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Context of the research

This research paper presents the main findings from an audit of AP(E)L practices in higher education in Ireland, undertaken primarily as the first activity  of a Socrates-Grundtvig 2003-2005 project, VaLEx; Valuing Learning from Experience. The project is  led by Glasgow Caledonian University with partner universities Stirling, South Brittany, Brussels, Tartu, Turku, Warwick, and the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT).

The research is also undertaken as a contribution by the Irish AP(E)L Network 
 to the development of access, transfer and progression policies and practices within the new national framework of qualifications in Ireland
.

The DIT’s specific interest in the project is that it offers an opportunity to build on the major DIT OMNA Early Childhood Project 1995-2000 which had AP(E)L at its core.

Aims

The overall aims of the VaLEx research project are as follows:

• carry out a theoretical analysis of existing practices and the learning and teaching 

   principles underpinning APEL implementation in the partner countries

• develop a pedagogical model based on APEL  transformative process:  a reflective learning 

  approach enabling uncertain adult learners to articulate learning and core skills acquired

   through experience, be it at work or elsewhere, through an  adult guidance approach

• target learners likely to suffer from social exclusion: people with disabilities, people with no 

  formal qualifications, the unemployed, and refugees/ asylum seekers, using local partners (educational/ NGO organisations) as 'consultants' to access the learner groups 

• pilot and evaluate learning tools (the 'APEL toolkit') emerging from the pedagogical model.

Outputs

The outputs will include:

· a sound pedagogical model transferable across diverse European realities, 

· an 'APEL toolkit', comprising of electronic and paper-based learning tools, and 
· professional guidelines for teaching, advising and support staff.
The project approach is to build on the outcomes  of an earlier Socrates research project: Social Inclusion through AP(E)L: The Learners’ Perspective
,  which was also led by Glasgow Caledonian University, and the national reports of the TRANSFINE
 project which sought to establish the basis of a common European architecture for transfer between formal, informal and non-formal education.  TRANSFINE research was not conducted in the Republic of Ireland, so it was necessary to establish similar contextual baseline data for comparability with existing sets of data from the countries of the participating VaLEx partners.

Research Approach

It was decided at the outset to use an extended version of the TRANSFINE experts’ questionnaire
 as the main research instrument, and to use a similar structure of inner and outer circles of experts for consultation and feedback.
 Accordingly, the DIT VaLEx project management team invited four colleagues with experience of AP(E)L to act as an in-house consultation panel. An Inner Circle of Experts was formed with representatives of  key stakeholders including the Higher Education Authority (HEA), The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI), The Higher Education Awards Council (HETAC), The Further Education Awards Council (FETAC), Fasnet the national training authority, and a joint convenor of the Irish AP(E)L Network.

It was decided to conduct the field research in higher education only, since such research had not been conducted previously. Additionally, FETAC had already established a representative RPL Technical Working Group with the aim of having principles and procedures agreed for the further education sector before 2005. Nor was it envisaged that extensive research would be conducted in the adult  and community sectors for VaLEx since considerable data were available already from the consultation processes for the Green and White Papers on adult education 1998 and 2000 respectively, from the AONTAS (2002) study, from the Ni Mhaolrunaigh (2003) study for the HEA and Dublin City Univeristy (DCU), and from the Deane and Watters EU Irish Presidency Conference background research paper (2004). 

The Outer Circle experts  consists of all the questionnaire respondents and the members of the Irish AP(E)L Network in both the Republic and Northern Ireland. The perceived role of these experts was both to complete and return the  questionnaires, and to contribute to the analysis of the data and  the recommendations for future development of AP(E)L in higher education. Initial findings were available  to respondents for comment in late April leading to case studies and formulation of recommendations  at a  VaLEx AP(E)L seminar in DIT in June 2004.

The VaLEx questionnaire was distributed in late February 2004 to thirty third level colleges. Country reports from TRANSFINE and the earlier Socrates project were included with the questionnaire, together with the main literature to be used as an analytical framework for the final report. 

Respondents
This paper presents a summary of questionnaire responses from six of the seven universities, the DIT, nine institutes of technology, four specialist third level providers and two private third level colleges, as follows:

University College Cork

University College Dublin 

University College Galway

Limerick University

Dublin City University

Trinity College

Dublin Institute of Technology

Blanchardstown Institute of Technology

Carlow Institute of Technology

Cork Institute of Technology

Dundalk Institute of Technology

Dunlaoghaire Institute of Technology

Limerick Institute of Technology

Sligo Institute of Technology

Tralee Institute of Technology

Waterford Institute of Technology

National College of Art and Design, Dublin

Centre for Development Studies, Kimmage Manor, Dublin

Open Training College 

Miltown Institute, Dublin

Dublin Business School

Griffith College, Dublin

Limitations of the data

In presenting and interpreting the data it is necessary to indicate some limitations.

Firstly, some responses  were the collective response from the college about their experience of AP(E)L rather than a separate response for each case of AP(E)L practice. In one instance the responses represented experiences over eight college courses and in another college over four areas of studies.

Secondly, the questionnaire itself may not have given sufficient scope for respondents to elaborate the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of their AP(E)L practices. However, it is expected that this deficit may be remedied through the seminar in June when the research findings can be further analysed for this purpose.

Thirdly, colleges which have discontinued, or have never used, AP(E)L may need to be offered a further opportunity to elaborate the conceptual, policy and procedural problems they identified.

Fourthly, Recognition of Accredited Prior Learning (RAPL) is widely used across Irish higher  for access, for transfer, and perhaps less frequently for exemptions or entry at advanced standing. This applies to both undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Some colleges regard this as evidence of acceptance of prior experiential  learning for entry and credit exchange.

Finally, HETAC pro-actively encourages recognition of experiential learning, and AP(E)L systems have been available for both the further and higher non-university sectors for over a decade. The DIT and the universities have autonomy in this regard and practice has tended to be at course, School, or Department levels, rather than through a centralised system.

Presentation of the data

The data are presented  under broadly similar headings to those used in the TRANSFINE UK country reports, with additional headings as required. A text summary  is offered together with  a numeric summary. Again, caution in interpreting the numbers is recommended.

As is the case with the TRANSFINE reports, a brief contextualising preface is used  together with  concluding analytical remarks.

Context

The national policy context of this research includes the introduction of a national framework of qualifications in November 2003
, a drive towards modularisation and credit-based curricula in higher education, an OECD review of Irish higher education in 2004
, and the phased granting of autonomous degree awarding powers to the institutes of technology.

The international policy context is coloured by accelerated activities due to Ireland’s presidency of the EU, with post-Copenhagen drives towards validation of informal and non-formal learning,  and the proposed introduction of the EUROPASS as priority issues to be finalised before June 2004
.

Summary of questionnaire data

(a)
Where AP(E)L is used

The data are from higher education contexts only with most cases of AP(E)L related to existing course provision. A small number of cases within the higher education context are from adult education, work-based learning, partnerships with industry, and from collaborative projects with community and voluntary organisations.

Fields of learning include nursing studies, adult and community education courses, adult literacy management, postgraduate professional development, business studies, design, maths and computers, applied biology, engineering, and construction studies. The range would be wider if non-standard entry to postgraduate courses were taken into account.

(b) 
How AP(E)L is supported by college policy
Only five colleges reported having  college-wide policy in place, though others are currently either developing or awaiting approval for such a policy.

Nationwide there is only one full-time member of academic staff with the specific responsibility of an RPL Officer. Four colleges have staff with an AP(E)L role as part of their remit, especially in the cases of access officers. Colleges which use AP(E)L have supporting in-house documents., but only one has web-based support for applicants. Only two colleges have AP(E)L modules.

(c)
Types of AP(E)L modules
In the two colleges offering  AP(E)L modules the modules are available  in-house, to registered students only. One college offers two module types: one which is  broadly a developmental/existential model with the potential for module exemptions, and one which  is a credit exchange-exemptions model. The second college with an AP(E)L module uses the credit exchange model only.

All three cases are linked to ECTS credits.

(d) 

Levels of AP(E)L in use

AP(E)L is used at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels for non-traditional access by mature students and postgraduate applicants. Some colleges refer to the new NQAI framework of levels, but in general the existing level of certificate, diploma and degree are used as benchmarks for assessment of experiential learning. Internationally acknowledged professional standards are used in some cases.

There is no case reported where an entire award is achievable through AP(E)L with the maximum achievable at 50%. Grades are  awarded for AP(E)L in one  case only, with a  maximum of 35% of the course AP(E)L-able in an award bearing year.

(e)
  
Use of learning outcomes
Learning outcomes are used where AP(E)L is related to specific modules or courses with the expectation in some cases that applicants will meet all the learning outcomes to a specified sufficiency.

Some respondents stressed that the use of learning outcomes for AP(E)L is conceptually difficult in a higher education context where knowledge is not generally pegged to measurable occupational competence standards. Curriculum design, syllabus content and assessment in higher education generally operate from a different philosophy in this regard and the university preference is for assessment of experiential learning in-the-round, drawing on the teaching experience of academic staff and panels of experts closest to the field of learning in each case.

Additionally the assessment of work-based learning is regarded as problematic since the requirement to prove transferability of learning is both conceptually and procedurally difficult.

The contextual situatedness of experiential learning proves challenging, especially where applicants are required to provide evidence of both practical and  theoretical knowledge. Assessment therefore may need to involve interviews, reflective accounts, analysis of theoretical document, essays and research assignments.

(f)
  
Numbers of applications
Numbers of AP(E)L claims ranges from over one hundred per annum in one college down to single numbers in others. Rejection of claims is rare, and not all colleges have an appeal system.

(g)
  AP(E)L tools
Tools for AP(E)L include portfolios, reflective logs,  performance tests, written tests, essays, interviews, as appropriate to the particular context. 

Colleges do not generally consider claims processed in other colleges, and only two offer bridging studies.

(h)
  Strengths
Contact and mentoring support by the Access or AP(E)L officer are regarded as an essential strength of a  successful system.

AP(E)L allows for consideration of a range of intelligences in a claim rather than the narrow range  in traditional assessment.

A developmental or transformative AP(E)L model stresses the capabilities and potential of the applicant rather than current competencies.

AP(E)L tools encourage more reflective thinking than taught course tools, with the expectation of sustainable independent learning as a result.

Accelerated progress through exemptions and credit accumulation are regarded as a strength for mature students, offering them greater flexibility and accessibility.

(i)
  Weaknesses

Generally the data indicated that AP(E)L is experienced as hugely time-consuming and sometimes over-cumbersome for both staff and students.

AP(E)L claims require sophisticated  conceptual skills that are not always required of traditional learning and teaching modes, exposing a possible contradiction with schemas of learning levels such as is elaborated in the NQAI framework of qualifications.

Staff may not be appropriately trained in AP(E)L, and where training  is available it may not be learner-needs driven. Thus the emphasis may be on the technical and procedural rather than on the epistemological and developmental.

Methods of presenting individual experiential learning on a case-by-case basis may not be acceptable to traditional academics, especially in context where norm referencing is used in relation to cohorts of learners. 

The lack of fixed assessment criteria, lack of grading, and apparent lack of uniformity are regarded as weaknesses of AP(E)L in higher education.

(j)
  Academic problems encountered
In many cases academic resistance to AP(E)L is experienced related to fears about standards and quality assurance. This leads to over-caution with documentation.

Restrictions on the type of evidence of learning permitted sometimes results from academic unease about the ‘difference’ of AP(E)L.

Some academic arguments centre on acceptance of the proposition that non-formal and informal learning could be ‘valorised’ as legitimate relative to learning guided by academia.

In some cases there was resistance from fields of science and engineering, yet in other cases leadership was from these fields.

In some cases there was unease about the assessment processes involved, especially in theoretical aspects of learning.

(k)
  Procedural problems

In all cases the lack of resources was a  problem for colleges.

The fact that AP(E)L was available for a limited number and type of modules/courses was   a problem for applicants.

System did not necessarily allow for transfer of approved AP(E)L claims between courses within a college.

The fact that all claims have to be individually negotiated for exemptions was seen as procedurally difficult for staff and applicants, in terms of both time and structures. 

(l)
  Origin of AP(E)L

In a number of cases AP(E)L resulted from EU funded, or nationally initiated, research projects which became mainstreamed into practice for particular occupational sectors or social groups.

HETAC (formerly National Council of Educational Awards (NCEA)) promotion of recognition of experiential learning through its accumulation of credits scheme throughout the 1990s led to structures and expertise being developed in the institutes of technology in particular. 

In some cases the drive came from professional bodies with staff development needs, particularly from nursing and related social care occupations. In other cases, models of AP(E)L were brought to Irish colleges from newly recruited staff who had experienced it in UK universities.

Consequently the models of AP(E)L which developed did not follow any particular blue-print or philosophy. They were variously influenced by literature  from the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL), Learning from Experience Trust (LETS), Making Your Experience Count, and the existential model developed in the University of Ulster at Jordanstown. The Waterford Institute of Technology literacy training model and the Cork Institute of Technology whole-college model were noted as influential  in some later cases. No case mentioned taking examples from Fas, City & Guilds, Cedefop, or  the French and Norwegian models of national statutory provision.

(m)
  Why some colleges do not use AP(E)L
The universities have not traditionally accepted experiential learning as a basis for entry or credits except in cases where it is used in support of applications for mature student entry or non-standard entry to postgraduate studies. 

However, this is  changing, with one university currently processing the necessary policy and procedural changes required for AP(E)L and seeking resources for its implementation. Other universities are currently preparing for such changes.

At least three colleges indicated that there is no demand for AP(E)L, and one provider had ceased to offer it as it had become too-cumbersome and time-consuming relative to the benefits for learners.

Colleges which have discussed, but not used, AP(E)L, considered that it raised a number of academic challenges especially around the forms of  assessment used, and their comparability with traditional modes which lead to grades and awards.

The restriction of AP(E)L portfolios assessment to non-graded status was considered problematic.

Colleges which opted not to introduce AP(E)L had concerns about the expertise of staff to use it successfully without on-going training.

(n)
 Attitudes to a Europe-wide AP(E)L system
Respondents were generally favourable to the notion of a Europe-wide framework.

However, a number of difficulties were identified regarding recognition of learning acquired outside the state. It was considered that formal test may be required to assess the nature and extent of informal learning acquired abroad to establish benchmarks, but this would probably be field-of-learning/occupation/trade specific. This specificity was regarded by some as the greatest potential of such a system. It was further suggested that this notion might give an impetus for a review of the arguments for general categories within the NQAI framework of qualifications.

If international recognition were to be developed there would need to be transparent and clear procedures and agreed quality controls.

Some responses indicated that difficulties experienced in developing common systems at home would be a good indicator of the potential to operate a Europe-wide system, and that progress should not be over-rapid.

Mutual recognition of experiential learning was regarded as essential to facilitate the mobility of students and workers especially in the cases of economic  migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers.

It was indicated that legal frameworks could be worked out for pan-European recognition of experiential learning taking account of international professional regulations.

There was general consensus that the weakness and challenges of AP(E)L experiences in Ireland  would probably emerge in a Europe-wide system, and that probably the beneficiaries would be individuals with the motivation and resources to pursue it. It was not greatly regarded as a mechanism for social inclusion in its current forms.

Respondents indicated that there were no obvious benefits for existing stakeholders at this time from a Europe-wide AP(E)L framework alone, other than easier facilitation of mobility and student exchange. The issue of resources would remain in any case, with the added complication that in a differentiated third level system as we have at present, there would be greater difficulty in motivating colleges to take responsibility for  the development of system to facilitate disadvantaged individuals at a European level without considerable stimulation at EU policy level.

Respondents did not perceive of any additional cultural barriers to a Europe-wide system that do not exist to-day within the ‘cultures’ of academia. It was suggested that globalisation would inevitably reduce pockets of differentiation and lead to more interchange of systems in any case.

Summary of questionnaire responses from 22 colleges 

In a nutshell:

      -     8 colleges have  developed provision for  AP(E)L

· 3 use prior experiential learning towards mature student entry  only,  2 to

            undergraduate courses and 1 to  postgraduate courses

      -    11 colleges do not use AP(E)L 

COLLEGES WHICH USE AP(E)L

	Question/Aspect 
	Responses

	Location of cases of AP(E)L practice
	Within higher education  (all cases)

Adult education 2

Work-based learning  1

Partnership with industry  1

Community and voluntary organisations 1



	College policy for AP(E)L 
	College-wide policy 5

AP(E)L Officer  role  4 (1 full-time)

AP(E)L documents 7

Web-based support 1 ( 1 in preparation)

AP(E)L module 2  (1 in development)



	Type of AP(E)L module
	For in-house registered students only 3

Developmental module only 1

Linked to ECTS credits 3

Used to gain module exemptions 4

Open to adults who are not registered students 1

Access mechanism only 1

Mechanism for both access and module exemptions 5

Developmental model with possible access 1 



	Existing course /subject areas using AP(E)L 
	Nursing studies (all levels)

Adult and community education

Adult literacy professional development

Postgraduate professional staff development

Business studies

Design

Maths and computers

Applied biology

Engineering

Construction

(various levels)

(Wider range if non-standard entry to postgraduate courses is considered)



	Question/Aspect 
	Responses

	Level of AP(E)L 


	Pre-entry 2

Access to first year undergraduate  3

Access to advanced undergraduate 0

 access with general credits 1

Access with exemptions named 4

Access to postgraduate studies  1

Access to postgraduate studies with credits 1

Access to postgraduate studies with exemptions named  1



	Award achievable by AP(E)L
	No case



	% of course by AP(E)L


	30% - 50 % 

	Number of  learning outcomes applicants need to meet
	100%

80%

50%??

Conceptually difficult

Module specific criteria



	Bridging studies offered


	2 cases only

	Acceptance of AP(E)L claims processed in other institutions


	1   (in principle, but never requested)
2   actual case



	What is assessed
	Documented learning outcomes 7

WBL achievements 5

Transferable skills 6



	Require theory and practice


	Yes 5

Module dependent 2

No 1



	How  knowledge of theory is demonstrated
	Interviews

Reflective accounts

Analysis of theoretical documents related to practice

Essay

Research assignment



	Reference to NQAI levels
	   
   Yes 1

   No  4



	Other levels  used
	Existing certificate, diploma and degree levels, none used



	Question/Aspect 
	Responses

	Number of AP(E)L claims processed in 2003-2003


	90+. 100+, 85, 25-30,  10, 8, 1

	Number of unsuccessful claims
	No unsuccessful claims as portfolios are only submitted when ‘ready’

Initial screening of applicants support s claims likely to be successful

5% failure rate

One

75%



	Appeal system
	Yes 3

No  4



	Number of years of AP(E)L in college
	8, 7,5, 3



	AP(E)L tools
	Portfolio 5

Formal performance tests 3

Written examinations 3

Interviews 5

Essay 1

Blends of the above 4



	Who assesses
	Course Director 2

Lecturers 3

Approved assessors 2

Panel of experts 2

Course board 1

Combinations or nominations of above 



	Support structures


	Admissions Office for initial meeting, Registrar’s Office later

Registrar’s Office supportive and knowledgeable

RPL Council/panel

Academic Council approved documents on staff intranet

AP(E)L officer, 1 full-time, 1 part-time

Clear documentation

One-to-one guidance and support from course co-ordinators

AP(E)L claims committee



	Similar systems throughout college
	Yes 2

No 3

Varied, but broadly similar 2



	Flexibility and user-friendliness


	Moderately  4,     Highly 2



	Question/Aspect 
	Responses

	Strengths
	Contact between AP(E)L officer and applicant

Mentoring role of AP(E)L officer

Good feedback mechanism on web

Potential to work with range of intelligences

Transformative/developmental model values the individual and stresses potential rather than current competence

AP(E)L tools encourage more reflective thinking than taught course tools

Accelerates progress by ACCS

Prevents replication of leaning and content

Flexibility

Transparent, clear, seems to work

Accessibility for all students



	Weaknesses
	Too  time consuming relative to taught courses

Requires sophistication of conceptual skills that are not required at the same stage in taught courses ( thus inherent contradiction with levels schema)

Training of staff   needs to be learner driven

Methods of presenting learning may not be acceptable to traditional academics

Lack of grading

Restricted to documentary evidence only

No demonstration of learning

Lack of uniformity

Documentation for staff support can be time-consuming

Needs to be updated frequently



	Academic problems encountered
	Academic resistance due to fear of lower standards

Over caution with documentation for quality assurance purposes

Limit top the range of evidence permitted

Resistance to accepting non-forma and informal learning as valid relative to canons of teacher-led learning

Resistance to AP(E)L in science and engineering

Resistance to diversity  of learning and assessment modes

Insufficient staff training

Applicants do not always want to take responsibility for the work involved

Sometimes it impacts performance in subsequent modules

Applicants are not always able to make clear  statements about their learning in support of claims or to describe their work-based learning




	Question/Aspect 
	Responses

	Procedural problems
	Lack of resources

AP(E)L not available for all modules

Available only to registered students

Transfer =between courses with AP(E)L approval is sometimes difficult

AP(E)L claims are individual co negotiation leading to exemptions can be difficult for the student

Extra workload for staff

Extra structures required

Decisions on AP(E)L claims may come after the commencement of a course

It is difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of AP(E)L policy



	Origin of AP(E)L cases
	EU research projects for occupational sectors and social inclusion

Nationally funded pilot project

NCEA (now HETAC) pro-active policy development

Sectoral professional development needs 

Initiatives brought by staff from experiences abroad

Management policy decision

Lifelong learning agenda

Equality of access policies



	Top-down or bottom-up
	Top down 3

Bottom-up 2

Initially top-down leading to greater user-demand 2



	Stakeholders
	College

Professional body 2

Voluntary organisation 2



	Influential AP(E)L models
	Cork IT 2

Waterford IT 2

NCEA/HETAC 1

UUJ 2

DIT OMNA model 1

Learning from Experience Trust (UK) 2

Make Your Experience Count (UK) 1

Models for UK universities in specific fields 1

Cedefop information 0

French model 0




COLLEGES WHICH DO NOT USE AP(E)L AT PRESENT

	Question/Aspect
	Response

	Offered AP(E)L in the past but discontinued it


	Yes 1

No 5

May have had mechanisms at course level in the past but it is not documented 1



	Why discontinued
	Too-cumbersome and time-consuming for both students and staff



	Why AP(E)L is not used at  present
	Not possible within existing regulation

Approval in process currently 1

No demand 3

No resources 5

Staff not in favour

Too-time consuming 1

No formal system, but interested in developing one 1

Currently being developed 1



	 ‘Academic’ problems posed by AP(E)L 
	Assessment of evidence is problematic

Standards differences between portfolio work and ‘normal’ assessment methods

Students only being awarded ‘pass’ grades for AP(E)L portfolios

Lack of staff expertise




Europe-wide AP(E)L

	Question/Aspect
	Responses

	Need for Europe-wide system for recognising and accrediting informal and non-formal learning.


	Maximum score of 5 in all cases but one score of 4

	Would stakeholders be able to  recognise learning that was acquired outside the state?
	It might be difficult to assess the learning acquired informally elsewhere.

 There may be a need for some sort of formal assessment to support it.

Systems would need to be transparent, with clear procedures and quality assurance.

It depends on the area of learning concerned.

Change in thinking and practices with an organisation can be difficult, so internal changes are essential first.

There is great potential here for recognition of learning in specific fields of practice regardless of location of learning. A portfolio of learning might be a more useful mechanism than context specific trade qualifications, for example. This might also strengthen the case to review the arguments for general categories within the NQAI.



	Would they expect/need the learning acquired outside the formal system in their own country to be recognised in another country?
	With globalisation recognition of learning would have to be respected regardless of the location of the learning.

This would be the ideal to aim for.

It is essential for mobility of both students and workers.

It is essential for migrants, refugees and asylum seekers.

Are there any legal obstacles that you can see to t Europe-wide system?

Not if the system is designed carefully enough

There may be difficulties for professional qualifications where there are national restrictions.

       There would be a need for an appeal system               which could address perceived injustices across a range of cultural/social diversifications.




	Question/Aspect
	Response

	Are there any cultural, political, economic obstacles?
	Language would be the main obstacle, as portfolios would have to be written in the language of the country of application.

Assessment of non-nationals in residence elsewhere would be complicated and expensive.

There are bound to be problems, but if there is willingness it can be achieved.

Systems within one’s own country pose these problems, so they would be multiplied in an international context, especially where credits are being awarded.

The benefits are not obvious to stakeholders. Since there is still extensive differentiation across third level institutions there would be difficulties in taking ownership of the responsibility to develop systems to facilitate disadvantaged individuals.

Only individuals who can afford to finance their own progress can avail of systems which are not provided free to all.

There may be ‘academic’ cultural barriers especially around the nature of knowledge and the process of learning.




Comparison with TRANSFINE UK country reports

Many of the issues and contentions from this research also appear in the UK reports. However, it is useful to note again, that this research sought to establish the extent and nature of AP(E)L  in  higher education in Ireland and did not include an extensive evaluation of experiences. Evaluative case studies may be included in the final report. 

National frameworks with levels of learning have recently been introduced in four of the five areas, interestingly with different numbers of levels (Scotland 12, Wales 9, Northern Ireland 9, Republic of Ireland 10) and with a range of different descriptors. Credit frameworks and standards frameworks have yet to be developed in all areas. 

In Ireland a state of ‘universal’ higher education has been reached with 60% to 70% of second level students progressing to some form of tertiary education in recent years
. So, the urgency to widen participation is not as keen here as is evident in contemporary UK policy. Additionally, widening participation has traditionally been achieved though access programmes, return-to-education schemes, local authority funded part-time courses, community-based daytime outreach programmes and through initiatives in the voluntary sector for vulnerable social groups. These approaches have, for the most part, been policy driven, strategic and area-based with the emphasis on capacity building of targeted sectors of the population, rather than on the progress of the individual learner. While AP(E)L certainly has a role in ‘valorising’ or ‘valuing’ such learning it is not always the most effective tool. (Murphy 2003) (Pouget, Sallic and LeScouiller 2004).

The drivers of AP(E)L development in Ireland have been the professions such as nursing, social care and engineering, which is not dissimilar to the UK experience. What  is  not obvious from any of the studies is  the extent of interface between work-based learning (WBL) and AP(E)L, or the extent to which higher education prefers to negotiate courses of new learning in preference to building on prior learning.

The model of AP(E)L in England is presented as significantly more technicist and more regulatory than models used in Ireland especially with regard to the reliance on NVQs, competences and vocational  standards. This may to some extent result from the  genesis of further education colleges and new universities in the UK compared to the integrated framework emerging in Ireland, despite the consolidation of the binary divide between universities and other higher education providers in Ireland under the Universities Act 1997
.

Stark divergence in philosophical positions  are outlined in the reports for Scotland and Northern Ireland where the lines between the economic/social capital/credit exchange model and the social justice/developmental models are drawn. Respondents to the Irish survey seem aware of such positionings, but also seem to allow for co-habitation of models within each institution as appropriate. Doubtless the discourse has been informed by the University of Ulster experience ( Bailie & O’Hagan 2001) and through exchange of experiences in the Irish AP(E)L Network. However, there may be a shift in the discourse as the full extent of national regulation through the NQAI is developed in the near future. The debate will no doubt be further sharpened if there is sufficient impetus behind the drive for the EUROPASS and similar pan-European mechanisms, which essentially have an economic capital ideology at their core. Or, as described by O’Hagan in the TRANSFINE report for Northern Ireland:

It is important to note that credit may be conceptualised in instrumental terms as a mechanistic system for exchange; from this perspective knowledge is considered a taxonomy of itemised cognitive segments that are tradable across educational markets. Such a view ignores the situated and contextual nature of knowledge and the cultural diversity that has resulted in various modes of understanding across communities.

Perhaps the strongest outcome from the VaLEx interim findings about AP(E)L in higher education in Ireland then, is that there are conceptual, political and procedural issues which are equally worthy of attention. Academics can readily identify, and respond to, the procedural problems and the necessary policy changes. However, the conceptual and philosophical challenges remain, particularly around how knowledge and learning are differently valued in different contexts, and around how and why mechanisms such as ECTS, AP(E)L, and EUROPASS should be radically theorised and appropriately developed for the university context.

� The Irish AP(E)L Network is an informal grouping of third level practitioners with a keen interest in AP(E)L. It developed from a Socrates conference at the University of Ulster, Jordanstown and led initially by Sam Bailie. The Network has circa 40 members who share practice and develop policy through an online discussion group and occasional seminars. The Network convenors are Anne Murphy, Dublin Institute of Technology and Geraldine Mernagh, Waterford Institute of Technology.


� Information on the Irish framework of qualifications is available on http://www.nqai.ie


� Documents are available on http://www.crll.gcal.ac.uk


� TRANSFINE reports are available on their website: � HYPERLINK "http://www.transfine.net" ��http://www.transfine.net� 


� The questionnaire is included as Appendix B


� The cycles of research and feedback are illustrated in Appendix A


�  � HYPERLINK "http://www.nqai.ie" ��http://www.nqai.ie� 


� Terms of reference for the OECD review and submissions received are available on � HYPERLINK "http://www.education.ie" ��http://www.education.ie� 


� Documentation from the Irish Presidency are available on the following sites: � HYPERLINK "http://www.education.ie" ��http://www.education.ie�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.cedefop.eu.int" ��http://www.cedefop.eu.int�, � HYPERLINK "http://www.leonardo.org" ��http://www.leonardo.org�


�  � HYPERLINK "http://www.eirestst.cso.ie" ��http://www.eirestst.cso.ie�


�i � HYPERLINK "http://www.irishstatutebook.ie" ��http://www.irishstatutebook.ie�
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