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1. Introduction

Valuing Learning from Experience (VaLEx) project began in October 2003 and had a finish date of 30 September 2005. Broadly, the main aim of the project was to research and develop a model of teaching and learning based on learning from personal experiences and biographies. The model was then subsequently tested by pilot programmes in each European partner country.

The project targeted specific hard-to-reach groups drawn from traditionally socially excluded groups who lack successful experience of formal learning and self-confidence as learners, or who are excluded for reasons of ethnicity, migration, disability or some other social or economic factor. 

The central components of the VaLEx project were to 1. identify the learning from personal and professional experiences of the pilot group learners through a biography route, 2. to recognise the capacities of the learners, 3. to help the learners carry out a written analysis of learning through supported tutoring, and 4. to map out personal and educational or career plans of the learners.

The partners of the project included the Glasgow Caledonian University (coordinator), the University of Stirling, the University of Warwick, the University of Bretagne Sud, the University Libre de Bruxelles, the University of Turku, the University of Tartu and the Dublin Institute of Technology. 

2. Basis of the VaLEx project evaluation

The main objectives of the VaLEx project evaluation were established in the Evaluation Strategy (see Annex 1) created by one of the project partners,  the Turku University Centre for Extension Studies, in the beginning of the project. According to the strategy, the main objectives of the project evaluation were to contribute to the improvement of the VaLEx project and its products and to ascertain that the project is directed towards the aims and goals determined in the project application. 

During the project, three aspects were evaluated: 1. Project group work, 2. Pilot groups and programmes, and 3. Products of the project. Every aspect were further examined through three frames: i. Process and planning of the project and products, ii. Customer-based evaluation of the usability of the products and  iii. Realisation of the project and the conclusions. The main emphasis was, however, on the evaluation of the pilot programmes.

3. Basis of the final evaluation report

The information for the VaLEx project final evaluation was gathered through the following available materials:

· VaLEx project temporary evaluation report which includes the evaluation of the project group work during the November 2003 and May 2004 (Annex 2)

· Minutes of the VaLEx project meeting in Turku, Finland in May 2005

· VaLEx pilot programme evaluation reports with both quantitative and qualitative data by the partners of the project

· Final project evaluation questionnaires completed by three project partners

The Turku University Centre for Extension Studies was responsible for coordinating the evaluation materials and for delivering the final evaluation report. The Turku University Centre for Extension Studies provided and analysed the partners’ feedback questionnaires after the first two project meetings (Annex 3) and the evaluation questionnaires for the students and tutors of the pilot programmes (Annexes 4 and 5). It also formulated a final project evaluation questionnaire for the partners (Annex 6). 

4. Evaluation of the project group work

The VaLEx project partners were asked to give feedback of the project group work after the first two VaLEx project meetings which were held in Glasgow, Scotland in November 2003 and in Lorient, France in May 2004. The partners expressed their views e.g. on the development of the project, what was enjoyed or not and what they expected from the cooperation and teamwork in the future.

After the second project meeting the partners concentrated on planning and implementing  the pilot programmes. The third project meeting was held in Turku in May 2005. During the final months of the partners focused on finishing their pilot programmes and producing the pilot evaluation report and the final report of the project.

In the final stages of the project the Turku University Centre for Extension Studies delivered each project partner a final project evaluation questionnaire which was answered by three partners. Although, the number of the answers was low, the issues relevant to the project evaluation were discussed in other forums such as in project meetings and in pilot evaluation reports.

4.1. Expectations of the project partners

Before the first meeting in Glasgow, everyone was looking forward to meeting the people they would be working with for the next two years. Only one of the partners was unable to attend to the first meeting. 

Other expectations for the first meeting were to clarify the project goals and to discuss the outline and the specific objectives, procedures and tasks of each partner and to review the 

budget and to agree the tasks of the first phases of the project. After the meeting all partners were pleased about the way their expectations had been met during the meeting.

Between the first two meetings the team had been working for six months keeping up the communication with e.g. e-mail, post and telephone. A lot of material and work for 

developing the pedagogical model had already been done. Therefore, most of the expectations for the second meeting were aimed at the model and the materials produced. 

Another important issue of anticipation was the discussion on piloting the model. In addition, the partners were looking forward to hearing from the future processes, some administrative issues and getting feedback from the earlier work done for the project. The common understanding of issues and fostering good relations within the team were expected again, as well. Without exceptions, the partners felt that their expectations had been met during the second meeting, too.

4.2. Work during the meetings

Working during the meetings contributed to the project work, but also spread common understanding and knowledge from different partner countries. It was found especially worthwhile to learn about different educational systems and the implication of APEL in each country. This also helped to understand the great differences in national frameworks and practices. Therefore, it was good to learn that everyone had more or less similar aims to achieve in the project. Discussions and national overviews helped to steer the project towards understanding the opportunities for developing the pedagogical model in European context. Sharing documents and theoretical papers was found very useful for building the common knowledge between the partners.

According to the partners, the meeting in Glasgow was well organised and it was a joy to work with a dynamic team. The agenda was well followed; there were no problems with keeping up with the timetables. It was also mentioned, that social aspects of the meeting, e.g. joint dinners were a good way to keep up the good relations within the group.

It was noted that sometimes it was difficult for a non-native English speaker to follow the conversation. It was also mentioned that it would be nicer to have longer meetings, since for some of the partners it took a long time to travel. 

All the partners were very satisfied about the second meeting in Lorient, and the French team got special thanks for their great hospitality. According to one of the partners, there was “a strong feeling of cooperation within the team and the atmosphere created by the team members was positive and enthusiastic.”
The third project meeting took place in Turku, Finland.  The evaluation questionnaires were not used after the third meeting which was filled with reporting the outcomes of the pilot exercises in each partner country and discussing the implications arising from that. The meeting also focused on the dissemination of the project and on the final 

management issues concerning the project.  All in all, the meeting in Finland was very productive and the team kept on the enthusiasm showed in the previous meetings.

4.3. Work and communication between the meetings

During the project the partners agreed to use mainly e-mail as the tool for the communication, although other means of communication were used as well and some partners were able to get together between meetings. In order to make the e-mail communication more efficient, it was agreed to put the word VaLEx as the topic in the messages, so it could easily be detected as a message concerning the project. After the Lorient meeting it was also agreed to put into the topic, who it is primarily addressed to. It 

was agreed, however, that all the partners should be able to keep up with the conversation and progress if wanted. It was also agreed at the first meeting to build an email list of all the persons involved in the project in order to make sure that the material was sent to everyone. 

Communication between meetings was the issue that needed more consideration according to the partners, although the views were divided.

The process of implementing tasks was good according to the partners. Some minor issues were raised about how and where to go from here after the meeting in Lorient.

4.4. National key issues

Although the national systems and practices were gathered from the reports and discussions during the meetings, there were still some specific national key issues that partners wanted to bring up in their feedback in order to be able to develop a common model. It was also acknowledged that the partners should feel ownership of the project and participate equally in it. 

Most of the national key issues were related to the level and use of APEL in their countries and the challenge of introducing the model in their national and institutional level. The lack of national and institutional support e.g. in terms of funding were acknowledged, too. 

Another issue in partner countries was the task to build up local networks for the purposes of piloting the model. 

4.5. Coordinator’s work

Everyone was pleased with the coordinators work. Efficiency and reminding about deadlines was seen as a good practice. Coordination team was considered very helpful and supportive. 

5. Evaluation of the pilot programmes

The aims of the VaLEx pilot programme were:

· To test the VaLEx model of RPL in various educational contexts, in seven European countries.

· To pilot a set of support materials designed for tutors and learners working with the VaLEx model.

· To target hard-to-reach learners drawn from traditionally socially excluded groups.

· To evaluate the learners’ experiences of and the tutors reaction to the model.

The VaLEx model was developed by two of the VaLEx Partners, the University of Stirling and the University of Bretagne-Sud and discussed and refined with the other partners of the project. The key objectives of the model were to allow learners to identify learning from 

their personal and professional experience using personal biographies as tools for learning. The learners were asked to tell their own story in written format and invited to seek accreditation and recognition for their learning through formal assessment at an educational institution. The learners were also encouraged to produce a portfolio of personal evidence including written biographical account and an Action Plan for their future plans and objectives.

The evaluation of the pilot programmes is based on the pilot evaluation reports of the VaLEx partners. The pilot evaluation reports include information of the planning, implementation and evaluation of each pilot programme. 

The evaluation of the pilot programmes is divided into the following categories: 1. the pilot groups (sizes, learner profiles, pilot partners, tutors), 2. the pilot programmes (durations, main tasks, accreditations), 3. the experiences by the learners, tutors and project partners, and finally, 4. the recommendations arisen out of the experiences.

Please see Annexes 7 – 9 for the table formats of each category.

5.1. Pilot groups

5.1.2. Group sizes
The total number of the starters in the pilot groups was 88. The number of the learners in each group varied between 3 and 18.  Five of the piloting countries had 1 pilot group. In Brussels, the three learners had individual counselling programmes. In Tartu, there were 2 groups in different pilot organisations. In Turku, a second group of learners was established after discovering that the first group was unable to finish the programme.

Out of the 88 learners who started the pilot programmes 64 were able to complete them.

5.1.2. Learner profiles

In all of the pilot groups, the participants were adult learners whose age varied between 20 and 55 years. Most of the students were females.

The social background of the learners was in all groups in accordance with the aims of the pilot programme. The pilot groups included asylum seekers, refugees, unemployed and visually impaired people. In addition, there were learners who had low qualifications and were seeking professional or academic qualifications. Most of the learners had experienced difficult personal situations such as divorce, abuse and financial difficulties.

5.1.3. Pilot partners

The pilot partners included both voluntary and institutionalised organisations. Some of them were associated with promoting adult employment and some were adult education institutions. The number of the pilot partners in each pilot country varied between 1 and 5.

5.1.4. Tutors

The tutors of the pilot groups came from the pilot institutions and/or the project partner institutions. The majority of the groups had 1 or 2 tutors.

5.2. Pilot programmes

5.2.1. Durations of the programmes

The initial VaLEx pilot programme was planned to last 12 weekly sessions. The pilot groups that completed the 12-week programme included the University of Stirling, the University of Warwick and the University of Bretagne Sud. The Glasgow Caledonian University  conducted an 8-week and the University of Turku a 7-week programme. In Dublin, the programme was divided into 8 workshops. In Tartu, the pilot groups spent 9 weeks studying. In Brussels, the three learners were given individual counselling 8 to 12 hours within 2 months.

Each weekly session lasted in average 2 to 3 hours. In Dublin, there were 6 three-hour sessions and 2 full-day workshops.

5.2.2. Main tasks of the programmes

All of the pilot groups were able to complete the life history assignment of the VaLEx model.  The portfolio was introduced and completed in four of the pilot countries.  Similarly, the Action Plan was completed in four countries.

In addition, in the University of Bretagne Sud the learners prepared their CV’s. In the University of Warwick, the first seven sessions of the programme were in accordance with the VaLEx model but the last five sessions were more informal and planned together with the learners.

5.2.3. Accreditations

All but one of the pilot countries were able to offer the learners accreditations for their pilot work.

In Glasgow, two new university models were created for accreditation purposes. Similarly, in Stirling there was a new university module in use.  The pilot programme organised by the University of Warwick was recognised by the National Open College Network (NOCN). In Belgium, France and Ireland the learners were able to registrate into existing university or college programmes. In Tartu, the learners received a certificate. In Finland, the students of the Turku Vocational Institute were not given any separate accreditation for their VaLEx pilot studies.

All of the learners who had the opportunity to get an accreditation did not gain it. For example, in Warwick the main reason for this was that the learners who were asylum seekers had to stay away from many of the sessions due to appointments with their lawyers. 

5.3. Experiences

5.3.1. Learners’ perspective

The learners were asked about their evaluation of the pilot sessions several times during the programmes. The following aspects were most valued by the learners:

	Programme / Materials
	Tutors
	Learning environment
	Own learning

	· Challenging and interesting programme

· Clear and interesting materials that related well to the overall programme
	· Helpful, enthusiastic and knowledgeable tutors
	· Making friends

· Sharing experiences

· Dialogue and listening to others
	· Sorting out problems by writing about them

· Seeing things from new points of view

· Development of self-confidence, self-knowledge, self-evaluation and self-esteem

· Personal planning

· Increased understanding of other people

· Development of stronger learning abilities




The learners found the following issues demanding or in need of improvement:

· The learning materials:

· The amount of the learning materials was too large.

· All of the materials should be available from the first session onwards.

· The programme:

· More information of APEL/RPL needed in the beginning.

· In some situations discussions with the whole group were too intimidating.

· The sessions were too short.

· The duration of the programme was too short.

· The programme was too simple for academic students.

· The biographical approach was demanding.

· Their own role:

· Combining work, family and APEL was difficult.

5.3.2. Tutors’ perspective

The views of the pilot group tutors were also sought for several times during the programmes. The tutors considered the following issues positive:
· The quality and usefulness of the support materials were appropriate.

· The biographical approach was a good basis for identifying the learning.

· The VaLEx model encouraged to use narrative and biographical methods in teaching.

The tutors found also some elements that were in need of further elaboration:

· The learning materials:

· The amount of learning materials was overwhelming.

· It took a lot time to adjust the learning materials into the local contexts.

· The programme:

· Not enough time to support the students during the sessions.

· The approach of the model was too teacher-oriented.

· The learners:

· There were language issues due to non-native English speakers.

· There were traumatic issues that had to be dealt before learning from experiences could be identified.

· Tension inside the group due to the different types of learners.

· Their own role:

· Not enough skills to deal with the traumatic issues of the learners.

· One tutor was not enough for a special group of learners.

· The tutors should be content experts and in the life history element act as generalists.

5.3.3. Project partners’ perspective

The following additional comments were found in the pilot evaluation reports of the pilot partners:

· About the learning materials:
· Exercises involving reflection had to be reframed not to be personally invasive or threatening.

· The exercises were adapted to the needs of the pilot group.

· Most of the materials were further simplified.

· It was time-consuming to adapt and translate the large amount of materials into the local context and language.

· The start of the pilot groups was delayed due to delayed support materials.

· There was a need for support materials for tutors which were created but not finished early enough to be used during all of the pilot programmes.

· About the learners:

· Clear benefit on the learners’ self-confidence and self-esteem.

· The learners grew in confidence and were able to express themselves and discuss their issues.

· The concept of RPL was difficult to understand by the learners.

· There was too quick a learning pace for the students.

· The pilot group’s communication was enhanced by e-mail networking.

· The joint planning integrated tutors and learners.

· It was more important for the learners to meet different people, share life experiences and work as a group than to get accreditation.

· About the VaLEx model/programme:

· The duration of the sessions was changed to last longer.

· The programme corresponded well to the issues that arose during the course.

· The model gives a tool for promoting RPL issues.

· Some parts of the pilot programme can be used for elaborating new self-assessment or self-evaluation courses.

· The programme can be quality assured.

· The programme can be adopted on a range of courses.

· The overall pedagogical approach was interesting and relevant.

· In total,  a positive, useful and interesting programme.

5.4. Recommendations

The pilot partners gave the following recommendations for the future elaboration of the pilot programme:

· Learning materials:

· The Learner’s Guide could be sectioned better and enlarged text could be used.

· The Learner’s Guide needs to be slimmed down.

· The Learner’s Guide needs to be condensed and made more user-friendly.

· Tutors:

· An additional trained tutor to deal with the demands of the hard-to-reach learner groups.

· Tutors need to be trained in dealing with traumatic issues.

· Tutors need to have special skills in psychology, active listening, empathy, diplomacy and guiding.

· Facilitators/tutors/accompaniers should be content experts and in the life history element act as generalists.

· Programme:

· More time for explaining reflection issues, covering the session materials and the programme as a whole.

· More time for the exercises.

· More time for explaining the concept of RPL.

· More time for the tutor preparations.

· The structure of the VaLEx model should be less oriented towards exercises and more in favour of guiding and assessing the student.

· The programme could include compilation of video or web presentations or at least teaching to do that.
· APEL should be related to a group-based learning plan.

· Applicability of the programme:

· The model of VaLEx is an excellent tool but it needs to be adapted to the country-specific contexts.

· Tighter approach to translating the students’ experiences into credit points or access courses.

· To deliver an informal learning programme and negotiate shared learning requires the teaching styles to be addressed and re-evaluated.

· The model of VaLEx could suit graduates of any level who plan to offer their freshly acquired knowledge at the labour market.
· The model is too simple for the university level.

· APEL is a pedagogical activity, not counselling or therapy.

· The VaLex model has the potential to link the scholarship and practice of APEL and WBL in curriculum design in higher education.

6. Conclusions

The main aim of the VaLEx project was to research and develop a model of teaching and learning based on learning from personal experiences and biographies. In addition, the model was to be tested by pilot programmes in various educational contexts in the project partner countries. The project targeted specific hard-to-reach groups drawn from traditionally socially excluded groups who lack successful experience of formal learning and self-confidence as learners, or who are excluded for reasons of ethnicity, migration, disability or some other social or economic factor. As can be seen through the data collected from the documents produced by the project partners, it is obvious that the main aims of the project have been achieved.  The model was created and subsequently tested in all the partner countries according to principles agreed by all. The project also produced a set of support materials for the tutors and learners of the pilot groups. Although the realisation of the pilot programmes faced some difficulties, all partners were able to proceed with the programmes and record the results. In addition, the project managed to create a website (http://www.valex-apel.com/) with the assistance of the Dublin Institute of Technology.

There was general approval of the management of the programme and no substantive criticism towards the management arose during the project. The work during the three project meetings was considered to be enjoyable, cooperative and filled with enthusiasm towards the common goals. The work between the meetings was mainly done by e-mail discussions, and it needed more consideration, but it was found to be satisfactory by most of the partners. 

The progress of the project adhered mostly to the original timescale. All the activities were finished by the end of the project. Timewise the only setbacks were seen in the realisation of the pilot programmes; the preparation of the support materials took more time than expected in many partner countries. 

The main difficulties of the project were experienced during the piloting phase. The amount of the materials proved to be too large for many of the tutors and learners of the pilot groups. It was very time-consuming to adapt the pilot materials to the country-specific contexts. Furthermore, the biographical approach was very demanding for many learners. On the contrary, some of the learners found the programme to be too simple for academic purposes. Some of the tutors felt that they were not skilled enough to deal with the traumatic issues of the learners, and it was also noted that one tutor was not enough for a special group of learners.

The pilot programmes had, however, some significant positive effects on the participants. The learners were, for example, able to share experiences, sort out their problems, strengthen their learning abilities and develop their self-confidence in dialogue with the other learners and tutors through the exercises of the VaLEx programme.  The tutors, on the other hand, found the biographical approach of the VaLEx model a good basis for identifying the learning and supporting the teaching of special groups of learners. In addition, the majority of the learners had the opportunity to get accreditations for their pilot 

work. The learners were, for example, offered special university modules or they were able to registrate into existing university programmes. 

There is a need to further elaborate the VaLEx model and the support materials for the future purposes.  The main recommendations for the future elaboration are to condense the Learner’s Guide, to add more time for exercises and tutor preparations, to adapt the model to country-specific contexts, and  to offer training for the tutors to deal with the demands of the hard-to-reach learner groups.

In conclusion,  the VaLEx project managed to produce transferable tools for recognition of prior learning in various educational contexts. With the assistance of the VaLEx materials and the tutor work, the learners in the pilot groups were able to develop their life management through increased skills in self-reflection and self-esteem as well as to strengthen their learning abilities. Furthermore, the project partners benefited from the participation in building a network of RPL expertise across European countries. 

Mari Koivisto

The Centre for Extension Studies

University of Turku

December 2005
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