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Abstract

This paper intends to present work in progress in the search for a 'holistic' model of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), or Validation de l'Expérience (VAE), as part of a new European project ‘Valuing Learning from Experience’, which aims to develop RPL's capacity to promote greater social inclusion than it has proved to do so far. The authors will not deny RPL's utilitarian nature, in as much as it seeks ultimately to enable adult learners to accede to some form of social recognition for knowledge acquired outside formal education, usually in the shape of credits and qualifications, as the University of Bretagne-Sud' s experience will demonstrate. The preoccupation with the social inclusion potential of RPL is permeating European discourse on lifelong learning where ‘valuing learning’ acquired from non-formal and informal learning settings is given high priority, although the means to achieve that aim are far from clear. Moreover, as the paper will recall, the epistemology of experiential learning is a contested field. 

The paper will seek, therefore, to discuss the questions presented by the practice of RPL/ VAE, focusing on the experience of the University of Bretagne-Sud, located at the 'vanguarde' of implementation of the new 2002 Loi de Modernisation in France. 

Both VAE/RPL practices require a retrospective 'biographical' reflection on experience, a 'recit' and narrative, usually achieved in the form of a ‘portfolio’. However, there is also a prospective aspect to VAE as it can be a means of projection into the future, rather than just a statement of acquired competencies, even representing a “French existential philosophy about the self.” (Barkatoolah 2000 p.7); a rather different perspective from the UK tradition, based on an evidence-based 'portfolio approach’, where ‘learning’ (in the form of learning outcomes) has to be matched to the targeted curriculum's learning outcomes, reflecting a credit-exchange model where experience is packaged and credentialised, and where  "the management of experience has become a way of regulating how people define themselves and construct an identity" (Michelson 1999 p 144). 

This paper intends to address these inherent contradictions while attempting to develop a model which will accept the life history approach as a path necessary to build a professional project. It will ask whether an alternative to the portfolio can be found, such as the  'récit de formation', representing a more holistic and exploratory methodology, more suited to 'informal' contexts. 

Finally, the paper will seek to unveil how the French approach offers scope to explore the question of the frontier which the VAE 'accompagnateur' now inhabits, merging notions of 'direction, suivi and accompagnement' (Le Bouédec 2001).

Introduction

The Grundtvig project ‘Valuing Learning from Experience’ was approved because it appealed to current European concerns around a ‘learning-for-all-culture’ discourse where liberal notions of self-fulfilment for the European citizen jostle with economic arguments of employability and adaptability (CE 2000, 2001). Among the many priorities identified in the Memorandum for Lifelong Learning are suggestions for finding new forms of assessments and identification of learning through the recognition of non-formal and informal learning and the development of innovative pedagogy designed to address the “shift from knowledge acquisition to competence development” (CE 2001 p.5). 

The purpose of this paper is not to add to the European debate on the recognition of prior learning (RPL) but it is worth highlighting the semantic confusion surrounding the rather indiscriminate use of the terms recognition, accreditation, learning, knowledge and competence, as well as the belief that RPL can be a tool for social inclusion. While much has been written about the Assessment or Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL), (a term used interchangeably here with RPL), as a means to promote widening participation to higher education for a ‘non-traditional’ adult public in the UK (Johnson 2002, Bailey & O’Hagan 2000), claims concerning APEL as a tool for social inclusion or redress in Europe have not bee substantiated by research
. 

Moreover, in the last decade a substantial field of critical writing has emerged unpacking the concept of experiential learning (see for example Fenwick 2000 and 2003, Michelson 1996, 1997 and 1999), briefly reviewed here. This paper proposes to move the discussion from the practice of APEL / RPL as traditionally viewed in the UK and other Anglo-Saxon cultures
 to a discourse embracing the ‘life history’ approach, and exploring the concept of ‘récit de formation’ as a model for the project. Case studies from the current French practice of the new VAE (Validation des Acquis de l’ Experience) will be used to see how possible it is to create a new, holistic model for the recognition of knowledge acquired outside formal institutions, thus endeavouring to find some answers to Dominicé’s interrogation about “the relationship between formal education and knowledge acquired from experience” (“le rapport entre l’enseignement formel et les acquis éducatifs de l’expérience de la vie” (1989 p 63). 

This paper is concerned therefore about the possibility of replacing the traditionally constructed portfolio by a participative approach closed to the “biographie éducative” (Dominicé (1996 p 129), an act of writing one’s narrative, within the context of an educational intention (or formation).  However the authors are well aware of the risk that the history of life approach could be reduced to an instrumentalist usage when applied to the validation des acquis de l’expérience, and that, in agreement with Dominicé (2002), it should preserve, within an adult education framework, its existentialist aim.  Is it an irreconcilable goal? How can the written narrative, the récit de formation, not become a ‘product’, to be measured and codified as valid knowledge by institutions? 

APEL and experiential learning: different perspectives

APEL practices in the UK have been described as belonging to a Credit Exchange model (Storan 2002), more concerned with assessment and credit-transfer mechanisms than with learners’ personal growth development through formative learning, as in the development model (Butterworh 1992). Such noble aims as equity, empowerment and democratisation of the curriculum (Evans 2000) seem to have been subsumed by preoccupation about institutional regulations legislating on allowable percentages of credit for admission or credit equivalence, recalling Davies’s (1999) reference to a qualification culture or an accreditation epidemic. The advent of learning outcomes, “as an extension of credit accumulation” (Evans 2000 p 52) in particular, linked to a growing quality assurance culture, have had a significant influence on the APEL development in the UK. 

Learning outcomes, or objectives, have become so much part of the educational landscape in the UK that it is actually surprising to find any critical analysis anywhere. However, it is interesting to note that Malglaive (1990), in his critique of the learning by objectives approach (pédagogie par objectifs or PPO), traces its origin from the post-war “American educational psychologists fed on a behaviourist culture, in contrast to European educationalists more influenced by J.J. Rousseau and a more literary and philosophical psychology based on the person rather than on the measurement of behaviours” (p 112). He remarks that behaviours are only the manifestation of whatever knowledge there is, and assessment through learning outcomes does not necessarily identify the nature of the knowledge itself or how people learn.

One might have thought, however, that the developmental model of APEL, with its emphasis on self-reflection which “integrates the knowledge acquired with the individual identity” (Butterworth 1992 p 49) might have counteracted the more instrumentalist tendencies of APEL. Yet the practices of experiential learning are  under fire as being not only under-theorised, but also a representation of a Western habit, going back to the Enlightenment, of splitting mind and body, by ‘disembodying’ experiential learning (Fenwick 2003). 

Fenwick goes further by pouring scorn on the very expression experiential learning “the term experiential learning is just as incomprehensible, for what manner of learning is not experiential?” (Fenwick 2003 p 11). Both Fenwick and Michelson (1996) in particular object to the dichotomy of learning and experience, or the concept of knowledge as a product of experience, where, according to “Enlightenment epistemologies (…)   knowledge must be purged of its origins in experience, abstracted from the place of its making, and dehistoricized” (Michelson 1996 p 188). This is a critique of the traditionally humanist adult education school of thought and in particular of the famous Kolb’s cycle of experiential learning (Kolb 1984), responsible for the underpinning theory behind most APEL portfolio productions in the UK. 

Both Fenwick and Michelson critique the rationalist view of experiential learning on two points: firstly, that it only values knowledge which, starting from the crude material of experience, is conceptualised through a process of reflection to become a new, abstract and universal knowledge. In  Michelson’s view, this knowledge resembles the academic or universalised knowledge  asked of students when writing portfolios, who are required “to replicate the steps of a universal rationality, transcending the singularities of their experience and situation and placing their knowledge within abstract categories” (Michelson (1996 p 189). Secondly, that the abstracted knowledge culled from the messy field of human experience negates the ‘situatedness’ of that experience, which 

“enters our consciousness already organised by ideology, language, and material history. This means, in turn, that experience and knowledge are neither chronologically nor logically distinct. […] There is no escaping the […] hermeneutic circle, because experience cannot be known in the first place outside of socially available meanings, the knowledge through which we organise meaning cannot be separated from experience” (Michelson 1996 p 190). She goes on to say that “knowledge is local, interested, relational. […] It is always socially and historically situated, that is, embedded within the matrix of social relationships and social activity” (p 192).

Where do we go from this point in our critical reading of experiential learning? The following ‘real-life stories’ narrated though a VAE adviser at the Université de Bretagne-Sud (UBS) highlights the new challenges faced by the VAE advisers or ‘accompagnateurs’ when confronted by more that just ‘competences’ during the course of their practice.

Current practice in Université de Bretagne-Sud

A previous study of VAP practice at the University of Sciences and Technology of Lille (USTL) (Pouget 2000) found that judgements about VAP applications were of a more holistic nature than compared with the UK credentialist approach. Official VAP documents (Validation des Acquis Professionnels)
 referred to a process starting with an initial analysis of the targeted curriculum and an analysis of the candidates’ personal and professional itinerary, with the 1985 decree allowing for a 'holistic' appreciation of the knowledge, methods and skills as they related to the required formation. According to Charraud and Paddeu (1999) this appreciation sought to identify a potential, close to a prognosis. One of the most significant differences from British APEL mechanisms resided in the fact that the VAP adviser was able to sit on the Validation Jury formed within the University. Feutrie (1998 p. 65) described the VAP approach  as “based on a process of deduction to identify the competences and knowledge already gained and required for the exemption sought, starting from the candidate’s own description of his or her experience. (….) We are in a rationale of presumption, not of proof”, a dramatically different stance from the UK‘s complete reliance of evidence submitted through the portfolio.

The testimony given here by UBS advisers may challenge those early assumptions as the full impact of the new 2002 legislation on social modernisation (loi de modernisation sociale
), having re-energised the previous VAP legislation into a broader and more powerful VAE tool (Validation de l’ Experience), makes itself felt.  In particular, in enshrining in the legislation the right for French citizens to the recognition and accreditation of their experience, it may have created a VAE mass market whose wider consequences must be difficult to identify yet.

However, one clear result of the new legislation is that the services of the Formation Permanente at the Université de Bretagne-Sud, like many other universities in France, have been inundated by demands for information on the new opportunity for VAE.  The national campaign slogan indeed promised « your experience is worth a qualification! » (votre expérience vaut un diplôme). Members of the public do present themselves to the university’s office saying « this is my experience. What is it worth ? ».

The practice of ‘accompagnement’, carried out  with adults seeking to have their experience recognised and ‘validated’ under the VAE has so far empirically – according to the UBS advisers - demonstrated the importance of explicitly introducing a life history approach and of  working on the récit de formation, which, incidentally, may, as Leguy (2001 p 55) suggests, “by focusing on a reflexive dimension within a narrative perspective, create links with Anglo-Saxon and European approaches in ‘experiential learning’ (formation expérientielle)” (a statement worth following-up in another place in the light of Fenwick’s and Michelson’s critical stance on traditional experiential learning theories).

At the University of Bretagne-Sud, the VAE application process is carried out in a structured manner, including group information sessions. The process follows nationally well-defined stages, broadly identified as: initial enquiry for application to the targeted institution or organisation; information session; construction of a ‘dossier’ (a document) - a feasibility application for initial consideration and acceptance; application document analysis by the VAE advisers; then construction of the ‘dossier de validation’ (RPL document, or portfolio in the UK) and presentation of the completed validation document to the Jury with an interview of the candidate; deliberation of the Jury on its recommendations if it can only give a partial ‘validation’, while also following up on these recommendations. 

La validation de l’expérience requires that candidates first of all effect a ‘return journey’ on their experience, a reflexive process through which they are able to extract technical or personal competences as well as prior knowledge.

Under the new VAE regime, the advisers have been able to reflect that the introduction of the word ‘experience’ in VAE has introduced a fundamental change in their practice from what it was under the previous VAP, whereby only professional experience was considered, while the adviser’s work consisted in the translation of the professional journey into competences which may be aligned against a qualifications and occupational Standard (référentiel de formation). The semantic migration from prior professional learning (acquis professionnels) to prior experiential learning (acquis de l’ experience) has posed a challenge to the practice and the function of advisers- accompagnateurs, initiating a reflection on the content and nature of their work. In the light of the new circumstances, the previous practice has suddenly been revealed as instrumentalist in the sense that it may “completely deny the meaning of experience, the presence and meaningfulness of the professional prints left during life’s journey, to focus on instrumental decoding of ‘competences’ and their sifting through the referential de formation” (Leguy 2001 p 56).

The following three brief (hi)- stories
, narrated as the UBS accompagnatrice’s own récit will illustrate the new challenges facing her and her colleagues regarding what could constitute the beginning of a récit de formation within a life history paradigm.

Story 1

Mme P contacts our service for a partial validation in the area of human resources. After the description of the procedure, dates and deadlines for submitting the ‘dossier’ and details of its objectives, a fortnight passes without communication from her. Her dossier arrives by post finally, we read it again, then it is ready to be presented to the jury. It is a very fine achievement as we usually suggest an ‘accompagnement’ of around ten hours.  

This specific jury (for a programme offering a limited number of places) was charged to audition candidates for their recruitment and validation. After a presentation full of praise from us, on her capacity to understand the requirements and her speed with which she built her ‘dossier’, Mme P presents her objectives to the Jury. Her whole presentation was cold, distant, lifeless. The Jury decided to register her on a waiting list for the start of her ‘formation’. This in fact meant that she had very little chance of starting a formation.  

When told the news, a week later, on the telephone, Mme P burst into tears. She is at last able to express the sexual harassment which she had suffered from one of her senior colleague.  Harassment which had been admitted by her Directors but had as a result meant a geographical displacement under the guise of promotion. The validation and the ‘formation’ were part of the package to guarantee the promotion.    

Adviser’s comments

The speed and effectiveness with which she had built her dossier had been a way to escape from personal contact with an adviser; the task of translating professional experience into competences, long and tedious as it can be, had been for Mme P remarkably simple compared with the impossibility of telling her « shame ». 

Story 2 

Mr K has a singular way to contact our service. He immediately tells his life story to the secretary and will do the same again during the group information session. 

As his professional project is not well defined, we offer him a meeting to work on his competences in relation to a qualification (‘diplôme’). During the discussion he explains to me that he is already doing a ‘bilan de compétences’
 (competence audit) and that our meeting should not really be taking place. With his agreement I contact the ‘bilan de competénce’ adviser and a meeting is arranged for the three of us. The nature of our discussion changes immediately, and he starts telling the ‘real’ history of his life. We will not relate here its content except for the fact that he evokes the abrupt termination of a training programme (‘projet de formation’) at the death of his child, ten years ago, a ‘formation’ he has never been able to complete or even re-join.

Adviser’s comments

The fact that the discourse of competences is not at the heart of the meeting anymore has left room for another narrative, what I see as the discourse of the récit de formation.
Story 3

Adviser’s comments

The last case study is included here to emphasise how the history of life approach and the récit de formation come to open a space where a projet de formation can take place. 
Mme H. presented herself to our services in a very bad shape, having just finished a ‘bilan de competence’ which directed her towards a programme in Human Resource Management (HRM) while at the same time finding herself in a conflict situation with her employers.

All in her behaviour exuded pain and discomfort, and her speech was interrupted by sighs and pauses. 

We started a long process of going over her professional history, aiming for a partial validation in HRM. There was no guarantee of a successful outcome as her initial level of qualification was at vocational certificate level (equivalent to an apprenticeship). As the two of us engaged in the process of writing her history, Mme H’s behaviour began to change visibly, a physical transformation, including the way she dressed, her attitude, and she started speaking with much more confidence. She was able to express a number of painful moments, such as the absence of the child she had so much desired, an absence which had in turn given her the space to find the energy to invest herself increasingly into her professional activities. 

Playing our roles of ‘secrétaire - secrets- taire’
 – we prepared her for her interview with the Validation Jury by taking out all trace in her narrative of this painful journey. Everything went well during her interview until she mentioned her child who died at birth. Far from being negative as we had feared the Jury esteemed that this woman deserved her place on the programme. She is now in the top third of her programme.

Adviser’s comments

Mme H’s ability to do the work was never in doubt but her state of ‘deconstruction’ in which she found herself at the beginning of the process did not bode well as far as we were concerned. 

Since these examples we have extended a more personal development and life history approach to all adults presenting themselves with a formation objective or a validation project. We think that the personal development process engaged during the ‘journey of  formation’ as a process through which one literally  ‘forms’
 oneself, quite apart from the course content itself,  open new horizons for reflection and opportunities for the individual to create new knowledge (“savoirs dans l’action” mentioned by Leguy 2001 p 51).  This is why this work on the récit de formation is irresistible and absolutely necessary to prepare the ground, to use an agricultural metaphor (clearing the ground of scrub, stones, ploughing
). Josso (2001) also  emphasises that the procedures of writing histories of life has a training-educational outcome, as the “process of writing and the work carried out on written narratives present specific opportunities for the acquisition of new knowledge” (potentialités de connaissances) (p 14) or savoirs based on “on intersubjectivity and the valorisation of existential singularity” (p 13). 

Where next?

These ‘stories’, set against the advisers’ growing unease around what they perceived as the instrumentalist approach of their well-established competence-led practice, created the catalyst for considering the life history approach through the practice of the récit de formation, and putting this approach at the heart of the process of their practice of ‘accompagnement’.

The advisers are also presented with a challenge of a different order, regarding their own capacity to re-consider their own history, its ramifications and meaning: their professional confrontation with the candidates’ narratives has created questions around their own ‘formation’ and ‘auto-formation’, leading inevitably to questions about the capacity of the institution and its mechanisms to incorporate a less ‘instrumentalist’ approach in their work.

The prominence, in the French stories presented above, of major incidents in the VAE candidates’ lives recall Josso’s (2001) ‘transforming moments’ (experience fondatrices) (in educational parlance they might be called critical incidents in English), which she describes as major experiences which transform or re-orient the “the project de recherche d’ un art de vivre” (p 19) for the adults in her seminars. She develops the idea that these transforming moments are progressively unveiled through the act of reading and co-interpreting the written narratives as “quests” which are “constitutive of the histories of life” (p 19). Josso articulates the challenges posed by the act of writing life history narratives - her main approach - through the identification of three axes: writing as the art of evocation (a story), writing as a biography and writing as research. To each interdependent dimension of the act of writing she has allocated an anthropological figure “specific to the socio-cultural actor engaged in biographical work: the artist as story teller, the author as biographer and the researcher (the author-writer – our  explanation) as interpreter” (p 15) - interpreter of her/his own hi-story (our comment). 

These ‘persona’ may present a useful starting point in the methodology to create a récit de formation: re-joining the idea of the ‘biographies éducatives’ mentioned by Dominicé (1996), it would provide a space for reflection and the means to acquire (and share) the necessary conceptual and linguistic tools across the divide of individually and diversely experienced social and cultural realities; such an approach would put the emphasis explicitly on the written activity in an open, supportive and group environment, as writing often generates much anxiety for adult participants. 

An added model is given by the experience of Galvani’s research-formation- action-project (1999) with the concept of alternance: alternance between different types of knowledge between different actors, between different areas of activities
. Galvani is clear that this concept demands a methodology of accompagnement for ‘auto-formation and co-formation’.  The hermeneutic circle as practised by Josso (2001) also point to a co-formation principle where adults may even find new perspectives on themselves, and become “aware of the strangeness of self through the confrontation with the ‘strangeness of others’ (p 25). 

We are joining Leguy (2001) here who refers to the three levels of “auto-formation, technical, social and existential” whereby the récit de formation “opens doors to various applications in the practice of formation, career orientation, and guidance and counselling” (p 56). The main point is that the process which people enter and go through, in our case here the VAE process (within a formation paradigm touches upon all these registers: the technical, the social, the existential (or personal – a safer term in an English context?), all unveiled and developed through the conscious act of narrating, first orally, then in writing.  

Finally, it is Le Bouëdec (2001) who draws our attention to the role of the ‘accomnpagnateur’
. Le Bouëdec makes the distinction between the adviser/ educator’s role as either directive (self-evident), a role of a ‘suivi’ (the nearest to an adviser’ s role) whereby the ‘educator’-adviser is ‘behind’, and that of accompagnement, where the educator/ adviser is beside, a non-directive person who simply listens, is attentive, open and available. However, Le Bouëdec defines a fourth, more helpful notion of the mediator, who combines the accompagnateur/trice’s stance of listening and empathy, emphasising the concept of ‘cheminement’
 while at the same time noting the importance for the adviser-mediator of being part of a formal structure within which s/he operates, and possessing professional competences which also put her/ him in some position of authority – in the broader sense of the term. 

Conclusion

We have cheminé - travelled a long way from the kind of practices so cogently critiqued by Fenwick and Michelson. We think that the narrative or récit de formation, developed within the concept of the ‘hermeneutic circle’ offers an alternative to what Fenwick calls the “appropriation and compartmentalization by educators of fluid spaces of human meaning making [which] reifies, essentializes, and narrativizes experience as a knowable resource to be exploited in the service of rationalistic and utilitarian notion of knowledge, splits rational consciousness from messy matters of the body, regulates subjects through technologies such as critical reflection and accreditation of prior learning experience, and often ignores issues of identity, politics, and discursive complexities of human experience (and the problematic of its knowability)…” (Fenwick 2000 p 245). 

The life history approach offers a practice which not only is participative but also predicates the acceptance of plurality, where dialogue unveils different realities of knowing, and where learners are considered as social actors, researchers and narrators of their own history, whose knowledge is firmly socially and culturally located, and whose search is essentially understood as not just a search for a better life but for an ‘art de vivre’, shifting practice, and the role of the VAE practitioner, into an uncharted territory, needing not only a strong methodology but also clearer  definitions about roles. 

The stories of the three VAE candidates have provided a means to reflect on the possibility to include ‘other’ meaningful experiences which cut across the categories into which lives are so often compartmentalised, major events which also produce different kind of awareness and ultimately knowledge which may be ‘captured’ through a careful and even structured process of creating a narrative, a récit de formation.
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� For details on the the new Act of social modernisation or Loi de Modernisation Sociale, January 2002 (Code du Travail IX ) and its implications for the new Validation des Acquis de l’ Experience, see � HYPERLINK "http:// www. Legifrance.gouv.fr" ��http:// www. legifrance.gouv.fr� 


 All the legislative references on VAE are also listed in the Actualités de la formation permanente, no. 117, mars-avril 2002, published by Centre Inffo, Paris.


� History and  (hi) stories:  Jean-Louis Le Grand remarks on the English language’s clearer distinction between history (histoire) the gaining of historical knowledge and stories (récit) with their oral connotation to a narrative See ‘Définir les histoire de vie Sus et Insus “definitionnels”’ (Crise. Laboratoire des sciences de l’ education. Université de Paris VIII.) at 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.barbier-rd.nom.fr/definirHdV.pdf" ��http://www.barbier-rd.nom.fr/definirHdV.pdf� accessed 26./02/04





� The bilan de compétence is similar to a portfolio, a stocktaking of competences and achievements, as well as serving as a projection into the future for the individual, with a strong emphasis on adult guidance (Barkatoolah 2000), and is offered by universities as well as other public or private sectors agencies.


� How does one translate playful use of language – jeux de mots, puns, from one language to another, without losing meaning and playfulness? The word ‘secretary’ in English will never feel the same again: secret – taire:  hush-up (secrets) is the nearest one can come up with, as the English language, curiously, does not have an easy equivalent to the transitive verb taire but instead verbal forms or negatives: keep silent-quiet, say nothing, not to express.


� Formation, se former: it is unfortunate that the English language does not have such a useful term; Leguy (2001 p 51) talks of ‘prise en forme’ literally the person takes shape, gains in depth and understanding through the process of life’s narrative. Formation is often translated in English as training or professional development - or even in this paper as ‘programme’ for want of a better word -  but this seems a very narrow definition for this paper.


�  The French metaphor has much more descriptive words at its service: débroussaillage for the clearing of scrub/ brambles, désempierrement for the clearing of stones). 


� Galvani makes the distinction between savoirs théoriques, savoirs pratiques, and savoirs existentiels’. 


The actors include practitioners, ‘formateurs’ and researchers. 


Different fields (champs) of activity : theoretical field of formal knowledge, socio-professional field of action-knowledge or savoirs d’action, personal field of knowledge of life, or savoirs de vie.


�  Accompagnateur/rice: a difficult word to translate in English except with the more feeble term ‘adviser’, as this kind of role in the UK would be adequately covered by someone with an (adult) careers (guidance) adviser label. 


� Cheminement: from chemin, a country path where one makes one’s way; the journey being more important than the getting there. 
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