Valuing learning from Experience (VaLEx)

A proposed model for local partners

I
Aims and objectives
VaLEx builds on the findings of a previous Socrates-Grundtvig project ‘Social Inclusion Through APEL: the Learners’ Perspective’, which recommended that more emphasis be given to the potential transformative dimension of the APEL process in order to widen participation in lifelong learning by non-traditional groups of learners, enabling them to develop new ‘learners’ identities’. 
This new project, VaLEx, therefore aims to develop APEL’s potential as a reflective and analytical tool to make explicit the connections between non-formal learning situations and formal learning opportunities, and will seek to take forward the EC's priority for valuing learning and stimulating demand for learning from hard-to-reach groups. It will do this through the development of an APEL pedagogical model common to the European partners, designed to facilitate institutional recognition of informal and non-formal learning. 

The project's objectives are to: 

1. carry out a theoretical analysis of existing practices and the learning and teaching principles underpinning APEL implementation in the partner countries

2. 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

3. 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/ Non Government Organisations) as 'consultants' to access the learner groups 

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

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.

II
VALEX model: the pilot, with Learning Link Scotland (University of 

Stirling) 

This pilot is concerned with objectives 2 and 3 principally. The University of Stirling and the University of South Brittany are responsible for the development of the VALEX model. The University of Stirling approached Learning Link Scotland as the Non Governmental Organisation most able to:

· contribute to the development of the model through consultancy with a self-selected group of voluntary group leaders

· carry out the pilot with these group leaders, and with self-selected adults within the leaders' voluntary groups who wish to undertake the process

Central to the process will be a guidance approach enabling individuals to:

· Identify learning from personal and professional experience through a personal biography route: enable individuals to give their own meaning to past experience in order to define their own potential for future development (meaning of the French ‘formation’)

· Recognise personal and professional skills and attributes, the 'capacities' 

· Carry out written analysis of learning in terms of knowledge and competences through supported tutoring and by reflecting on their experiences

· map out a personal and educational/ career plan

(The model will also include introductory professional guidelines for staff responsible for the management/ implementation of the APEL process in HEIs, bearing in mind that this may constitute in many countries the recognition of the role of advisers similar to the French model of the ‘VAE accompagnateur’).

What does this mean in practice? 

"Most people know more than they think they know, if only they knew that they know it”.

We learn things all the time in different ways – both formally and informally. However, what is generally regarded as recognisable learning in our society is the learning which is taught, which can be measured against specific outcomes and given credit accordingly. It is this type of formal academic learning, and the resultant qualifications, which enable those who have accessed it to progress in their careers. However, through the APEL model, uncertificated learning and the learning gained through experiences could be given academic value and recognition, enabling those without formal qualifications to progress in their chosen direction, whether in relation to work or study. This is a difficult process to achieve and the project is a challenging one. 

An itinerary in time: past, present and future

The model should be a way for participants to examine how the present is embedded in their past experience but also framed by their hopes and aspirations, however hidden or implicit. It should encourage participants to reflect on what they have learned so far and to acknowledge and celebrate these achievements before looking to the future and where it is they want to go. As they reflect on their learning, their thinking will change and initial aims and plans may be re-visited.

There are two steps to the model:

Step I  Personal recognition of skills, competencies and knowledge; telling and writing one's own story 

We have all learned a range of skills and competences enabling us to carry out our roles effectively in everyday life situations; within our family and social networks; through our interests and leisure activities; at work or through involvement in our communities. Because we use these skills so frequently we often do not acknowledge the extent of this learning and tend to minimise its importance, assuming instead that everyone is equally able if not better. The first step of the model then is to recognise those ‘capacities’, and support participants in the process of recognising that they have the ability to develop further.

In order to move to the second step of social or institutional recognition, it will be necessary to learn or brush up on those skills, needed to present this prior knowledge in a way that makes it easily recognisable by others, in particular by those institutions that award credit. As well as being willing to reflect on and share key events of our history we will need to develop the kind of writing skills that will move us towards the road to 'outside' recognition. 

The act of telling, then writing gives meaning and ‘form’ to our experience as well as a greater sense of ourselves, and therefore of our potential to be who we want to become. It is a learning act, or using a French expression, an ‘auto-education’ act.

Step 2 Social /Institutional recognition

Most learners engaging in this process will be motivated to pursue their own personal development and aims, and at some point will be ready to seek credit, socially and / or institutionally, for their learning and skills to be formally recognised. A ‘portfolio of learning’ will therefore be produced by participants and presented to learning institutions (colleges, universities) with a view to gaining entry and /or credit towards particular courses (although the latter is by no means yet guaranteed in some countries, including Scotland). Each country will have its own credit system (although currently efforts are being made at European level to align the different frameworks together) and learning gained outside formal education should be ‘mapped’ against existing credit frameworks such as the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) in Scotland.

III
Guiding Circles and the 'circles portfolio'

The concept of Guiding Circles is borrowed loosely from Canada, (see http://www.ahrdcc.com/en/view.php?page=GC_home ), and is described as "a new career development tool" to assist the Canadian Aborigines in developing careers action planning while incorporating the traditional aspects of their community. Stirling and Brittany South thought that the approach was transferable to the VALEX model, because of its ‘holistic’ claims: it considers people as integral members of their community, social actors rather than passive and isolated individuals. It encourages a group approach while still keeping a flexible approach which respects and adapts to people’s needs.

The VALEX model will follow a process which we may eventually describe as the 'Circles portfolio', using the principles of 'active engagement' (Norm Amundson, Rod McCormick and Gray Poehnell of the Guiding Circles). This is a client-centred approach which engages the participant at the point at which he/she is engaged in his/her life. 

Why ‘circles’?

The Guiding Circles were developed within a culturally sensitive approach, starting from the use of the circle metaphor to the incorporation of many elements that reflect an Aboriginal worldview, such as community orientation, connectedness, balance, roles and responsibilities, gifts, spirit and aptitudes, values and meaning. We think that these perspectives are worth exploring for the VALEX model.

The circle metaphor encourages us to think that there is no 'proper' beginning to start on the journey, and that each individual’s history will reveal itself uniquely; that we are all connected to the community in which we live and / or come from, (and that this community is also now aware of the multi-connection to a much wider – global community); and that there is no ending to the journey towards self-discovery and fulfilment.

IV
The process

The 'Circles portfolio' will be going through the following process:
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2) Telling your story - personal style, values and meaning - The beginning of a new journey




3) Asking questions: interacting, recognising the other 


4) Writing your story: the significant/ formative events: a new story, new skills

5) Retelling/rewriting your story - creativity?                  

6) Prior learning: skills, interests, competences - work-life roles



7) Appropriation of one's own story             

8) Recognition: the circles portfolio?

9) Accreditation/ Validation

 

1) Reflection and self-discovery and personal recognition: the first circle is therefore to look at ourselves, at special aptitudes (gifts) and skills we have demonstrated to ourselves or others.

2) Telling the story; the beginning of a new journey
· Introductory exercises in small groups, using a storyboard to record key moments and achievements; Participants asked to share their stories with the other group members. 

· Starting with a non-work / leisure activity/ hobby, something people choose to do if they have the choice, or a 'favourite thing', to encourage self-reflection; using specific and concrete examples, one positive and one negative. 

· This will include roles – family – work – community

· Beginning of a statement about this particular journey: why, where to?

· Beginning of articulation of one’s values/ ideas/ meanings/ personal style

3) Interacting with others: we expect that people's perception of themselves will change as their confidence increases, and as they start to recognise their own skills and knowledge areas, as well as that of others. This may change their ideas on why they want to participate and what it is they want to use this recognition for. The group interaction will also provide the following:

· a process of mutual clarification, verification of others’ stories; checking against one’s own

· acceptance of similarities/ differences

· checking on usage of words, expressions; understanding of diversity of socio-cultural, national or professional references 

· recognition of self, of others 

4) Writing, a beginning: Participants will be asked to write up an A4 page on significant/ formative events.

· Explanation of / discussion about significant and formative events

· Structured input about learning: to help participants reflect on their past and recognise their own learning there will be an input about different types of learning, and about those that are recognised within institutions and /or are considered important for employment (such as ‘transferable skills’).

This could include the following skills, with examples provided:

· Relational

· Communication

· Organisational

· Literacy/numeracy/IT

· Analytical

· Evaluation 

· Problem solving

· Innovative/ creative

· Group discussions on typical significant and formative experiences/ events where participants might have used some of those skills. Some possible emphasis on issues encountered, problem solving, creative skills

· Imput about different types of writing styles; examples

· First draft

5) Re-telling – interaction - and re-writing the stories



6) Prior learning: skills, interests, competences - work-life roles 

Participants will be asked to:

·  tell the new story to the group 

· listen to others’ stories, compare, ask, check, explain, etc…

 The idea is to create ‘cumulative interpretations’ through group interaction which in turn will supply even more developed explanations and refined texts.

Then the participants will be asked to re-write their initial story: 

· to restructure it, to organise it, to find common threads where perhaps they thought it had all ‘just happened’ to them. 

· to begin to pull out skills, knowledge, aptitudes they have developed 

· to begin to identify the capacities developed during their lives, in their work-life roles 

· to link past experience to new possibilities, new pathways 

· by re-writing, begin to construct a ‘portfolio’ 

Further input from tutor about writing skills and writing styles

Participants as 

· Authors-creators of their own story

· Biographers

· Researchers of their own life history

“The act of writing a life story, focused within a learning paradigm (centred on the ‘formation’), creates a space for reflection and conceptualisation in its own right. The creation of this space is carried out through a constant questioning which reveals learning processes (processes of formation and of acquisition of knowledge), as well as an elaboration of the meaning of these processes (in the form of quests), incorporating but also transcending interpretative questionings and understandings drawn from a psychological, sociological, anthropological, or even linguistic readings of the life histories’ written narratives” (Josso 2001 p14 para 1).  

Availability of individual tutorials: as well as group sessions, there should always be one-to-one sessions with tutor/ accompagnateurs available at specific times. These ‘tutorials’ will focus on each participant’s narrative –form as well as content - , their current journey, how their perception of themselves is changing, what their vision for the future is. 

7) Appropriation of one's own story: although the tutor will support the participants in the writing activity, it is important that the participants feel ownership for their stories.  

This will involve participants to look at their current level of skills/ competences/ knowledge and comparing this with what they need for their chosen path (entry requirements, job promotion, confidence to get back to work, career change etc…).

This may also involve re-shaping their story again, and to start working towards a different kind of writing, that of the portfolio.
8) Recognition and portfolio construction: participants will at this stage begin to work on their portfolios – evidencing what they have learned:

· Return to the community/ employers/ families for testimony: connectedness 

· illustrating the reflection on their learning: taking stock of the journey travelled 

· developing action plans: detailing how they will get where they want to be 

Tutor’s input for:

· Revisiting structured writing and action planning 

· Career – life orientation

· Identifying ‘academic’ tools: writing, analysis, research, IT

· Study time organisation and time for self

· Learning styles 

· Strengths and weaknesses, need to learn what

· value of learning, taking control and responsibility for learning 

· helping to identify educational programmes and key people in institutions

· supporting mapping against potential credited learning/ credit frameworks

· preparation for institutional recognition

9) Accreditation/ Validation

Josso M.C. (2001) ‘Les dimensions formatrices de l’écriture du récit de son histoire de vie’. Revue Histoires de vie 1. p 13-25 Dossier Histoires de vie et de formation.  Presses Universitaires de Rennes
Shona Keenan/ Mireille Pouget.  April 2004
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