Valuing Your Learning from Experience

A LEARNER'S GUIDE

A Guide For Learners on the Recognition Of Prior Informal Learning (RPL)
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Introduction

What is this Guide about?

All of us learn from our experience but it is only recently that this form of learning has been recognised as just as significant as formal qualifications. We call this experiential or informal learning.

RPL can enable people to value their learning from experience. It can assist adult learners to return to learn in educational institutions, particularly those who have been out of education for along time or who may not have formal qualifications.

RPL recognises the value of life experiences which we gain in the family; through voluntary and paid work; caring roles; community participation; and leisure activities.

This guide is about promoting an understanding of the Recognition of Prior Informal or Experiential Learning (RPL) amongst adult learners in a variety of educational settings across Europe.

Is this Guide aimed at you?

Are you thinking about returning to learn? Or are you taking a learning programme which offers the possibility of doing RPL to get credit or exemption from part of the programme?

If so, this guide is aimed at you.

Many learners initially find the RPL process confusing and unclear. The aim of this Guide is to help you as learners to:

• understand what RPL is and how it is used

• prepare you for the RPL process

• find out about other learners' experiences

• know, as learners, what you can do to address any issues

• encourage more learners to use RPL

RPL co-ordinators, tutors, guidance and support staff will also find the guide useful as it will

help to:

• understand the RPL process from the learner perspective

• reflect upon the RPL process in your institutions

• identify strategies to improve the RPL process in your institutions

• access further literature on RPL

How to use this guide

This guide is divided into several sections. The first section explains what RPL means, what RPL can do for you, what kind of people can undertake RPL.

The second section describes what RPL involves. In the third section adult learners describe their experiences and feelings about undertaking RPL. This includes the positive experiences as well as problems and issues that they have experienced in order to help you to be more prepared.

Section four offers practical advice, based on the experiences of RPL learners, in order to help you get the best out of the RPL  process and avoid possible problems.

The final section provides you with ideas for further reading and obtaining further information about RPL.

The Guide will be of use primarily to:

* adult learners and adults considering

returning to learn

But also to:

* APEL/access co-ordinators in adult,

* community, further and higher education

* admissions tutors

* adult education tutors

* policy makers

Section 1

What is RPL?

The term RPL  stands for the Recognition of Prior Informal or Experiential Learning and is based on the principle that people can and do learn throughout their lives in a variety of settings.

People can gain a range of strengths and skills through:

• family life (home-making, caring, domestic organisation)

• work (paid or unpaid)

• community, voluntary or leisure activities

• key experiences and events in life

We call this informal or experiential learning, or learning from experience. Often the skills, knowledge and abilities that are gained through this type of learning can be equal to those gained by students following traditional routes through formal education.

Learning from experience is different from 'formal learning': it is largely unstructured; it is more personal, more individualised and is often unconsciously gained. It is, however, just as real as learning which is gained in a formal academic setting. What is more, it is usually more permanent: it is not readily forgotten or lost.

The idea of recognising and valuing people's learning from experience can be found in many European countries. The way in which it is implemented varies from country to country but the general principle is the same.

APEL is a process that can give people of all ages and backgrounds the opportunity to obtain recognition for achievements they have gained outside the 'classroom'. This learning can result from a variety of different experiences in life.

What can RPL do for you?

The Recognition  of Prior Informal or Experiential Learning (RPL) is the process that enables your learning from experience to be counted. If, as a result of RPL, your experiential learning is formally recognised by a college, vocational institute or university, it can be used :

• to gain entry to a programme of study offered by that institution (if you do not have the normal entry qualifications) and also

• to gain credit towards a programme of study and so allow you to join at a later level.

If you can demonstrate that you have already gained particular skills and knowledge through your experience which are required by particular parts of a programme of study, you can claim credit for it through RPL. This reduces the amount of time needed to complete the programme. ('Credit' is the currency used in education which indicates how much learning has been achieved at a given level).

The experience of undertaking RPL  can have other advantages too:

* You will think about what you have achieved so far through your experiences in terms of strengths and skills

* You will think about your goals and what you need to do in order to achieve them,

 e.g. do a training course; join an educational programme at college, vocational

 institute or university; apply for, or change, jobs

*  APEL can help you consider your options and make decisions about the direction you  want to take

* It also helps to build your confidence - it enables both you and others to value your achievements and to recognise the importance of your learning through experience

RPL  is about transforming your personal experience into 'learning'. Through RPL you can gain recognition for the skills and knowledge your personal experiences have taught you. This recognition can allow you to go on to do more academic study if you want to; it will also help you if you are looking for a job; or if you simply want to take a more active part in your community.

RPL can help you because it shows other people (and yourself) that you have learned significant things from your experiences and that you are capable of learning more from future experiences. Here are what some of the learners who have undertaken the RPL process say about it:

"It was straightforward but it made you look closely at yourself and what you'd done. But it wasn't very complicated or anything."

"I think the reflective side of it was quite good once I had got into it and could see what they were trying to get from that. It was trying to get you to see that .... for you to prove that throughout the whole time you were not just doing tasks, but learning each day. You were learning something new."

"It just gives you a little bit more confidence at the start because it was quite a thought coming onto a course like that."

In sum then, RPL  can be useful to you in the following ways:

* Access to further learning at all levels

* Confidence-building

* Gaining credit within academic programmes

* Personal/Self-development

* Improve your learning skills

* Professional development

* Valuing life experiences

Who can undertake APEL?

RPL  can be  undertaken by a wide range of adult learners. In particular, the following groups of learners often choose RPL  to help them either re-enter learning or as a contribution towards a programme of study:

• women returning to education

• unemployed people seeking accreditation for past skills or 'non-formal'

learning

• people wanting to improve upon existing qualifications

• those wanting to re-train or change careers

• people who left courses before achieving the formal qualifications

• undergraduate and postgraduate students

• people who have been out of the education system for a long time and

  who may lack formal qualifications

• people who have disabilities of some kind

• minority ethnic groups and asylum seekers

The following are examples of learners who have undertaken RPL

* One woman worked as an unqualified social worker. She realised that she would not get any further promotion without a social work qualification so she decided to study for a degree and use her work experience to undertake RPL to gain exemption from some of the modules.

* Another woman had enjoyed school and, after leaving school, participated in adult education courses. After a divorce and becoming a single parent she decided to go to university to train as a teacher, not only to support the family financially but because she also enjoyed learning.

* One man had also undertaken various types of courses since leaving school. His experiences of school were negative as he had disliked the culture and ethos of the school he attended. Opting for a degree in social work in his thirties was a way of achieving a learning ambition which he felt schooling had denied him. He also used RPL to gain exemption from some modules.

* A man who had worked in the coal industry for many years started studying an engineering programme when he became unemployed and was given exemption from parts of the course through RPL  because of what he had learned through his previous work experience.

Summary

All kinds of people can undertake APEL - young and older people, men and women, people of all ethnic backgrounds, employed or unemployed people, people with some qualifications and people with no qualifications.

You don' t need to have a good academic education - but you do need to be keen to learn from and about your own experiences and about yourself.

Section 2

What does APEL involve?

Before you go through the process of APEL there is an important guiding principle you should know about: 

It is what you have learned that is being assessed not what you have done.

So, for example, two people might have the same experience through doing identical jobs but one might have learned much more from the task(s) involved than the other. You may have said about someone, 'They never learned any lessons from .....'. People who have learned something are able to use that learning to help them in other related situations. Again you will have heard it said, 'They used all their experience to overcome the problem'. So you need to demonstrate what you have learned from your experiences, not just describe what you've

done.

The process of undertaking APEL involves a study of your past experiences. No one but you can reflect on your experiences in order to discover what they have taught you. It is for you to discover, through reflection, your significant learning experiences and then express what you have learnt. Of course college or university staff will help you to do this !

You will be encouraged to value your personal experience as a way of helping you to make choices and prepare for moving on to further opportunities in education or work.

How do you learn from experience?

Most people like yourself

• learn a great deal from doing something (or seeing someone else do something)

• and experiencing (or seeing) the consequences of that action

• and so 'learning a lesson' from it.

People may often learn more by 'trial and error' than from reading books or from listening to a teacher or lecturer. Learning can be an individual or a shared experience, as part of a group.

Varied attempts have been made to describe the process of learning but it is often described as a learning cycle.1 This can be represented as follows:

According to this cycle:

• Stage 1

Learning begins with a real experience - this can be any experience or 'event'. It may

be a specific experience or a series of related tasks/experiences (such as a job we

have done, bringing up a child, learning to drive, the experience of being unemployed

or homeless, or some type of event that we observe).

• Stage 2

The experience or event may 'make us think'. If we do, we move into Stage 2 of the

cycle.

1. a concrete experience or event

2. reflecting, thinking about that experience

3. generalising about experience

4. applying these ideas in new situations

• Stage 3

Thinking about the experience may make you realise that 'there is more to it than

meets the eye', that the experience is simply one example of a pattern of things.

You may begin to make connections to form ideas or theories about what that pattern

is. We may make generalisations about the experience.

We may, of course, then confirm those ideas by repeating similar experiences and

maybe observing similar results.

· Stage 4

However, we may go on to apply those ideas to new or different situations in order to

test them out.

If our ideas are borne out in practice then the 'lesson has been truly learnt' and is

likely to be applied in future situations/experiences, and so the cycle may be repeated.

Of course, we may never learn from an experience because we never get beyond the

experience itself. It is at Stage 3 that we make the connections. Without these, the

experience remains something to be talked about but from which we may not have learnt anything.

It is important to realise that we are not all equally effective in each stage of the cycle. Some individuals are stronger at generalising, expressing themselves in theory, while others are more effective in putting into practice what they have actually learned. Different individuals have different learning styles.

Summary

You can learn as an individual or as part of group.

You can identify what you have learned from an experience by thinking carefully about it (reflecting on it), making generalisations about what happened and testing out these ideas in  new situations. Because this is a continuous process it is often described as a learning cycle.

What types of experience can you learn from ?

You can learn from any experience you have had or some event you have observed which was significant for you in some way. Any experience/event will do: it could be from your work, home, leisure - anything at all, as long as you feel it was significant. It might be significant because:

• it was enjoyable

• it affected you deeply: e.g., the death of a relative, personal injury, some incident you

observed but were not directly involved in

• it changed your outlook on life

• you feel it taught you a great deal

• it had successful outcomes - or

• it was an experience you never want to repeat!

• it gave you a sense of achievement

• it earned you respect and recognition from others

• it involved a major investment of time, energy or effort

• it changed the way you did things

Examples of types of learning experience you could consider include:

• A particular piece of work, task or project that you undertook at work, or through

community or voluntary work, or through independent study

• The experience of doing a particular job (paid or unpaid) over a period a time

• An educational or training course that you attended, which may have been assessed,

but not accredited by an academic institution

• The experience of training or teaching others, either formally or informally

• Going through a life-changing event such as divorce, homelessness, unemployment, substance misuse, etc

Summary

You can learn from any experience or event which is significant to you in some way.

How do you identify what you have learned from

experience?

In putting together your APEL claim the emphasis is on identifying what you have learned from your experiences up to the present: that is your prior learning.

The key to identifying what you have learned through experience is reflection. 

Reflection involves you making a detailed study of your past experiences. No one but you can reflect on your experiences in order to discover what they have taught you. It is for you to discover, through reflection, your significant learning experiences and then express what you have learnt. Of course you will be helped to do this.

One way of describing what reflection on experience involves is to think about it in terms of the four stages of the learning cycle described previously.

Exercise:

Try to reflect on one of your experiences now:

1. Think of any experience you have had or some event you have observed which was significant for you in some way.

2. Now think carefully about your experience. You may find this difficult if you have not done this sort of thing before. It may help you to ask yourself questions about it, such as:

• What happened?

• When did it happen?

• Where did it happen?

• Why did it happen?

• Who else was involved and what part did they play?

• Was the outcome expected or unexpected?

What were your thoughts? (ideas, assumptions, etc.)

• immediately before?

• during?

• immediately after?

• sometime after?

What were your feelings?

• immediately before?

• during?

• immediately after?

• sometime after?

What were your actions and why?

It often helps to discuss your experience, or the event, with someone else. This will always be done in a confidential way. This will help you to activate your thoughts, make you more aware of what the experience/event meant for you.

3. The next stage is to think about how the experience changed you. What do you

think you learnt ? You should be as specific as you can and try to identify

• ideas

• principles

• connections

• patterns of relationships or behaviour which you came to recognise

Ask yourself such questions as:

• What lesson/s has it taught me?

• How did my thoughts, feelings, attitudes, judgements change?

• In what way/s did my thoughts and feelings affect my behaviour?

• What new concepts have I developed?

• What knowledge did I gain?

• What skill/s did I acquire? What can I do now that I could not do before?

4. Finally to complete the cycle think about any subsequent situations in which:

• you used the lessons learned

• the skill/s acquired or

• the knowledge gained

• your handling of the situation was better as a result of the previous experience

or:

Think about a situation or problem which you yourself have not yet encountered, in

which what you have learnt from your previous experience could be applied/might be

useful.

It is often helpful to discuss your experiences, and your reflection on those

experiences, with other learners. As well as helping each other with the reflective

process, others may point out areas of learning that you hadn't even considered.

Sometimes it's easier to identify what others have learned through listening to them

discuss their experiences, than it is to identify what you have learned from your own

experiences. Collective, as well as individual, reflection can be a valuable learning

process.

Summary

Reflection is the key to identifying your learning from experience. The best way to understand how to reflect on experience, is to try it out.

You can reflect on your experiences on your own or as part of a group.

How do you write about your learning?

When you have identified what you have learnt from your experience it is important to express your learning in a way which indicates as precisely as possible its nature and level. You need to give both yourself and others as clear an indication as possible of what you can do and how well you can do it.

By this stage you will have identified various skills and areas of learning gained from your past experiences. It is important that these are expressed in terms which might be more generally applicable to future situations. In other words, you must try and indicate the extent to which the learning you have gained is transferable to another context e.g. another course or job.

Example 1

Asha was involved in organising a large scale fund-raising event. Her particular role was to publicise the event as widely as possible. This is how she went about writing learning statements.

1. Activity:
  publicity work for fund-raising event 


2. What I did :     wrote press release

3. Skills Used :   keyboard skills ; literacy 

4. What I learnt :  I can write and type a short press release giving relevant details of  future event to meet a deadline

5. Transferable Learning :  I can identify and use information relevant to an intended purpose; I can plan work to meet deadlines; I can write in the form relevant to a particular purpose

Example 2

John is a man in his fifties who became unemployed when the factory he worked in closed down. He found out about RPL through his local community centre. He used his experience of trying to find a job to make the following statements about his learning.

1. Activity : Applying for jobs

2. What I did: Wrote letters of application

3. Skills Used: Literacy; information-gathering; word processing

4. What I learnt: I can produce letters of application; I can present myself in a positive way

 5. Transferable Learning: I can identify information and use it for a specific purpose; I can write in a format appropriate to a specific context; I can meet deadlines

Note that what both Asha and John had identified as what they had learned from the experience (stage 4) was quite specific to the experience. The learning statements (stage 5) broaden out their learning to indicate that they can use these skills again in a variety of different situations, i.e. not just in writing a press release, or applying for a job.

You will be guided by the college, institute or university tutor who is helping you with your RPL claim in how to express your learning in a way which meets the requirements of the programme, university, vocational institute or college.

Summary

When writing what you have learned from an experience, you need to show that you can use this learning (skills and knowledge) in a variety of different situations, and not just in the context in which you first gained the learning.

How do you provide evidence of this learning?

How do you prove to other people that you have really learnt what you

say you have?

There are several different ways of making an RPL claim. The type of claim you make will be determined by the nature of your learning and the requirements of your particular programme, college, vocational institute or university. You will discuss and agree the type of claim you should make with the tutor who is supporting you. 

Possible types of claim include:

• a project

such a project might resemble those undertaken by conventional students but would

contain direct reference to your experiences and current working practices.

· a portfolio

this term refers to a claim for learning based on a collection of suitable pieces of

evidence of that learning.

A portfolio is a collection of materials, usually compiled in a folder, which demonstrates a person's strengths, skills and experience. In other words it contains evidence of what a person has learnt. It describes the learning which has been gained through experience. It matches the person's learning with the skills or 'learning outcomes' they are required to demonstrate for entry onto a programme, or for credit within that programme. It also contains evidence which can be evaluated by others. Evidence can be something you have produced ( e.g. letters; accounts of relevant key learning experiences; reports; leaflets etc.) or something someone else says about you and your strengths and skills ( e.g. written testimonials from employers, colleagues, fellow team/committee members; feedback by others on a presentation or talk you have given or a task you have carried out).

If it is agreed that a portfolio is the most appropriate way for you to make an RPL claim you will be provided with detailed guidance. A portfolio is the most flexible form of assessment. It can be a very rewarding process but is often the most time-consuming.

It allows you to make very clear connections between your experiences and the learning which has resulted.

If you have used a portfolio to make your RPL claim you can also use it, or just the parts that are relevant, to support such things as applications for jobs or other  courses. You can use it to remind yourself of what you have done and what you are capable of doing and of your experience, strengths and skills. You can use it to help you see which skills you still want to develop and to plan what to do next. Most important of all, a portfolio belongs to you. You look after it and decide when and how to use it.

• a personal development plan

this is the basis for APEL claims in Finland.

The personal development plan or scheme (a widely known acronym in Finnish is hops) is a scheme where a student forms an individual plan and objectives for his/her study programme based on the curriculum. The personal study scheme is usually produced at the beginning of the student's studies in collaboration with a teacher or a tutor. The scheme is flexible and a student will come back to it to evaluate his/her studies. Previous studies, experiential learning and know-how in the respective field will be taken into account when a student is forming the plan. Individual study schemes are widely in use especially in vocational education, in new universities and in adult education. The idea behind the personal study planning process is to support self-directed learning.

In the UK, systems for personal development planning ( PDP) for students in further

and higher education are currently being developed. The reflective element of PDP

could well incorporate APEL processes.

• an interview

you might be asked to undertake an oral assessment, or an interview, as part of the process of making an APEL claim.

Interviews can enable you to express the full extent of your prior achievements during the discussion. You're not held back by the requirements of a written task.  Discussing an experience can often prompt you to explore more deeply what you learned from it. Interviews can be carried out on either a group or individual basis.

• assessment on demand

you may be asked to undertake the existing assessment for the particular course, or element of the programme, for which you are seeking credit, such as a written examination or assignment, or you will undertake one that has been specially devised.

• direct observation of practice/ simulation

you may be asked to demonstrate certain techniques or skills in a particular setting such as the workplace in order that direct observation of them can take place. This approach may be particularly suitable where mastery of special skills is required, such as laboratory work, or where interpersonal skills are highlighted, such as social work.

The observation can also reveal the depth of your understanding of key areas in relation to your claim. Where direct observation of a particular situation is not possible, for example because of the disturbance this would cause, a simulation or role play may be used.

One of these approaches, or a combination of them, can be used as part of the APEL

process.

Summary

There are a variety of different ways that you can make your APEL claim:

* Project

* Portfolio

* Personal Development Plan

* Interview

* Assessment on demand

* Direct observation of practical/simulation

* Or a combination of these

How will the learning be recognised?

The process of recognising informal or experiential learning varies between country, sector, institution and department.

If you are seeking formal recognition of your learning, your RPL claim will be assessed by an expert(s) at the college, vocational institute or university to confirm the learning claims made.

If the assessor is satisfied that you already have the knowledge and skills either to gain entry to a programme or the knowledge and skills that would be gained from successfully completing a formally taught course or module you would be awarded entry or credit accordingly by that institution.

RPL  can help you to make connections between the type of learning you have achieved informally, through your experiences, and the more formal learning you would undertake at a college, vocational institute or university. This is described as a transformative process , as you recognise that the skills you have developed in everyday life can be translated into the skills you need to become an effective learner, such as communication and problem solving skills.

The learning you have gained through your experience is a rich and useful resource to draw upon as you embark on further learning, employment or more active participation in your community.

The process of preparing and putting together an RPL  claim is a form of learning about yourself. You will come to appreciate where your own strengths and weaknesses lie. You will also become more aware of how you learn, and therefore of how to become a more effective learner.

Summary

Your learning from experience can be recognised in the form of entry to a course or credit within a course at college or university.

RPL can also help you recognise that the skills and knowledge that you have learned from experience can be used in other learning situations, whether in the home, at work, in your community or at college or university.

What kind of support can you expect to get?

The process of making an RPL  claim does not happen overnight. It develops stage by stage and you will be supported by the college, vocational institute or university as you go through each stage. Tutors who are experts in providing RPL  support will work with you individually, in a group, or both. The range of support for RPL learners varies between and within colleges and universities. You will be advised by the college, vocational institute or university of the type of support you might receive.

Group and tutorial support

Many institutions now provide group support to RPL learners. The use of group sessions, either on their own or in combination with individual tutorial support can often be an effective form of RPL support. Group approaches at stages where guidance of a more general nature can be given to a number of students also have the advantage of enabling you to draw upon the support of your fellow learners as well as the tutor. The exchange of ideas and experiences between learners is a valuable learning process . Group sessions can take the form of a formal 'course' such as a 'Make Experience Count' - type programme and more informal meetings of learners. Because RPL  claims are by their very nature highly individual, individual support, either within the context of a group session, or through tutorials, is normally also provided.

Written and computer-based materials

Written materials in the form of learner handbooks or guides to RPL are often used to supplement the learning support provided by group sessions or individual tutorials. It is likely that increasingly these written materials will be in the form of computer-based materials. If computers are involved you will be given support to learn how to use them effectively.

Employer

If your employing organisation is supporting you in your APEL claim - if it is connected directly with your career or professional development - then your employer can also provide you with support. This can be through providing you with access to relevant resources, materials or learning opportunities to assist you with your claim or through a work-based mentor.

Summary

You can get support for putting together your APEL claim through either:

* Individual tutorials

* Group sessions

* Written material

* Computer based material

* Your employer or

· A combination of these

You will be advised which forms of support you will get.

Costs of the RPL process

The cost of undertaking an RPL  claim will depend on the college or university and the type of claim being made. The cost will reflect the amount of time spent by college or university staff in supporting you in putting together your claim and in assessing it.

Section 3

Other Learners' Experiences of RPL

In the UK, Finland and France RPL seems to be more commonly used in higher education rather than in further education (post-compulsory education institutions) - in the UK a few years ago it was the other way round.

Writing a portfolio is the most common form of RPL claim amongst our sample of learners in the UK. Some learners produced a portfolio prior to starting a degree course in a professional area of study as a means of gaining exemption from one or more of the degree modules. RPL allowed them to complete their part-time degree in less time.

For others RPL was offered as a module within a part-time degree with the aim of enabling a student to obtain academic credit for learning gained prior to starting the degree programme.

Finding out about RPL

RPL is a different process to other forms of learning as it focuses on the learner's life experiences and takes this as a starting point rather than academic knowledge. It is also a relatively new process. As a result, the majority of learners we talked to had not heard about RPL before they made contact with an educational institution.

One woman, for example, explained that she heard about RPL through the Director of Part-time degrees. She decided to opt for it even though she felt that she had limited knowledge about it -"I think he put it to us as well as reading the literature. He actually put it to us that we would be eligible to take part in it."

Getting started and making sense of RPL

All the learners in this study viewed APEL positively for a number of reasons:

• they could use it to gain access to further learning opportunities, such as courses at college or university

• for part-time students in employment it means that they do not have to attend all seminars and lectures

• the learning is focused on their life experiences

• their life experiences are viewed as being worthwhile and valuable

However, at the beginning of the RPL process they felt confused and unsure about what RPL was and what was required of them. RPL is different to previous learning experiences which are generally based on traditional approaches as used in schools. 

For many the idea of RPL was too abstract and unstructured.

"A portfolio was very difficult to get your head round in terms of how this is going to fit in with what is required in an academic sense. Then I thought - no this is about your learning experience."

Several were initially confused about how to combine academic knowledge with their prior learning experiences. One woman asked:

"How do you then put that together in a portfolio that is going to get you credit in terms of RPL? They gave us some understanding of that but I have to say that even then it was very mystifying."

The learners in this study were introduced to RPL either through an individual tutorial or a group workshop of two or three days.

"From March through to May we had three full days of explaining what RPL was and suggestions on how to put it together. We were also given a portfolio of another candidate who had put one together. Some of the students found this really useful and others said it just threw them off track altogether. We were given the course descriptors and what it was you claim for."

Some people would have liked to have looked at a number of different past portfolios to help them understand what type of structure and content was required.

Understanding the RPL process

Many learners would have liked more guidance and structure to have been given by tutors at the start of the RPL process. They felt that the information given to them needed to be more prescriptive.

"I think it needs to be a more structured framework. I am not sure how people would need their fears allayed really. That's what has to happen right from the start. I think there has to be very clear guidelines saying this is what is required. This is what it really is. Yes of course your claim has to meet academic standards but you have also got to recognise that it is about your past experiences and what you have got to do is link them very closely to the module descriptors. I think it could be made more simple."

"I think perhaps a little bit more in the workshop about actually structuring your portfolio and perhaps letting people have a look at what's expected. I mean not one particular one because I am sure everybody approaches their work in a completely different way. So it might be an idea to have a range of portfolios available for people to see which way is best going to suit their background."

Support

Writing an RPL portfolio means that you are largely working on your own in your own time.

After an initial tutorial or workshop, tutors will generally offer further tutorials for those students who would like support. Many of the learners did not feel the need to attend tutorials. One man preferred to meet regularly with other students doing APEL rather than a tutor. Doing so made the learners feel less isolated as they shared problems even though he claimed "we were all clueless". Supporting each other as learners was viewed as very important:

"We have very tight bonds with each other and support each other and we all achieve by it."

One person would have liked group tutorials "to see what other people were doing and to hear their difficulties would have made it less isolating". 

Another woman decided to go and see her tutor towards the end of writing her portfolio:

"because I need some sort of reassurance really about what I had done and I was getting a bit panicky. I needed somebody to look through and say yes, you are on the right track."

One or two felt that tutorials did not help to make them any clearer about the RPL process. Instead just getting started on the writing of the portfolio helped:

 "I think we would benefit by hindsight. I think we would all seek more open discussions at the outset really to make sure that what we were covering was right. As it worked out I think I have covered the right topic. Once I started the work I don't think I needed any guidance - it came out alright and I am pleased with it. But the not really knowing what the examiners were looking for was a bit disconcerting."

Writing about experience

Many learners explained that they felt confident about writing about their life experiences but felt less confident about the type of structure and approach that was required:

"I didn't find it difficult to write from my experience. The problem I had was one of format. I didn't know how to - I didn't know what was going to catch the reader's eye to actually enable them to give me credit for something I have already done. So it was style and content. We did have quite clear guidelines about what RPL was about. The bit I wasn't particularly clear about was actually writing my own portfolio for RPL accreditation. That was all a bit confusing for me."

RPL is different to being given a subject essay:

"Yes there was feedback. Then he offered to see us individually if we wanted to. But I knew which direction I wanted to go in and it was just a case of making myself start. I think it is quite difficult when you are used to being given a title. It was that that I found difficult - just going and doing it independently. I did find that hard."

Another person declared:

"Yes I think once I knew what I was writing about I actually enjoyed it."

Linking experience to theory and practice

Learners who were taking a professional qualification found the RPL process extremely helpful in enabling them to reflect upon their work practices and link their experiences to theory and practice:

"It is very valuable in terms of the depth and where you are at and what you might consider is that you are contributing to the environment in which you work. So it did help in terms of the reflection aspect and then obviously we needed some guidance saying well, you know, you perhaps need to recognise the theory behind some of these practices and need to recognise how you bridge the gap between theory and practice. That is not always easy to recognise and I think that's probably the biggest thing with RPL. It's not just the fact that I've done this, this and this -you have got to identify what it is that you are actually doing."

Assessing APEL

In some cases learners were asked to give an oral presentation of their portfolio as part of the assessment procedure. One woman explained that she was nervous about having an interview :

"That surprised me because I am normally nervous about written exams but I am not normally nervous at talking to people."

However, on reflection she felt that the interview was conducted more like a conversation than an examination. She continued to explain that the assessor was:

"Very openly critical and I suppose openly giving praise for what he saw in the project. I would like to have seen him before I started writing it actually. But no I felt he was very open and I was very aware that the interview was my opportunity to make my point. If it was a borderline case my interview would have made a difference."

Several learners mentioned that they would have liked to have been given a copy of the assessment criteria as they felt that this would have helped them to identify the type of content required for a portfolio.

Recommending RPL to others

Despite the confusion about what RPL is and how you write about your experiences at the start all the learners stated that they would recommend the RPL process to others:

"I would yes definitely. It's hard initially to get going and you have to be very motivated because you have got an open ended model of learning and it is down to you - But that in itself is no bad thing because it is about your own life."

Others recommended RPL for more instrumental reasons:

"I would recommend it if people were saying right I need some CATS points (credit points towards a qualification). I would say do the RPL thing. It is a great way to do it."

"Yes - for us it allowed us to go onto this level of work without having to spend more time at university. We just wanted to get our degree so for that reason I think I would recommend it just to complete the module quite quickly without having to attend lectures."

Section 4

What can learners do to get the best out of RPL?

As a learner undertaking RPL, there are several things you can do to make the RPL process work better and avoid some of the problems that previous learners have encountered.

• You should request detailed guidance from the tutor at your college, vocational institute or university on the RPL process at the outset so that you have realistic expectations of what it involves, what will be required of you and what the possible outcomes are.

• Think about how making an RPL claim would be useful to you in terms of your personal, academic or professional development and discuss this with the tutor.

• If there is any aspect of the RPL process that you are unclear about, at any stage, ask the tutor to explain it again until you understand it fully. The tutor will not mind - they are there to help!

• Find out what types of support will be available to you e.g. tutorials, group sessions, and at what stages in the process.

• Find out what options are available to you regarding the types of RPL claim you can make e.g. portfolio, project, personal development plan, assessment on demand. Ask whether these are negotiable or prescribed by the institution.

• Ask to see examples of RPL claims so you have a clear grasp of what will be expected of you. 

• Before you start putting your claim together make sure that you have details of the assessment criteria that will be used in assessing your claim. Clarify what the balance between the 'academic' and 'personal' content of your claim should be.

• Once you have agreed to undertake an RPL claim, discuss what your commitments will be, in terms of time and effort, with the tutor. Break down the process of putting together your claim into a series of tasks or stages. Agree a work schedule, or action plan, with the tutor, including target dates for completion of each stage and the times when you will meet with the tutor and /or other learners to discuss progress.

• Once you have embarked on the process, be proactive in establishing and participating in supportive peer groups or networks of learners. You can do this even if there are no formal group sessions relating to RPL. Meeting regularly with other learners either face to face, or by telephone or email to discuss progress and share experiences can be invaluable. It is more than likely that the uncertainties, problems and questions that you may have are shared by others.

• You should try and engage in networks of solidarity among learners in order to ensure that the processes of the accreditation of prior experiential learning can provide a positive experience for all participants.

In sum, you should aim for as much control over the process as possible. Your relationship with the institution should be an equal one. By ensuring that you fully understand the RPL process, the roles and responsibilities of yourself and your tutor and the desired outcomes in terms of your personal, academic and professional development, you will become a more empowered learner.

Section 5

How Can You Find Out More About RPL?

England and Scotland

• PlanIt is a web site providing information on careers, learning and work in Scotland. It provides information on learning opportunities in schools, colleges, universities and the community. It provides links to institutions as well as other organisations. It also includes brief guidance on RPL/ APL/APEL opportunities in colleges and universities. 

http://www.ceg.org.uk/learn_in_scotland/
• Information about RPL/ APEL procedures in educational institutions, particularly higher education, are available on the web by doing a search using a search engine like Google and typing in Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning.

• A large number of institutions outline their RPL/ APEL policies and procedures in their

web sites and in written guidance material for students. Contact details for universities and FE colleges can be found on their web sites.

• The Learning from Experience Trust has been working since 1986 to promote learning from experience. Details of their work can be found on their web site.

(http://www.lettrust.org/idea.htm)

• Mapping APEL. Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning in English Higher Education

-http:// www.lettrust.org/apel - Funded by the DfES, this is a report of a recent national survey

• Learndirect is a learning through work scheme which recognises and rewards learning that you gain through your work. APEL can be included in the design of your individual programme with one of the partner universities.

http://www.learndirect-ltw.co.uk
Finland

• The key person for RPL/ APEL claims in Finland is the institution's student counsellor. The counsellor can give institution specific information about APEL. Most of the educational institutions have their own guidebooks for students where APEL information can be also be found.

• More general information can be found in Educational Guides (Koulutusoppaat) published by the National Board of Education. The guides are available also on the internet http://www.oph.fi/ (opiskelijapalvelut). At this site a student can also find a lot of information about the personal study planning process (Voimassa olevat opetussuunnitelman ja näyttötutkinnon perusteet Ammatilliset perustutkinnot).

• A useful link is also The National Union of Polytechnic Students web site 

http://www.samok.fi/ as well as http://www.nextstep.fi/sivut/main.asp 

which is also a student union web site.

France

• Information on the accreditation of prior experiential learning in France - Validation des Acquis Professionel ( VAP) - can be found on the following web sites:

http://www.enseignement-professionnel.gouv.fr/ressources/systeme-formation/

acquis-prof/sommaire.htm

http://www.vosdroits.service-public.fr/ARBO/060303-NXENS306.html
http://www.ac-besancon.fr/Examens/missions.HTM#VAP

Spain

• In Spain initiatives are being taken to implement a system of accreditation of prior experience, so for this purpose the current centres for acquiring information are the Schools or Associations for Adult Education that provide accreditation, but always in an informal manner.

• From the web-site of the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs (http://www.mtas.es/) one can access the Institute of National Qualifications (INCUAL) (http://www.mtas.es/incual/default.htm). In addition to finding information about objectives, functions and the structure of INCUAL and the General Council of Vocational Training in this web-site one can access information about

professional qualifications and training, legislation, etc.

• For more information one can access the web-site of the Basque Institute of Vocational Training and Qualifications (http://www.euskadi.net/lanbidez/sincp/indice_c.htm). This web-site contains

information about the institute and the Catalogue of Professional Qualifications. 1 Kolb, D (1984) Experiential Learning. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall
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