projected which may create problems in transfer between our closest neighbours in the UK. 

 Credit frameworks facilitate access, transfer, and progression through modular or traditional programme routes. There are many reasons why these differ in countries partially because of the wider context and concept of education and political will. The typologies of frameworks differ because of the educational sectors included and/or excluded, whether there is collaboration or competition, whether all awards or specific awards are included and whether they function for a regional, national or international market. The philosophy of education in countries is usually bound into regulatory and legislative agreements. When international mobility is fundamental to the philosophy, a credit accumulation and transfer system is more likely to exist. This will usually include award type descriptors, levels, and level indicators or descriptors.

Within such complex and diverse structures and systems for qualifications and awards it is easy to deduct how the participant that is the learner, in the process may be lost in the wilderness. The development of a European Framework is one positive move and work is already underway to achieve this goal.

Accreditation within national frameworks has for a long time focused on formal learning only. With a strong political emphasis on lifelong learning higher education is challenged to open doors to accredit informal and non-formal education with as much gusto as that applied to formal education in the past.

Lifelong Learning

The European Commission communicates Lifelong Learning as:

All learning actively undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences within a personal, civic, social and/or employment-related perspective
The first White Paper on Adult Education in Ireland Learning for Life (DES 2000) provides the foundations for a structured partnership approach to adult education and emphasises adult education as a vital component in lifelong learning. A review of recent thinking on lifelong learning (Edwards et al 1998 p8) show that it has grown as a policy strategy to support the wider aim of economic competitiveness and as the nature of employment in this technological age changes rapidly, lifelong learning must be valued as a fundamental prerequisite for economic renewal (Council for HE 1995 p1). The White Paper Learning for Life (DES 2000) elevates lifelong learning to a pivotal role in labour market policy because of the skills shortage of new entrants and the essential skills needed by the present workforce.  

To adult educators this will bring relief that greater attention is being paid to this field of education. On the other hand, I am reminded of Richard Edwards’ (1992) analysis Progressive Pedagogies and the Radical Right in relation to government policies for education in the UK. His argument was that progressive pedagogies can be taken and subverted to an economic agenda but draws the conclusion that both parties (politicians and educators) can find congruence within an agenda of empowering people:

Free market economics and giving power to learners to negotiate their learning has proved a fertile meeting ground (Edwards1992 p6)

A more modern term has been applied lifetime learning to reflect a knowledge- based economy with a focus on improvement, quality and productivity. Lifelong learning challenges educational providers as the focus changes from the institutional structures to inclusion, participation and learning by the people. Lifelong learning should be a trigger for reform of educational strategies and cultures if not jeopardised by institutions and used only as policy strategy, in the words of Dr Thornhill (2002 p2):

 We need to give substance to the concept of lifelong learning and ensure it does not become an empty slogan 

Lifelong learning is used in various contexts for example learning society, learning organisations, participation, social inclusion, gender, ethnicity and social class, marketing, employment and globalisation. This nebulousness of lifelong learning can become a rallying cry capable of uniting diversity of interest groups behind a single banner proclaiming the need for change (Edwards et al 1998 p16). With multiple stakeholder involved and interested in lifelong learning from different perspectives it is important that these differences are exposed if progress is to happen otherwise different interpretations will cause confusion. There are at least two overlapping perceptions, lifelong learning in the context of a learning and knowledge-based society with participation, employability, social inclusion and economical interests and lifelong learning for personal growth supported by learning pathways with intermittent and recurrent education.

Widening Participation

Clancy (2001) reported that participation in higher education in Ireland has doubled in eighteen years with more women entering the system than men for the first time ever recorded. Over half of the participants were in Institutes of Technology with 45% in Universities but only 55% had entered degree courses while the remainder were on certificate or diploma programmes. Only 4.7% were aged twenty-three or over. All learners, but in particular, adults returning to formal learning environments need to have their learning through life and work experiences valued and recognised to avoid repetitive learning throughout life. This means that institutions must have sound systems integral to their own structure and compatible and/or comparable to others for; access, transfer and progression so that individuals can avoid unnecessary “jumping through hoops” and have mobility in work and learning.

Widening Participation in higher education is a strong reason why interest and developments in APEL have evolved over the past few decades. Governments and higher education bodies raise concern when there are projected demographic changes and or real difficulties in balancing education supply and demand. For adults entering higher education, providers need to tackle both attitudinal and practical issues (Edwards et 1998) as the block to returning and learning are often a result of negative experiences in the past combined with socio-economic and personal circumstances. 
The latest survey (Clancy 2001) showed the highest proportionate increase in participation occurred in the lower socio-economic groups but that the higher professional group at the opposite end of the spectrum is close to saturation level having risen progressively since 1980. Participation by mature students in Ireland is amongst the lowest in the OECD (DES 2000). The targets for mature students in higher education have been set as 15% by 2005. Institutions must show direct shifts to accommodate mature learners across the organisation as specified in the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness 2000.  Institutions need to look at cross faculty approaches, partnerships with outside bodies and networking to share good practice. We must equally address the causes and obstacles or barriers to returning to education such as motivation to learn, attitudes from previous experiences and life commitments.

The Irish higher education institutions will have to find distinctive directions and strategies within a more competitive market of the future. This competition is compounded by the demographic changes that will see a fall in the number of school leavers of almost 25% over the next fifteen years along with the forecasted change in the economic outlook (O’Sullivan 2002). The national non-completion figures in higher education (Morgan et al 2001) show that 16.8% is comparable internationally but are of concern. Ireland has one the highest proportion of low paid full-time workers in the OECD countries that do not qualify free tuition (AONTAS 2001), if fact most participants in adult education are fee paying. 

Initiatives to Address Participation

Over the past two years, the implementation of the key initiatives in the White Paper for Adult Education has developed gradually.  Adult literacy has been neglected over many years with 500,000 adults identified in the OECD survey (AONTAS 2002). Presently, the National Adult Literacy Programme has funding for 133,000 participants and workplace schemes are in operation. This initiative is ahead of target. Amongst the initiatives outlined in Learning for Life (DES 2000) for Second Chance and Further Education was the expansion of the Back to Education Initiative (BTEI). This initiative aims to target the most disadvantaged people in our society and has expanded to promote community education as integral to adult education through a network of Community Education Facilitators. The Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) has given a major expansion in modularised part-time options in PLC, VTOS, and Youth Reach and Traveller programmes. The priority for places is aimed at adults with less than upper second level education with 10% of places held for community education providers (AONTAS 2002).

Workplace learning must focus on issues such as expanding placements cooperation with higher education and industry in course development and provision, recognising workplace learning and accrediting it and delivering courses in the workplace. The central focus on workplace learning is seen as creating learning organisations with commitment to the continuing development of all members. Partnerships and consortia of education/training and industry interests along the lines of FIT, IBEC Business Education Links Scheme and European Orientation programmes are initiatives to develop workplace learning.

A progress report, Adaptability Pillar (DES 2001b), gives a summary of the Post-Leaving Certificate (PLC) courses and the Vocational Training Opportunity Scheme (VTOS) across the Republic of Ireland. There are now over a thousand FETAC courses in 229 centres. The mature students numbers have increased to 40% of the enrolment. The progression of these students form NCVA Level 2 to designated certificate and diploma courses in all Institutes of Technology is growing and higher education is beginning to link with these initiatives for example, University College Cork are piloting progression from FETAC courses to the degree level pre-registration nursing course. FastTrack IT (FIT) is another initiative where a consortium of companies in Dublin and in partnership with LES, VECs and FAS train long term unemployed adults in Information Technology skills with internationally recognised certification.

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI 2001 p51) expands the definitions used for access, transfer and progression in the Qualifications Act Education and Training (1999). Access is used to denote participation by under-represented groups such as special education needs, disadvantaged communities, learners in the workplace and adult learners generally. 

The Report of the Action Group on Access to Third Level Education (DES 2001c) gave an extensive review of access issues across the educational field in the Republic. This report gave several recommendations in the structuring and implementation of policy for access. At the time of publication of this report, there were eleven institutions in the Republic offering Access programmes with 388 places between all of these institutions with DCU offering the highest number of places. Only seven of these establishments reserved places for the students on completion. The entry requirements were a combination of interview, application form, references, matriculation, course requirements and minimum academic requirements. Mature student entry to higher education has become more transparent for potential candidates with a Guide for Mature Students (VTOS 2003) that outlines the conditions for access to all educational institutions.
There is a need to maintain a broad vision of access and that access courses should not become to only alternative route to higher education (Tight 1993). Access courses have been criticised as often unnecessary, often over-elaborate, they help to create and sustain ghettos, they over emphasise higher education, and sustain conventional perceptions of further and higher education  (Tight 1993 p64). Furthermore, access courses perpetuate these assumptions about higher education and constrain change:

If we are to encourage the broadest possible use of our educational resources by adults throughout their lives-with all the individual, social and economic benefits which this may bring –then we need to get away from the notion of ‘access courses’, or even ‘courses’ at all, as the only or the prominent form of enabling mature access into the formal education system (Tight 1993 p71).

Yet, critics say that the undermining of the access movement has closed down some routes into higher education (Edwards et al 1998). Other ways of access are examination and assessment, liberal adult education provision, assessment of prior learning, probationary enrolment and open entry (Tight 1993). 

Malcolm Tight (1993) highlights the debasement in meanings in the use of educational concepts. Experiential learning is often viewed as accreditation of workplace learning instead of the broad view of life experience as a means of learning (Weil & McGill 1989). This is notable in the White Paper on Adult Education Learning for Life (DES 2000 p18) with the development of a pool of Learning Assessors to support mechanisms for the accreditation of prior or work-based learning.  Furthermore, terminology such as “Second-Chance” and “Back to Education” is not conducive to lifelong learning where the person may have intermittent and recurrent periods of formal education with informal education as a more continuous event.

Studies on progression from informal learning settings ( McGivney 1999) suggest that progression should not be seen in a narrow sense of a learning pathway to other courses as people use their learning considerably broader than this. Progression should be seen to encompass the range of outcomes, covering the personal, social, economic and educational dimensions of people’s lives (Edwards et al 1998). 
Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (AP(E)L

There is a vast quantity of international literature available on institutional local policies and procedures, on the influences of society, economies and demographics on APL besides the evidence on “experience” as part of lifelong learning in educational research. There are key educational challenges resulting from APEL developments in various institutional settings (Storan 1993). AONTAS (2001-2003) is participating in the Grundtvig action of the Socrates programme that promotes the European dimension of APEL in adult education. One of the recommendations in Making an Impact (AONTAS 1999 p28-9) was that:

Modular, outcomes based programmes of assessment should be developed by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, in tandem with APEL programmes, to enable learners to assess and progress through the new framework. The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland must develop, as a priority activity and within a maximum timeframe of two years from the date of its inception, a comprehensive system for the accreditation of prior and experiential learning.

NQAI (2001) presented the benefits of APEL and the difficulties encountered in implementing APEL systems. The benefits are hailed as entry for un-represented groups, accessing awards without participation in a programme or through a modified programme, enabling those with low attainment levels to be accommodated in the framework, recognition of learning undertaken abroad by foreign nationals for example, refugees and immigrant workers. If benefits are viewed in this way, it is hardly surprising that the uptake for APEL by adults has not been extensive in Ireland so far. APEL should not be viewed as an easy option for the underprivileged on the contrary, it is a positive approach not only for adult learners but also within the context of lifetime learning gives recognition to learning that does not presently fit the ‘educational square box’. The espoused benefits are attributed to the learner, institution and the employer. The learner can use APEL for validation of their learning and as a learning tool. The educational institution can support partnerships with employers and community development. APEL can be a catalyst for innovative teaching and learning practices (Learning From Experience Trust 2000) and be used in staff development within the institution. The employer can develop workplace learning and increase the qualifications of the workforce with a firm focus on the needs of the workplace. For any individual:

The personal benefits are enormous, as increased self-confidence and self-esteem lead in turn to improvements in the quality of life and engagement with new learning. The nature of the progression seems to relate to the type of informal learning activity; that arranged by educational providers for instance tending to result in high rates of educational progression, whereas voluntary work tends to lead to economic progression into paid work 

(McGivney, 1999 p36).

The personal benefits to self and the significance of the outcomes makes progression extremely difficult to measure (Eldwick Research Associates 2001). Some people may seek validation for personal development and progression through their own goals in life, from a higher education perspective APEL may be viewed purely as a measurement towards graduation.
Purpose and Process of APEL

 APEL describes the process of giving formal recognition to learning derived from informal learning, personal and experiential. The process requires active reflection and analysis of experiences and a self-evaluation profile to extract the learning achieved for measurement against learning outcomes. APEL is associated with both credit and access, the institution is seeking to formalise the learning which allows it to be monitored while the individual undergoes a learning experience through an active process of reflection and evaluation (Cleary et al 2002). 

In the UK over twenty years, APEL has grown from acceptance of these principles to evaluated schemes or models of APEL and suggestions for good practice or codes of practice are now evolving (Johnson 2002). APEL will have increasing impact on higher education in the future particularly for students who wish to gain credit for their prior experience through the new Qualifications Framework (NQAI). It was against this backdrop, interest and activity that the Irish APEL Network formed in the mid 1990s, began to reconvene in a formal basis to discuss APEL developments in the context of change.  This Network has a membership of over forty practitioners from third level education who are involved in varied ways in the development and implementation of APEL in their organisations and who contribute to discussion and innovation nationally and internationally.

The purpose of APEL is to transform experience into active learning within a process that firstly, identifies the evidence secondly, assesses it and finally awards this evidence. In order to gain accreditation for prior experience there has to be certain criteria:

· The authenticity of the claim is verifiable,

· The currency is sufficient (recent enough),

· The learning is relevant to the claim, 

· The appropriateness or validity to the claim,

· The reliability of the claim or agreement that this is a sufficient match to determine competence
 Assessment of Prior Learning

 In America, the assessment of prior learning dates back to the 1930s when college admission examinations were used to assess the capability of learners. A Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) was established in the 1970s (Council for HE 1995). The structures and processes for recognising and accrediting formal, non-formal and informal education have evolved since then to allow wider participation and mobility for learners across the States. 

 The assessment of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL) has been a major development internationally since the onset of Frameworks for Qualifications/Awards and Credit Accumulation and Transfer Systems. Northern Ireland have followed and sometimes led initiatives in the United Kingdom (UK). Over the past year, most educational institutions in the Republic of Ireland are showing interest in the value of APEL for widening participation and encouraging mature students to higher education. Cork Institute of Technology is the only institute mentioned in the Report by the Action Group on Access (DES 2001c) who employs a Lecturer in Education Development with responsibilities for managing the APL processes and specialises in mentoring for APL. Nonetheless, the APEL scheme is widespread across these institutions. The process involves assessing evidence through portfolio measured against the learning outcomes of the individual subject of the course. Presently up to 150 applicants are processed through one academic year. These applicants are from a range of disciplines such as electronic, electrical, civil, mechanical engineering, biological science, applied physics, community education and development, business studies and nautical studies.

The accreditation of prior learning is increasingly treated as a learning experience that contributes towards lifelong learning skills (Moon 1999). There are a growing number of APEL modules available in the UK in particular, through these modules, the learner can gain the some and/or all of the necessary credits needed for progression. These modules usually include study skills, information technology and retrieval, critical thinking and analysis, reflective learning, portfolio development, and academic writing skills. University of Ulster in Northern Ireland uses a module for personal and professional development that enables students to claim credit for learning achieved and uses the process of APEL not as an administrative task, but as a means towards income generation and credit accumulation.

The evidence for APEL can be presented in many different formats but the portfolio is by far the most common reported in the literature. Other methods applied are the assessment of the person in their area of work/practice reflective journal/account, essay /exam or challenging assignments as the former are referred to. The evidence can be got from a combination of other written documentation such as; certificates or transcripts, course content and learning outcomes, timetables, project work, minutes of meetings, testimonials and letters booklets and any other material developed by the person seeking recognition of their prior learning.

There are several examples of records of achievements internationally under different terminology such as portfolio, learning passport, learning record, learning inventory or profile. Since 1993, a National Record of Achievement (NRA) has been mandatory for school leavers in the UK, which is linked to the National Database of Vocational Awards and the National Vocational Qualifications System. Dr Kathryn Barker (1999; 2000) in Canada has researched an Electronic Learning Record (ELR) for assessment and management of skills and knowledge. The intentions for this method of assessment were much broader than institutional level, rather as a national system for assessing, managing, matching and utilising skills and knowledge or a component of Human Capital Accounting –the management of the knowledge embodied in humans. The advantage of this type of database to the individual and employers in a global knowledge based economy are somewhat obvious and could open windows of opportunities for people migrating to other countries. A problem in the initial implementation of the ELR was that people were not given sufficient time and assistance to complete it.

The accreditation of prior experiential learning has opened up access to new types of learners and learning and access to qualifications:

Acceptance of experiential learning erodes the boundaries between formal and non-formal organisations and undermines the distinctiveness and claims to a special expertise of the host institution (Edwards et al 1998 p76)

As a corollary to the lifelong learning movement, APEL has progressively been reported as a means of linking informal education and formal education and bridging the gap between social inclusion and higher education (Cleary et al 2002) or developing a learning bridge (Storan 2000).

A survey of Southern England Consortium for Credit Accumulation and Transfer (SEEC) APEL Network institutions (Johnson 2002) showed that most institutions were using APEL primarily at local level within an institutional framework. Even when an institutional framework existed, this was often not used across all of the institution but reserved to particular departments. Many of these institutions allowed up to 50% of the award through APEL but how this was measured and distributed through undergraduate and postgraduate in varied institutions differed significantly. 
A survey of a DipPS programme included all staff and trainees in probation work (Goatly 2002) and indicated that 30% of respondents did not have an opportunity to undergo either APCL or APEL. Moreover, a high proportion of those who did decided against it because of the conditions attached to sufficiency, relevance and currency of prior experience. The overall results showed mixed attitudes as to genuine benefits from the efforts needed for the process. Much of this disillusionment was due to poor communication of the APL process to staff and to students and lack of clarification of issues concerning relevance of work experience between institutions.

An international project The Learning Bridge (Storan 2000) whose partners are: the Nettuno University in Italy; the Hamburger Volkshochschule and South Bank University in the United Kingdom Together, The Learning Bridge partners are working to develop ways of recognising informal learning.

This study focuses on three post-school institutions  (one in Italy, Germany and Great Britain) to explore the ways in which informal, experiential learning is perceived and recognised by students, tutors and institutional structures. The study forms part of continuing work, which aims to construct a pedagogic bridge between learning, which has been acquired formally and informally 

The evidence from the first phase of this project shows that these partners adopt very different approaches to recognition of informal learning and it is suggested that this diversity would be amplified within the greater diversity across Europe. In the UK, the assessment and accreditation of informal learning is carried out in several Universities. In Italy, there are extremely limited ways in which informal learning can be given formal recognition within higher education. The evidence shows that:

· Informal learning within each partner institution is conditioned by the broader educational context operating within that region/state.

· There is significant inequality of access to all forms of post-school education.

· Post-school learning provision varies enormously between the three partner communities, and there are even greater disparities between EU members as a whole. 

· Levels of provision for adult learning are relatively high in Denmark and Sweden; in comparison UK provision is more modest and depends, in part, on regional factors such as the spending priorities of local authorities.

· There is a growing gap between those adults with access to both formal and informal learning those who do not.

· There is a need to change institutional provision and practice, to make them more welcoming to adult learners.

· The under-representation and low participation of working class adults forms a common concern amongst the project partners and, more broadly, across similar education providers in Europe.

· Informal learning has a major role to play in bridging the adult education gap, promoting and extending services to non-participating adult learners.                  

Canada has made significant progress since 1993 in the development of Prior Learning and Assessment and Recognition (PLAR). The major concerns by 1998 were funding arrangements, quality, integrity, and learner mobility across learning organisations and how to develop collaborative practice across institutions (Van Kleff 1998). The structures and systems for PLAR have been centralised and collaboration between institutions is widespread. Systematic exploration of PLAR has been undertaken and moved from descriptions of how institutions provide some form of PLAR to two major surveys A Slice of the Iceberg (Van Kleff 1999) and The Learner’s Perspectives on Prior Learning Assessment (Ministry of Advanced Education 2000). More recently, a study by Thomas et al (2001) extended evidence on the learners’ perspectives.

Social Inclusion through APEL 
A comparative study (Cleary et al 2002) produced for the European Commission (Socrates-Grundtvig) draws together the learners’ perspectives from the findings of five national reports in England, Scotland, Finland, France and Spain. The study aimed to include six institutions in each country. One hundred and ten learners gave life history interviews. The findings show there are diverse methods applied to APEL in these regions. Spain has relatively little APEL while France has progressed to legislative heights with centralised systems in universities for dealing with claims and APEL has a high profile and status within education. The other countries used APEL as a bridging gap between informal and formal academic learning (Cleary et al 2002) and in England and Scotland the monitoring of APEL is more localised.  The key issues arising from this study were the limited extent of APEL activity, hierarchies of knowledge and learning, APEL as a transformative mechanism, APEL and social inclusion and APEL and the issue of flexibility. APEL operates within institutional walls of further and higher education and has not been extended to community-based education where one could argue it is most essential. The processes used can be very resource intensive and bureaucratic but equally there is little credence given to the “potential impact of experiential learning in terms of an individual’s capabilities for academic learning” (Cleary et al 2002 p15). Consequently, a hierarchy of knowledge and learning is created with experiential learning as a type of informal learning associated with vocational areas of learning. The researchers suggest that APEL can act as a transformative mechanism to link informal and formal learning. If used to bridge this gap one could assume that APEL could play a very significant role in social inclusion. 

Contrary to this the research findings demonstrate that the learners were from social groups who have traditionally been included. An exception to this was the learner profiles in England described the 30-50 age range and from working class backgrounds. Social inclusion and APEL were not strongly linked. A reason for this conclusion was that APEL is not accessible to the needs of marginalized groups such as the unemployed, disabled, ethnic minorities and older adults. To reach marginalized groups APEL needs to be extended to community based education and higher education need to review their strategies for widening access and APEL. 

Formalising the APEL process can have adverse effects and act as a deterrent to social inclusion is people are not informed. This means that the education sectors have a responsibility to inform the public in a manner appropriate to their needs. Flexibility in how and where APEL is applied is equally important Cleary et al (2002) found that flexibility was hindered by the constraints imposed within institutions due to quality assurance and administration. France, for example, applies APEL not to demonstrate identical knowledge but to demonstrate the intellectual and problem solving capacity the programme aims to foster. This approach can overcome the rigidity and bureaucracy in a system. There are several recommendations out of this study pointing towards the need to place APEL high on the agenda for lifelong learning policy and social inclusion across Europe. 

Glasgow Caledonian University in Scotland is one of the partners in this on going project on learners’ perspectives. The university hosted a European conference on APEL and social inclusion last autumn and since then two pertinent publications, A Learner’s Guide and Creating Opportunities for APEL are available. TALENT is an on-line resource for training entitled “Training Accreditation of Learning in the European Context using New Technologies”. 

John Konrad (1992) through the University of Leeds, also a member of the APEL Network Ireland, has placed a proposal to Grundtvig 4 for European partners to develop European Credit Accumulation System for Lifelong Learning. The partnership will facilitate links between higher, adult and community education. The project will include an Irish perspective.

The APEL Network Ireland has responded to the NQAI discussions and the group are looking at various ways to forward APEL nationally. One suggestion (Diarmuid O’Callaghan IT Blanchardstown) is to create a standard portfolio module and offer this widely through institutions to target not only mature students and marginalized groups but also the school leavers not yet 23 years of age. The APEL Network have recently given a glimpse of the status of APEL in Ireland at the last meeting of the group. The outcomes of the discussion are outlined in the following section.

Emerging Models for APEL 

The outcomes of the last meeting of the APEL Network (Murphy 2002) showed that a number of models for APEL are emerging throughout the Republic of Ireland. The following bodies are involved in these developments, FETAC (NCVA), HETAC (NCEA), FAS, Institute of Technology (Waterford, Cork and Dublin), Community and Voluntary sectors and in-house responses at institutional level. These approaches indicate that:

a. Approaches to APEL are varied but predominantly related to the concept of national standards and competency-based assessment and specific learning outcomes

b. The theoretical base of APEL is underdeveloped. Research is needed to:

i. Identify and articulate the epistemologies and learning theories informing these models 

ii. Articulate the discipline –specific theories of learning and their impact on the concept of national standards

iii. Explore how APEL is/can be used as a pedagogical tool as well as an access and accreditation mechanism

The future actions for the APEL Network group are to continue to contribute at group and individual level to the NQAI developments and support the publication of issues on APEL. Networking between group members in and across disciplines is central and essential to discussions.

From extensive experience in APEL, Johnson (2002) has outlined several significant considerations that must be addressed when developing a framework for APEL. These factors extend from marketing to monitoring the process, and from examining the fundamental questions such as what are the benefits and for whom? Which staff need development for APEL and how can this be facilitated?  The evidence across countries shows the need for staff development. A Code of Practice for AP(E)L was developed by SEEC (1995) to facilitate institutions to develop their system for AP(E)L.

The Mapping APEL research project (Learning from Experience Trust 2000) aimed o to survey the extent to which APEL is being applied in English Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and to assess efficient and cost effective strategies that allow APEL to be applied to larger numbers of students. There were several recommendations out of this study for higher education in the UK to reflect all interested parties.

The general view is that learning attained within the previous five years has sufficient currency to be processed for assessment. Some institutions claim that between five and ten years may be considered for a lower amount of credits but if achieved over and beyond this time span it may be discounted (Moon 1999) The APEL process is significant by how the learner forwards the evidence, how this evidence is assessed and awarded or not as it may. The procedures applied to the processing aim to find the best match through a cooperative process between the institution and the learner seeking assessment and accreditation of prior learning. 

There is a vast quantity of international literature available on institutional local policies and procedures, on the influences of society, economies and demographics on APL besides the evidence on “experience” as part of lifelong learning in educational research (Cleary et al 2002). The processes used for APEL Assessment and Accreditation generally follow a similar pathway despite the strategies used for the exercise. Initially the student has to be aware of their opportunity to apply for APEL and the support given helps them to identify their need and map their prior learning against the programme requirements. The student makes an APEL claim in an agreed format which is then assessed by assessors in the institution who may/may not the same as those providing the guidance. Credit is awarded if the assessment suggests that the match is appropriate.  Documentation for all of the steps is essential.

The accreditation of prior learning is increasingly treated as a learning experience that contributes towards lifelong learning skills (Moon 1999). APEL modules are offered in many universities throughout the UK. These modules usually include study skills, information technology and retrieval, critical thinking and analysis, reflective learning, portfolio development, and academic writing skills. University of Ulster in Northern Ireland uses a module for personal and professional development that enables students to claim credit for learning achieved and uses the process of APEL not as an administrative task, but as a means towards income generation and credit accumulation.

Conclusion

Lifelong learning is high on the political and educational agendas worldwide. This means that educational systems are challenged to accommodate the needs of the people from early childhood to late adulthood. The evidence supports AP(E)L as a mechanism for widening participation in higher education yet to date the process has not been used adequately to impact on social inclusion.  AP(E)L is evident internationally although the structure and processes differ. The conclusion drawn from this review is that AP(E)L models are either embedded within the institutional structured system for standards and quality or are running on parallel tracks to the system. The latter can be a less cost-effective mechanism, as human resources have to be specifically targeted into a Department/Unit. The integration of AP(E)L sends a positive message to students, staff and the public that it is a standard issue in access, transfer and progression. The literature suggests that AP(E)L has the potential to bridge the gap between informal and formal education and even if for this reason alone should be considered more seriously by higher education.
Background to AP(E)L Developments in DCU

The development of a modular system meant that a policy for APL was embarked upon in the mid eighties. The Registrar at that time, Professor John Carroll initiated a university survey of people’s perceptions of how it could be implemented. A draft policy was discussed at Academic Council in April 1998 (AC98/A2/12). The purpose of the paper was to propose a standard procedure for assessing and recording APL and to consider how this could be extended to encompass the award of credits to learning provided by other bodies outside DCU. Reservations were expressed in relation to the primary and independent role of DCU in this development when it was common to all Universities. There was unease with assessment of prior learning and how to guarantee quality in measuring equivalence in content, level and quality. There was concern over a lack of boundaries to the quantity of prior learning that might be accepted and approved. Based on these concerns the proposal was deferred for further review.  A revised proposal was presented to Academic Council in June of that year suggesting a university wide APL policy. Academic Council approval was not gained because of the following grounds:

· The level of prior consultation with members 

· The application of the principles of APEL

· Concern over potential additional administration for individual Schools

· Use of portfolios and the levy fees for submission of APL claims

· The feasibility of undertaking subsequent spot-checks and assessment of successful applicants

· Different interpretations of the suggestion that: general accreditation is a process by which in-company provision will be accredited with a volume and level of credit which is not dependent on the identification of a target award within the University’s portfolio.

It was agreed that in the meantime, individual Schools (e.g. School of Nursing and DCUBS) would continue to build on their experiences in using APL and this might subsequently be beneficial in informing policy. Unfortunately, changes to follow overlooked this policy until now. The definition of APL in the proposed policy of 1998 was:

Accreditation of Prior Learning is a mechanism whereby prior learning or achievement gained by the student can be mapped against the requirements of a specific programme within DCU. Where a close correlation exists in level and content between the prior achievement of the student and the requirements of the DCU programme recognition in the form of credits can be awarded to the student for those modules of the DCU course (Hews 1998). 

One can assume from this definition that APL was perceived to be all inclusive of certificated and non certificated learning measured against the modular outline of programmes. For informal learning progression should not be taken in such a narrow sense of learning pathways to other courses, but envelop the range of outcomes that embrace the personal, social, economic and educational dimensions of people’s lives (McGivney 1999). The latter view opens up space within a modular system to allow potential students freedom to develop along their chosen route and at a pace suitable to their needs. 

Last Autumn Professor Patricia Barker (Registrar) requested that the following terms of reference be explored:


· Identify the current approaches to APL and APEL within DCU

· Consider the influences of national developments on future plans 

· Draft a strategic plan of recommendations for a policy for AP(E)L

Colleagues across the university were invited to participate in sharing information and procedures used in their respective Faculties and Schools. This collaboration resulted in written accounts via e-mail and interviews with individuals (n=25) along with focus group discussions and informal discussions over a three-month period. Outsiders from the NQAI and the APEL Network Group and key personnel in Northern Ireland and the UK contributed towards the overall conclusions in this report. During this time, other educational institutions in Ireland have shown an interest in collaborative work. 

The acronyms used to identify accreditation of prior learning for this report are as follows:

 APCL –The Accreditation of Prior Learning (previously acquired Certificated Learning) demonstrated by the applicant, reviewed through a rigorous assessment process against the claim and recorded through the student record system.

APEL –The Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning -Uncertificated Learning described as all knowledge, skills and personal qualities acquired through life, work experience and study which are not formally attested (Wailey 2002), demonstrated by the applicant, reviewed through a rigorous assessment process against the claim and recorded through the student record system.

AP(E)L ​–Used as a generic acronym to cover both Certificated and Uncertificated Learning. 

Current Developments at DCU

The DCU Strategic plan for 2001-2005 clearly states that an objective of the university as a learning community is to be a national leader in the provision of lifelong learning and that: the interaction between theory and practice, and between personal and professional development will be recognised as a hallmark of DCU education.  DCU has hosted the Lifelong Learning Festival for the past three years and has a Strategy for Lifelong Learning since 2000.

. 

Widening Participation 

DCU has cultivated ways to unite the university, school and community in developing a wider entry gate for higher education. The University has participated in the Ballymun Initiative for Third level Education (BITE) since the early 1990s. A direct entry scheme for up to five students who satisfy the following criteria; matriculation and programme requirements, four grade Cs at higher level, an aptitude test, an interview and a means test. Along with a place on their preferred programme, these students gain a small scholarship per year. DCU launched the North Dublin Access programme (NDA) in 1996, which involves Schools in the vicinity. 

The Access Service coordinates these programmes as well as a number of scholarship                       schemes aimed at undergraduates, sponsored by corporate and private donors.                        In addition, the service provides a link with the University for other educational initiatives targeting second-level students developed by local Area Partnerships. Access Services are working with the School of Education Studies in developing a foundation programme for mature students for piloting next September. The School of Engineering and Access are developing a foundation programme for broad groups who are not at leaving certificate standard –second chance and overseas students.

Dublin City University is committed to adopting a proactive approach to the task of providing equality of educational opportunity for potential third level students facing serious economic, educational and social barriers. Along with increasing access to higher education, the University aims to increase the self -esteem of the students and promoting a positive learning experience. The evidence shows that at DCU these students who enter higher education via Access programmes do as well, if not better than students entering through the conventional way. If such is the case, there is more reason why entry routes should be explored and that finance should be secured for these developments. 

DCU is targeting schools that fit set criteria and are within the Area Partnership zone. There are 16 schools participating in the programme, eight from the Finglas/Cabra Area Partnership and eight from the Northside Area Partnership. The NDA school programme is made up of outreach activities such as a Student Shadowing Scheme, Tutor Scheme, Achievement Awards Scheme and Early Revision Course for NDA Direct Entry applicants. There is a Peer Mentoring Programme for students post entry.

The Discover DCU Pilot programme is an information sharing and visiting session for potential students and their families. Take 5 Programme for Transition Year students is a partnership with Trinity College, NUI Maynooth, UCD and DIT. There is also a Summer Camp for first year students in participating schools. DCU has a direct entry policy for 5% of first year places for students from the NDA schools and who are from a socio-economic disadvantaged with a quota of up to 10% on any one programme. A Summer School Pilot programme was held last year for young school leavers who required maths at honours level for Access success in the examination and suitable aptitude to study at degree level facilitated access.

DCU takes the position that the Leaving Certificate points cannot be the sole criterion on which to base an applicant’s ability. Potential students who wish to enter higher education via the Direct Entry Scheme will have to attend the Summer School, be successful in interview and have the minimum entry requirements for the programme.

The National Distance Education Centre (OSCAIL) has advantaged a vast number of adult learners. OSCAIL have a link with a local College who deliver a two year FIT programme to make progression to the BSc Science and Technology possible. Recruitment is underway to appoint an officer for mature students.

Mechanisms for entry through Access and Foundation degrees are the most frequent area of growth. Currently some schools are providing some form of APL in these Access programmes and although it many not be stated in such direct terms. Interviews with individuals from different Faculties and Schools showed that these efforts are consequential to the enthusiasm of staff to meet the needs of their present and potential students and their collaboration with outside partners to make higher education more accessible to a different type of students. 

A Pilot Foundation programmes over a year for Non EU students has been developed with the prospect of progression to varied programmes on successful completion. Interview may also be requested prior to progression. This is a joint venture across the Faculties of Science & Health, Computer Applications, Engineering and DCUBS. 

A Foundation Certificate programme is in the developmental stage, proposed by the School of Mechanical and Manufacturing Engineering in partnership with SALIS, DCUBS, School of Physical Sciences and School of Mathematical Sciences. This foundation programme will offer overseas students, mature/second chance students and matriculated applicants a route of progression to their chosen area of study. The programme will run over one academic year and will consist of three streams to assist the three different groups. The Faculty of Science and Health, and School of Education Studies are working in partnership with Colaiste Duiligh to offer Foundation programmes outside DCU. 

Another example of collaborative work between the School of Educational Studies and the Access Office is a year full time Access programme for Educationally Disadvantaged Adults is currently proposed through the School of Education Studies. One of the aims of the programme is to: 

Enable adult learners develop the potential for progression and transfer within DCU and/or higher education institutions with a particular emphasis in the areas of education and training, community education, cultural and social equality and community development.

This programme reflects how one School has expanded partnerships and links with other adult education providers and are responding to the Back to Education Initiative. The principles of APEL are applied to entry requirements in the form of portfolio consisting of a record of educational achievements, an essay, referees, and any other relevant information pertaining to experience in youth, community work and interest in education. In addition, the candidates will be invited for interview. Progression from the Access to degree level is not automatic, successful completion 

Does not guarantee a student place on their preferred degree programme. It is suggested that all applicants wishing to progress through the DCU third-level system would be guaranteed an interview for their desired programme of study.

The Joint School of Education Studies are developing links and partnerships with schools through PLC Consortia and targeting specialist markets in community education. The School is formulating an Access programme with FETAC with accreditation by DCU. Community links are developing to look at ways to support ethnic minorities (resulting from a study undertaken by the School), refugees and overseas students. Workplace learning is fostered through INTRA where work placements are integral to the programmes in DCU.

Dublin City University Language Services offer tailor made programmes for overseas students. Students wishing to undertake English Language with the DCULS undergo a self- assessment and departmental assessment using a multiple-choice method. These programmes are not awarded credits and the department is a private enterprise. The certificate on completion may be at different levels that is the Cambridge Certificate (intermediate, upper intermediate or advanced level). Accreditation is by outside bodies.

 Links are formed with SALIS to deliver some aspects of programmes and for assistance in preparation for examinations. Verbal fluency of the English language is usually a problem for Europeans and not accuracy. Cultural awareness is an area under development in DCULS. Classroom dynamics has heightened an awareness of how this area needs attention. A national seminar has been held to identify the challenges in teaching mixed cultural groups. This has since been developed for some Health Boards to enable new staff from aboard recognise and understand cultural differences. Some other suggestions for widening participation were:

· Feeder programmes and short programmes with interview as criteria for selection 

· Through Second Chance Initiatives

· Recognition of external courses –transfer through university without any other conditions

· Sub degree programmes –as stepping stones to accumulate credits through individual modules 

· Tailor a qualifying modular degree –Cert-Diploma-Degree -select modules from different School to develop a set of modules

Progression and Transfer in a Modular Structure

DCU have an enormous quantity of modules to offer and more are accredited each year. It is time that these modules were rationalised and overlap of resources addressed. Interdisciplinary learning is happening in small pockets across programmes. An obstacle to collaboration in teaching and learning is that credits are linked to staff student ratio consequently a School may be disadvantaged by teaching additional hours yet not gain the same recognition. Issues such as half degrees –between Faculties and dual registration are developing between SALIS and other Schools. Interestingly, data to identify mature student numbers and their progression is not readily available. There is concern that the methods used to deal with the transition for students to higher education are inadequate. The orientation period is jam-packed and this along with personal tutoring may not be sufficient to deal with transition. Schools and Faculties are responding in different ways to widening participation. 

APEL was accepted as identifying the learning discrepancy for the individual and measuring this by some assessment of performance. It was recognised that there is a need to broaden the entry gate to higher education, but that universities are reluctant to put the systems in place and that presently adult learners find the whole process too difficult. 

Present State of AP(E)L at Dublin City University (DCU)

Staff at DCU who contributed to this report were positive about APEL as a means of facilitating access, transfer and progression. The general impression from them is that that much of the community within DCU are unfamiliar with the concept of APEL while some would like to discover the advantages for their student groups. The contributions showed some discontent with the present situation and Schools are grappling with ways to interpret and implement AP(E)L. There were specific recommendations offered.

 It was stressed that respect for the Freedom of Information Act and equality in higher education demands that systems used for AP(E)L at present are transparent which is not always the case at undergraduate level in particular. Streamlining of the system for assessment, recording, awarding and resourcing was high on the agenda.

The significance of AP(E)L for access, advanced standing or exemptions was explored in discussions. Avoidance of repetition for the learner was as significant as opening access for uncertificated learning. APCL was viewed as less difficult to manage as the student has a qualification to match against a programme or a module requirement. This matching of evidence meant that general credit was awarded for evidence of the academic level. APEL in contrast, demands that the learner’s experience is valued and measured against specific learning outcomes. Relevant examples of how APEL could be used to give specific credit were:

· Entry to Access programmes

· Entry to a first degree without evidence of formal qualifications 

· Entry to Master’s degrees with some evidence of certificated learning at first degree level 

Concern was raised that students were either given too much credit for access to different educational levels or were disadvantaged when no AP(E)L mechanism was applied. There was an obvious agreement that the evidence must match the academic level sought. The discussions highlighted policy issues such as what limits should placed on the volume of credit that can be obtained by APEL? 

APEL cannot be used for all programmes at present either because the stakeholders (employers) demand the qualification requirements for entry or the programme at DCU requires knowledge and skills not achievable outside formal education. 

The contributors perceived that there is a need to market, lead, and collaborate with stakeholders to develop an efficient and effective APEL system. This system should be centralised and regulated by Registry. Quality improvement mechanisms should be developed for recording and monitoring AP(E)L processes at undergraduate and postgraduate level. A Working Group should be convened to combine and develop the current and future pathway for APEL. Student and staff awareness and development is essential. 

There are a few Schools who have ‘gone it alone’ over the years because of the needs of their target student group. These areas are notably in Education Studies, Nursing and Chaplaincy Studies at Mater Dei, while others use the principles to a lesser extent for example, Communication Studies. Table 1 outlines the areas using Accreditation of Certificated Learning (APCL) alone and those who use both certificated and uncertificated learning for credit accumulation.

APCL is used across to more frequently across Schools, when APEL is applied this is often used as an additional factor for exemptions but never used on its own for accreditation or prior experiential learning.

Table 1: Faculties/Schools using APCL/ AP(E)L

	Faculty/School
	Programme 
	Type
	Yes
	No

	Access Service
	
	APCL
	(
	

	Communications 
	
	AP(E)L
	(
	

	DCUBS
	
	APCL
	(
	

	Educational Studies
	All programmes 
	AP(E)L
	(
	

	Engineering 
	Developing a Foundation programme 
	
	
	(

	International Students Desk 
	DCU uses NARIC system 
	
	
	(

	Nursing 
	Undergraduate and postgraduate 
	AP(E)L
	(
	

	Mater Dei
	Postgraduate:

 MA Healthcare Chaplaincy

MA School Chaplaincy & Pastoral Care
	AP(E)L
	(
	

	Mathematical Sciences
	Not intending to use AP(E)L
	
	
	(

	OSCAIL
	Humanities, Nursing Studies
	
	(
	

	SALIS
	Considering AP(E)L
	
	
	(

	Science & Health, Engineering, Computer Applications & DCUBS
	Foundation programme 
	APCL
	(
	

	Other Interested Parties:

· DCULS

· Student Services
	
	
	
	


Documentary Evidence

Documentary evidence for experiential learning was tracked back to 1996. The term APEL is noted in some (albeit few) validation documents and module descriptors but less evident in any the central supporting services of the university. There are no handbooks or specific policy guidance for staff and students. No evidence was found to suggest that APEL is identified as a specific part of internal monitoring or auditing. Recording of events is confined to Programme Boards and Standing Committee of Academic Council, with some information on some application documents. Few Schools or Faculties offered any documentary evidence on APEL. Those who did gave validation documentation for new initiatives, marketing documents relating to access, and one general guideline for staff for implementing APEL. 

Assessment and Accreditation of AP(E)L

There is no policy within the Schools to evaluate the success of mature entrants via AP(E)L in relation to students from traditional modes of entry. These students are about 10% of total. Undergraduate mature students are interviewed where the range of criteria examined takes account of motivation, and ability to initiate judgement. The contributors felt that their success is usually high but they are often weak in study skills and need culturalisation to higher education.  The experience of staff in the School of Communications suggests that mature students who go through to masters without a primary degree are often less successful when it comes to the dissertation, as their gap in knowledge about research is more obvious. Students who have undertaken degree level will have had the time for development. The interview is most important for Master’s students but the structuring of such is more difficult when there is overlap between two faculties. Various examples of how AP(E)L could be assessed were offered these were: 

· Induction module and university aptitude test –where the results should influence how the learner themselves judge their ability. 

· Competences in programmes 

· Portfolio and viva/ interview

· Certificate from employers and interview to establish suitability

· Test for example –maths exam already available

It was suggested that assessment is often viewed in tablets of stone and an aptitude test is often too difficult for the type of student. In journalism the assessment is geared towards the particular learning outcomes and the assessment might be an example of written work /or tape.  Portfolio and interview is used in MA Journalism but this is one of a few areas using portfolio at present. 

AP(E)L at Undergraduate Level

At least two different models are used to access prior and experiential at undergraduate level. Nursing has used APCL since the onset of undergraduate professional continuing education for nurses and midwives at DCU in 1996 because of the numbers of adult learners entering programmes. The application process has been streamlined over the years and the application form asks students to specify details of their prior learning if they wish to seek exemption from Access modules. If the evidence suggests sufficient certificated learning, direct access is offered, the alternative route requires students to undertake an Access programme. On successful completion, these students are automatically offered a place on the degree. More recently, exemption from specific modules on the programme(s) is allowed. 

Other Schools use certificated and experiential learning for exemptions to modules the evidence is processed through interview, Programme Boards and Standing Committee of Academic Council. The assessment of experiential learning can be through portfolio, assignment and/or references and certificate from employers along with interview or viva to assess suitability.

Postgraduate Level

Postgraduate level education is by far the most common reference to exemptions and progression at DCU with almost all Schools placing requests for approval of  ‘special case’ access or progression. These examples show that a combination of APEL and APCL were applied. Table 2 shows the number of submissions from each School since 1999. From 2001, details of cases are submitted and the records maintained in separate documentation and are not available in the minutes of the meetings. Due to the latter the numbers given may be less than those submitted. This evidence suggests that Standing Committee of Academic Council act as the Accreditation Board for APL. Flexibility in this system is equally evident and the method provides a monitoring of the process for quality in education. However, it may not be the most efficient and or transparent approach to APL in particular for the students themselves.

Efforts to strengthen AP(E)L policy are evident. Chaplaincy Studies at Mater Dei assess the general background of people seeking AP(E)L. Based on the evidence a criteria was set to accommodate qualified professionals who trained in the traditional system but would have achieved most of the Master’s level. The programme requires students to take 150 credits over two years. A maximum exemption of 120 credits is achievable through APEL. This means that students who obtain APEL and are successful through interview can achieve their master’s degree over one year through a dissertation.

Another example of where a more reliable measurement of AP(E)L  is required is the Postgraduate Graduate Diploma nursing programme. This programme also involves workplace learning and allows progression for students through AP(E)L and an Access programme. The exemption policy is under review because of huge discrepancies in the current methods. The proposed policy for this programme will set a maximum credit through APL (not decided) and that this will be relevant to core theoretical modules only. It is proposed to create an APL structure as a two way process:

Stage 1 
· The student submits a written statement to support the application along and a portfolio of relevant work (e.g., coursework completed previously). 

· The Advisory Group (comprising the framework director, module coordinator, pathway leader and a staff member with postgraduate teaching experience who is not involved in the course) make a judgement on the submission

· The application is approved if the group decide it clearly demonstrates attainment of the learning outcomes 

Stage 2 

· Will involve a review of the application by a suitably qualified external assessor. The assessor will determine whether the application demonstrates attainment of learning outcomes 

The different models used at present in DCU show that Schools are developing their own approaches in isolation of each other. Transparency of these approaches and criteria is essential and if the staff across Schools and Faculties are not aware of each other’s developments the applicants or existing students will most likely be less clear of the processes.

Conclusion and Way Forward

A National Framework to coordinate and monitor Access initiatives as recommended by the Action Group on Access (2001) will be established this spring. This is a welcomed and extremely positive move forward for equity in access. Meantime, the Action Group on Access to Third level Education (2001) suggest that the legal responsibility of third level institutions to have regard to equality should mean that a quota for the under-represented groups should be considered and set by the individual institution. Demographic trends suggest that the fall in birth rate between the 1980s and 1990s will have serious influence on the number of potential entrants to third level education until 2013. Institutions should be addressing this in the context of present structures, programme content and the pedagogical approaches used. Second Chance students must be integrated into a structure that is conducive to their needs and the resources must be secured to fulfil the following proposition:

Be creative, thoughtful and energetic in developing and supporting inclusive cultures in higher education institutions (Skilbeck 2001)

The current situation at DCU shows a growth in Access and Foundation programmes, which is a sign of positive action to strategic plans for widening participation. One should exert caution in developing several more modules that expand the already overflowing pool within the system. Pooling of resources, faculty and university wide, to create generic and specific modules could accommodate a greater number of students and be more cost-effective. This core learning can have advantages but is often argued as a cost-cutting exercise. There is no crucial reason why Access programmes could include an AP(E)L module which could be interdisciplinary. 

DCU is directing attention in a positive fashion towards community education that could be a force for outreach to disadvantaged communities. With the expertise and technology within, it is possible to lead innovatory methods for lifelong learning. Creating a lifetime learning ethos in house should be of equal importance and AP(E)L can be applied in the accreditation of staff development as demonstrated in higher education in the UK. 

APEL was accepted as identifying the learning discrepancy for the individual and measuring this by some assessment of performance. Schools and Faculties are responding in different ways to widening participation. Communication across Faculties needs to be strengthened. There is a lack of awareness of developments for widening participation or the use of AP(E)L. 

The conclusion of this AP(E)L review highlights the need to coordinate the existing models and generate a best practice model. The best use of resources now will have positive effects later on. Delay could be costly as there are certain hitches with the current mechanisms used in the application of AP(E)L suggesting that equality and fairness must be more transparent. Centralising resources will prevent repetition across Schools. A coordinated centralised system could generate income if marketed well and will certainly be of interest to other educational sectors and institutions across Ireland. During this review, several institutions have shown interest in collaboration across Ireland. Experts in the field in the UK have offered to contribute to staff development and offered SEEC level descriptors for credits. Joan Mulholland in the University of Ulster created a database of credits allocated to all nursing programmes at post qualifying level in the UK. This database was purchased by DCU and could be extended to include other programmes outside of nursing. The area is under researched and under developed in Ireland and it is a timely for DCU to lead the way. I have been awarded €10,000 through the Teaching and Learning Small Project scheme to carry out a national survey of educational institutions in Ireland, with the proviso that the Panel were of the opinion that the resources for AP(E)L should come from central sources and that this is noted in the report. 

The recommendations made by the contributors to this report are incorporated into the Academic Council Summary report. These recommendations exemplify the following quotation:

It is of particular importance that the quality assurance procedures for APEL are as close as possible to standard assessment procedures, with credit being awarded by boards of examiners.  The process must be seen to be fair and rigorous both by the learner concerned, other learners and the institution (Moon 1999 p2)


Recommendations For DCU

· Common definitions are needed to safeguard and ensure quality arrangements for AP(E)L

There is uncertainty across the university was to what terms mean but more so how to apply the processes to present programmes.

· A centralised system for AP(E)L should be implemented in the university.

A centralised system with an AP(E)L Officer to oversee it and manage it is requested. Present models of AP(E)L have some commonalities but people are not aware of what others are planning or doing. Schools have developed their own approaches with no guidance or staff development to do so. The present practice may be educationally unsound if the assessment of prior and experiential learning is not measured against the relevant academic level and that the applicant demonstrates their prior and experiential learning. 

· AP(E)L should be embedded within the present quality assurance mechanisms of the University.

Monitoring of these processes is unsatisfactory. A central system embedded in the quality mechanisms under the control of Registry is essential for implementation monitoring and evaluation of AP(E)L. In this manner, the system can show equality and fairness for all applicants.

· AP(E)L should be embedded in the processes across the curriculum.

AP(E)L is not and should be identifiable in all documentation from marketing to the assessment processes and through to student transcripts of results. It should become part of the methodology for access transfer and progression across, between and within programmes.

· AP(E)L procedures and practices should be properly documented and made available to all students, academic and administrative staff and external examiners.

There are no guidance policies for staff or students to show what DCU policy involves.

· AP(E)L procedures, relevant documentation and outcomes should be monitored.

The present system lacks scrutiny in monitoring and evaluation of procedures for AP(E)L. The evidence demonstrated through AP(E)L should be as equally visible as any other assessment and recognition of achievement.

· The AP(E)L process must be equitable and capable of scrutiny.
The lack of a clear system means that any expansion of present practice is limited to the views of the Schools and not sufficiently open to external scrutiny.
· Staff development required for AP(E)L should be included in the policy documentation.
Staff request that their development is considered in the policy for AP(E)L.

For The HEA

· Support financially the dissemination of good practice between higher education staff involved in APEL 

· Provide funding and support for staff development 

· Consider how far it might be appropriate or desirable to report on the number of students receiving APEL credit. 

	Table 2: Special Cases for Progression taken to Academic Council Standing Committee (1999-2002)

	1999
	MA International Relations
	Professionals in broad principles

Extensive experience

Interviewed 
	2
	Approved

	
	BEng in mechanical & Manufacturing

 
	Completed one Semester other university
	1
	Approved

	
	BA Theology & Philosophy
	Attained requisite points and interviewed–not minimum entry requirements
	2
	Approved

	
	PhD Mathematical Sciences
	Three qualifications at Masters’ level (taught) 
	1
	Approved

	
	Direct entry to PhD
	Must register for Masters then apply to PhD registry
	1
	Not approved

	
	BSc Computer Applications (evening mode)

Year 2

Year 3
	Exemptions from modules
	6

13

6
	

	
	BSc Computer Applications
	Exemptions from modules
	11
	Approved

	
	Bachelor of Business Studies
	Exemptions from modules (external transfers)
	12
	Approved

	
	MA Journalism
	Third class honours degree, extensive experience and interviewed
	1
	Approved

	
	MBA
	Substantial experience in business and interviewed
	2
	Approved (conditioned to GMAT score)

	
	MBA
	GMAT Score extensive work experience and interviewed
	1
	Approved

	
	MBS Human Resource Strategies
	Pass degree/or diploma –entitled professional qualification for membership to Institute of Personnel Development, extensive work experience and interview
	4
	Approved

	
	MBS Strategic International Marketing 
	Degree or Diploma or substantial business experience and interview
	2
	Approved

	
	MBS Accounting
	Overseas student with extensive experience had not the exemption from Professional Examination 11 
	1
	Approved

	
	MBS Marketing
	Diploma in Marketing with credit, extensive experience and interviewed
	1
	Approved

	
	MBS Strategic Marketing
	Postgrad Dip/Business BSc –Pass and extensive work experience and interviewed
	1
	Approved

	
	Grad/Dip/MBS Safety & Health at Work
	Extensive work experience and interview
	6
	Approved

	
	Professional Diploma in Accounting
	Exemptions for current students
	5
	Approved

	Total 
	
	
	79
	

	2000
	MBS in HR Strategies
	Qualification other than primary degree
	3
	Approved

	
	MSc Qualifier
	Completed requirements
	1
	Ratified

	
	MA Translation Studies
	Interview and written test to compensate for lack of minimum requirement at degree level 
	1
	Approved

	
	MBS Accounting
	Did not strictly meet admission criteria
	1
	Approved

	
	MSc Investment and Treasury
	Other qualifications other than degree


	3
	Approved

	
	IMBA  
	Level of degree under question support from external institution
	1
	Approved

	
	Corporate MBA
	Good work experience and professional qualifications
	8
	Approved

	Total
	
	
	18
	

	2001
	Computer Applications
	Access to Masters by research primary not in cognate area-

Master’s Qualifying examination
	1
	Conditional

	
	Physical Sciences
	Overseas student
	1
	Approved

	
	Electronic Engineering
	Researcher for collaboration
	1
	Approved

	
	Mechanical & Manufacturing
	Admission to Master’s Qualifying programme
	1
	

	
	MA in International Relations
	No details
	1
	Approved

	
	MBS Human Resource Strategies
	Special case
	1
	Approved

	
	MBA Local Government
	Special case
	1
	Approved

	
	GD/MBS Safety and Health at Work
	Special case
	1
	Approved

	
	Graduate Certificate in Corporate Treasury
	Special case
	1
	Approved

	
	BSc Computer Applications (day and evening degree)
	Module exemptions
	
	Approved

	
	MSc Work & Organisational Psychology
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	Graduate Certificate in Corporate Treasury
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	MBA
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	Diploma in Nursing
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	Master’s Business Studies
	Special case
	1
	

	
	Physical Sciences
	Request to register for two programmes concurrently
	No evidence to suggest student would benefit against regulations of university
	Not approved

	
	Cert in Plasma & Vacuum Studies
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	BEng Electronic Engineering
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	BSc Computer Applications
	Module exemptions
	
	

	
	Professional Diploma in Accounting
	Module exemptions
	
	

	Total
	
	
	11
	

	2002
	Mechanical & Manufacturing Engineering

Chemical Sciences
	Admission of Applicants to Master’s Qualifier
	5
	4 approved

1 deferred

(Insufficient information on prior qualifications)

	
	Physical Sciences
	Dual qualification request
	1
	Not approved no clear overall policy 

	
	Cert in Plasma & Vacuum Studies
	Module exemption
	1
	Approved

	
	Communications

Chemical Sciences

Biotechnology
	Special case admissions to Masters
	3
	Approved

	
	International MBA


	
	1
	

	
	MA International Relations
	
	4
	

	
	MBS Marketing
	
	1
	

	
	Electronic Engineering
	
	1
	

	
	Computer Applications
	
	1
	

	
	Educational Studies
	
	
	Deferred Clarification on qualifying examination/

Minimum English language requirement)

	
	Mechanical & Manufacturing Engineering
	
	2
	Approved

	
	Communications
	Subject to confirmation of primary degree details
	1
	Approved

	
	Mechanical & Manufacturing Engineering
	Semester1 Modules taken concurrently with Masters research 
	1
	Agreed as pilot

	
	Corporate MBA
	Special case
	1
	

	
	Corporate MBA (Local Government0
	Special case
	1
	

	
	MA in International Relations (part time) MA in Globalisation
	Special case
	1
	

	
	MBS Human Resource Strategies
	Special case
	1
	

	
	Post-registration Nursing
	Exemption from modules
	
	

	
	MBS in Strategic International Marketing
	Special case
	1
	

	
	Electronic Engineering
	Registration on two programmes
	1
	Approved

	
	Mechanical & Manufacturing Engineering
	Admission to concurrent Meng/MEng Qualifier programme
	1
	Approved 

	
	Professional Diploma Accounting

Bachelor of Nursing Studies

BEng Mechatronic Engineering

BSc Computer Applications
	Module exemptions
	
	Approved

	
	Graduate Diploma in Translation Studies
	Special case
	1
	Approved

	
	MA in International Relations (part time)
	Special case
	1
	

	Total
	
	
	31
	

	
	
	
	
	


Policy change (July 2001) Programme Boards must report to Standing Committee on Progress of these special cases at end of first (or only) year of study. Pro-forma format changed for special case admissions (Sept 2001) February 1999 Academic Council approved a pro forma to help with decisions in respect of admissions to programmes on a special case basis. The intention was to facilitate a more complete and consistent presentation of applicant information (in terms of both certificated and experiential learning) and would require a more consistent approach by Programme Boards (AC Minutes Feb 1999)
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