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The 11th International LLinE Conference

Lifelong Learning as a Right? 
European Perspectives.

29 – 31 January, 2009, in Helsinki, Finland

The rhetoric of many national governments and international organisations views lifelong learning 
as a right for everyone. But what is the reality of lifelong learning – is it a right that is fulfi lled in 
Europe today? How can LLL promote inclusion, empowerment, and democratisation?  

REGISTRATION & INFORMATION
Early bird registration by 17 November. 
Please visit www.lline.fi  for further 
information and to register. 

www.lline.fi 

WORKSHOP THEMES

• European policy and trends
• Creating new partnerships & best

practise models
• LLL across the lifespan
• Inclusion, empowerment and

democratisation of LLL
CALL FOR PAPERS
This conference welcomes papers and posters 
on research, case studies and projects relevant 
to the themes.  A selection of papers will be 
published in the LLinE journal in 2009. Deadline 
for abstracts (200 words): 17 November 2008. 
Send your abstract to lline@kvs.fi .

TARGET GROUP
education practitioners from adult and 
continuing education, higher, vocational 
and non-formal education, researchers 
and educational policy-makers and 
administrators.

KEYNOTE SPEAKERS

Peter Mayo Professor, University of Malta

Ari Antikainen Professor, University of Joensuu, Finland
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Notes for Contributors
LLinE offers practitioners, researchers and 
policy makers in adult education a forum 
for exchanging ideas and experiences. The 
journal introduces practical experiments and 
solutions in adult and continuing education 
disseminating information and knowledge, 
practical and theoretical, useful to policy 
makers and practitioners and presenting cases 
interesting to researchers. 

The editors welcome articles on successful 
undertakings in adult and continuing 
education, future developments and changes 
in the fi eld or values guiding adult and 
continuing education ranging from training 
and development in enterprises to liberal 
adult education in all parts of Europe. The 
style of the text should be clear and easy 
to read and have an anchoring to concrete 
practice.

The readers are practitioners, researchers 
and policy makers in adult and continuing 
education in many countries. 

Papers can be accepted for publication if 
they have not been submitted to other 
publications in the English language but 
Lifelong Learning in Europe. 

ADDRESS
Manuscripts should be sent to Heidi Kivekäs, 
KVS Foundation, Haapaniemenkatu 7–9, 
00530 Helsinki, Finland, email lline@kvs.fi .

LENGTH
All papers submitted should be between 1000 
and 5000 words in length and be prefaced, on 
a separate sheet, by an abstract of no more 
than 200 words. They must be written in 
English. Manuscripts should be typed, double 
spaced, including references.

The title page should carry the title, the 
authors’ names and affi liations and current 
addresses. Authors must supply telephone 
number and email address. The author 
to whom the correspondence should be 
addressed must be clearly indicated.
Manuscripts should be submitted by email, as 
a paper copy only by request.

References: 
Whenever there is a direct quotation, short 
quotations must be placed in single quotation 
marks, but long quotations should form 
separate, indented paragraphs. All quotations 
should be referenced by author, year of 
publication and page reference, e.g. Antikainen 
& al. (1996, 36) write,... or quotation followed 
by (Antikainen & al. 1996, 36) argues,... or 
it has been argued... (Antikainen & al. 1996, 
50-54). 
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conference proceedings where available.
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VALIDATION OF COMPETENCES 
AND PRIOR LEARNING 

Validation of non-formal and informal 
learning has been identifi ed as a European 
priority on several occasions, especially 
when it comes to promoting lifelong 
learning for all. This issue presents exam-
ples from different European countries.

Patrick Werquin
RECOGNITION OF NON-FORMAL 
AND INFORMAL LEARNING IN OECD 
COUNTRIES:  A VERY GOOD IDEA IN 
JEOPARDY?

Making non-formal and informal learn-
ing visible seems to be at the forefront 
of a lot of public policy in the European 
Union and OECD countries. It is viewed 
as one of the possible options to make 
lifelong learning for all a reality. The 
writer refl ects on some of the benefi ts and 
challenges provided by the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning.

Per Andersson and Åsa Hult
VALIDATION IN THE NORDIC 
COUNTRIES:  A COMPARATIVE 
ANALYSIS

The writers compare and analyse the 
policies for validation in adult education, 
the labour market, and the third sector in 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and 
Sweden. They also discuss the varying 
orientations of validation, its functions, 
the relation between formal competence 
and competence requested in the labour 
market, and future challenges concerning 
validation in the Nordic countries.

Leena Saloheimo
STUDYING AND COMPARING 
THE POLICY AND PRACTICE OF 
VALIDATION OF NON-FORMAL 
LEARNING IN NORDIC AND BALTIC 
COUNTRIES

Joint Action for Validation of Learning 
(JaVaL) addressed the issues of valida-
tion of non-formal learning outcomes 
achieved through studies and other activi-
ties in the third sector. The partnership 
was formed by a network of adult edu-
cation specialists from Estonia, Finland, 
Denmark, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, 
and Sweden. The writer describes the 
main features of the framework, process, 
and results of the JaVaL project. 

Michel Feutrie
THE RECOGNITION OF INDIVIDUAL 
EXPERIENCE IN A LIFELONG LEARNING 
PERSPECTIVE.  VALIDATION OF NON-
FORMAL  AND INFORMAL LEARNING 
IN FRANCE

In 2002, France passed an important 
milestone in introducing the concept ‘vali-
dation des acquis de l’expérience’ (VAE) 
and in implementing a comprehensive 
framework for social and professional 
recognition of non-formal and infor-
mal learning. The writer considers the 
results of this development especially in 
relation to higher education, as well as 
some of the challenges and opportuni-
ties presented by the implementation of 
a VAE system.

Sigvart Tøsse, Heidi Engesbak, Liv 
Finbak, Wenche M. Rønning and 
Christin Tønseth 
DOCUMENTATION AND VALIDATION 
OF NON-FORMAL AND INFORMAL 
LEARNING IN NORWAY.  POLICY, 
INITIATIVES AND EXPERIENCES 

The article traces the efforts to validate 
non-formal and informal learning in 
Norway, examines the implementation of 
a system of documentation and validation 
of prior learning, and summarises the 
experiences so far. While Norway in many 
ways is in the forefront of validating prior 
learning, the authors conclude that the 
ambition to implement a comprehensive 
national validation system has not been 
fully satisfi ed. 

Anne Strauch
VALIDATION OF ADULT EDUCATORS’ 
COMPETENCES

Partner institutions from fi ve European 
countries developed a concrete instru-
ment for the registration, assessment 
and documentation of adult educators’ 
competences. The instrument is based 
on an adult educator’s competency 
framework. The instrument includes 
standards and indictors for every compe-
tence and features three validation steps: 
self-evaluation, external evaluation and 
consolidation. 

Martine Maes
VALUING LEARNING IN THE 
NETHERLANDS. LANDMARKS ON THE 
ROAD TO ACCREDITATION OF PRIOR 
LEARNING 

In the recent years steps have been 
taken to implement an APL procedure 
in the Netherlands. Substantial national 

government investments, a quality code 
for APL, and regional access points and 
subsidies at sector level form the basis 
for the next phase of APL. The writer 
considers the principles, procedures and 
developments of APL in the Netherlands, 
as well as the current challenges. 

Raquel Oliveira
THE NATIONAL SYSTEM OF 
RECOGNITION, VALIDATION AND 
CERTIFICATION OF COMPETENCES IN 
PORTUGAL

The creation of the Portuguese National 
Agency for Adult Education and Training 
in 1999 arose from the hope that it would 
fi nally be possible to overcome the low 
level of schooling and professional quali-
fi cation in Portugal. One of the initiatives 
of this agency was the National System of 
Recognition, Validation and Certifi cation 
of Competences. The writer presents the 
background of the system, and considers 
some of the challenges involved. 

TEACHER EDUCATION IN EUROPE

This year LLinE is publishing a series of 
articles on the latest scenarios for develop-
ment of teacher education in Europe. 

Paulo Santiago
PROMOTING TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS 
THROUGH TEACHER MOTIVATION

The writer considers a number of direc-
tions which appear promising as means 
of enhancing teacher motivation and 
promoting the status of the teaching 
profession: transforming teaching into 
a knowledge-rich profession; supporting 
and guiding teachers’ work; evaluating 
and rewarding effective teaching; bring-
ing a sense of group to teachers; and 
making proper use of rewards. 

Erja Syrjäläinen and Riitta 
Jyrhämä
THE NETWORK OF TEACHING 
PRACTICE SCHOOLS.  A PARTNERSHIP 
FOR TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT AND LIFELONG 
LEARNING

The University of Helsinki network of 
teaching practice schools aims at focused 
and strategic school-university partner-
ship. The network has become an impor-
tant part of the University of Helsinki 
teacher education. The writers present the 
teaching practice collaboration and one 
of its applications, the research practicum 
in primary teacher education.
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I n recent years many initiatives 
have been taken at different lev-
els to support the development 
of new approaches to validation 

of non-formal and informal learning. 
Validation of non-formal and informal 
learning has been identifi ed as a Euro-
pean priority on several occasions. In 
all, these efforts and documents refl ect 
a growing consensus of the fact that 
learning taking place outside formal 
education has crucial importance for 
individuals, adult education, work-
places and society at large.

Many critical voices have recently  
been expressed towards the policies 
and practices of formal adult education 
in valuing and recognising learners’ 
multiple worlds and competences. The 
critics maintain that formal education 
does not acknowledge enough those 
experiences and competences that 
learners bring to educational pro-
grammes from other contexts, such as 
from their earlier work experiences. 
Critics continue that formal education 
should realise and acknowledge in 
more visible ways the fact that learning 
takes place everywhere. Learning in 
other contexts may even be more im-
portant or make more sense to the 
learner in his/her daily life than what is 
learned in the formal setting of the edu-
cational institution.  

In addition to the importance of ac-
knowledging learners’ competences de-
veloped in non-formal and informal set-
tings, there is also a clear need to un-
derstand better what learners take with 
them from the educational programmes 
to other settings. Are we successful as 

educators in providing learners with op-
portunities to construct experiences, at-
titudes and competences that are usa-
ble, helpful and productive outside the 
educational institution? Understanding 
and supporting the development of 
learners’ multiple worlds, identity work 
and boundary crossing behaviour is vi-
tal in a world where barriers continue 
to block understanding and obstruct at-
tempts to develop and implement poli-
cies to ensure the success of all learners 
in today’s formal education, workplaces 
and society at large. Learners’ compe-
tence recognition has implications for 
the quality of their lives and their 
chances of participating in education as 
a stepping stone to lifelong learning, 
and a meaningful life. 

Making informal and non-formal 
learning visible and validated is an in-
trinsically challenging task. One of the 
reasons for the situation is that existing 
information about validation of non-
formal and informal learning is, in 
most European countries, rather limit-
ed in scope. The present issue contrib-
utes to this knowledge gap by sharing 
insights to models and best practices 
regarding the validation of competenc-
es in different parts of Europe. This, we 
hope, will add to discussions on the 
need for the transparency and exploit-
ability of competence validation poli-
cies and practices across Europe. What 
this issue also convincingly shows is 
that there is still much to be done in 
the fi eld of competence validation as a 
common European standard. Among 
the big questions that need extensive, 
multi-disciplinary problem solving at 

many levels and sectors are: (a) Is the 
validation of competences fl exibly inte-
grated to formal adult education or is it 
a separate, parallel system?; (b) What is 
accomplished as the result of compe-
tence validation?; and (c) how can we 
promote the recognition and apprecia-
tion of competence validation in adult 
education, at workplaces and in other 
sectors of the society so that it can re-
ally promote the wellbeing of individu-
als and society? In this issue we begin 
to address these questions. 

KRISTIINA KUMPULAINEN 
Editor-in-Chief of LLinE
Director of CICERO Learning
University of Helsinki, Finland
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Related to the Lisbon Strategy for 
Growth and Jobs, the Bologna Process 
and the Copenhagen Process, the Euro-
pean Qualifi cations Framework (EQF) 
was adopted by the European Parlia-
ment and Council on 23 April 2008. 
The EQF aims to establish synergies 
between Copenhagen and Bologna and 
complements and reinforces existing 
European mobility instruments such as 
Europass and ECTS. 

THE BOLOGNA PROCESS
The Bologna Process aims at creating, 
by 2010, a European Higher Education 
Area in which students can choose 
from a wide and transparent range of 
courses and benefi t from smooth recog-
nition procedures. The Bologna goals 
include easily comparable degrees, a 
system based on three cycles, and a 
common European system of credits 
and mobility of students and teachers.

THE COPENHAGEN PROCESS
The Copenhagen Process aims to rein-
force cooperation in Vocational Educa-
tion and Training through several out-
puts which include a single framework 
for transparency of competences and 
qualifi cations that brings together vari-
ous existing transparency instruments. 
The aim is to develop a set of common 
principles to ensure greater compatibil-
ity between approaches in different 
countries and at different levels.

THE EUROPEAN QUALIFICATIONS 
FRAMEWORK 

The principal aims of the EQF are pro-
moting citizens’ mobility between 
countries and facilitating their lifelong 
learning. The goal of the EQF is to re-
late national qualifi cations systems to a 
common European reference frame-
work to allow individuals and employ-
ers better understand and compare the 
qualifi cations levels of different coun-
tries and different education and train-
ing systems. National Qualifi cations 

Instruments for 
lifelong learning and mobility across Europe

Frameworks are now in development 
in most European countries.

The EQF hopes to ensure that all 
new qualifi cations issued from 2012 
carry a reference to the appropriate 
EQF level. This would mean that the 
level of qualifi cations held by a job ap-
plicant from one European country 
would be better understood by an em-
ployer in another, for example. 

The EQF applies to all types of edu-
cation, training and qualifi cations, and 
includes eight reference levels. The ref-
erence levels are described in terms of 
learning outcomes in three different 
categories: theoretical and/or factual 
knowledge; cognitive and practical 
skills; and competences, described in 
terms of responsibility and autonomy. 

Shifting the focus from learning in-
puts, the system is intended to encour-
age lifelong learning by promoting the 
validation of non-formal and informal 
learning. The focus on learning out-
comes will make it easier for individu-
als to assess whether learning outcomes 
in these settings are equivalent in con-
tent and relevance to formal qualifi ca-
tions. Further, the framework will al-
low comparison of traditional qualifi -
cations awarded by national authorities 
and qualifi cations awarded by other 
stakeholders.

EUROPASS 

Europass is a service for people who 
are looking for a job, whether in their 
own country or abroad. It allows indi-
viduals to present their qualifi cations 
and skills so that employers can under-
stand and appreciate them. The service 
is provided through a network of na-
tional centres and an internet portal, 
and it provides a number of instru-
ments to make this process easier. 

Europass consists of fi ve documents, 
two of which can be generated by indi-
viduals themselves. The European CV 
(ECV) enables individuals to make 
their skills and qualifi cations visible, in-

cluding skills aquired outside formal 
education and training. Other Europass 
documents can be attached to the CV. 
The Europass Language Passport al-
lows individuals to describe their lan-
guage skills. 

In addition to the ECV and the Lan-
guage Passport, three documents can 
be fi lled in and issued by authorities. 

The Europass Certifi cate Supplement 
explains the competences included in a 
vocational training certifi cate, so that 
employers can better appreciate what 
its holders can do. 

The Europass Diploma Supplement 
has been developed jointly with the 
Council of Europe and UNESCO, and 
it accompanies a higher education di-
ploma issued by a national organisa-
tion. 

Finally, Europass Mobility records a 
learning experience abroad, such as an 
academic exchange or a stage in a com-
pany, making it more visible for em-
ployers.

The most popular of these instru-
ments has been the Europass CV. Since 
the launch of Europass in 2005, al-
ready 3 million users have generated 
the ECV at the Europass portal. This 
target was originally expected to be 
reached in 2010. The portal – run by 
Cedefop and available in 26 languages 
– provides information and an interac-
tive tool to complete the Europass CV 
and the Europass Language Passport 
with the help of online tutorials and 
guidelines.
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Lifelong 
Learning as a 
Right? European 
Perspectives.
The 11th international LLinE confer-
ence takes place in Helsinki 29–31 Jan-
uary, 2009. The rhetoric of many na-
tional governments and international 
organisations views lifelong learning as 
a right for everyone. But what is the re-
ality of lifelong learning – is it a right 
that is fulfi lled in Europe today? LLinE 
invites practitioners, researchers and 
policy-makers to take part in discus-
sions about the equity of access to life-
long learning in Europe today. Confer-
ence keynote speakers include Profes-
sor Peter Mayo from the University of 
Malta and Professor Ari Antikainen 
from the University of Joensuu, Fin-
land. See back cover for further infor-
mation.

Call for articles 
and case study 
presentations
LLinE welcomes articles and case stud-
ies for issue 1/2009: Lifelong Learning 
and Sustainable Development. The 
deadline for materials is 9 February 
2009. Articles and case studies for peer 
review need to be submitted latest by 5 
January 2009. For further information, 
visit the LLinE website at http://www.
lline.fi  or email heidi.kivekas@kvs.fi 

The next issue of LLinE 
will be out in December: 

LLinE 4/2008 Remote Areas and 
Lifelong Learning
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S O U R C E S  A N D  F U R T H E R 
I N F O R M AT I O N :
The Bologna Process: http://ec.europa.

eu/education/policies/educ/bologna/
bologna_en.html

The Copenhagen Process: http://ec.
europa.eu/education/policies/2010/
vocational_en.html

The Lisbon Strategy for Growth and 
Jobs: http://ec.europa.eu/
growthandjobs/

The European Qualifi cations 
Framework (EQF): http://ec.europa.
eu/education/lifelong-learning-
policy/doc44_en.htm

The Europass Portal: http://europass.
cedefop.europa.eu

European Credit Transfer 
Accumulation System (ECTS): 
http://ec.europa.eu./education/
programmes/socrates/ects/index_
en.html

The European Credit system for 
Vocational Education and Training 
(ECVET): http://ec.europa.eu/
education/policies/educ/ecvet/index_
en.html

National Academic Recognition 
Information Centres (NARICs): 
http://www.enic-naric.net

European Inventory on the validation 
of non-formal and informal 
learning, including country 
practises, glossary of relevant terms 
and case study examples: http://
www.ecotec.com/
europeaninventory/2007.html
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There seems to be strong agreement that a lot of 

learning takes place outside the formal education and 

training system. Less consensus exists about the extent 

to which this non-formal and informal learning should 

be recognised. Nevertheless, making non-formal and 

informal learning visible seems to be at the forefront of 

a lot of public policy in the European Union and the 

OECD countries. It is viewed as one of the possible 

options to making lifelong learning for all a reality.

Patrick Werquin1
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T his paper aims to address 
some key issues at stake 
when dealing with the rec-
ognition of non-formal and 

informal learning. (Technically, it is the 
outcomes of the learning that are 
assessed and that lead to some form of 
recognition but recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning will be used 
for short.) If the idea that individuals 
learn everywhere and all the time 
throughout their lives is not new – 
there is evidence since Plato and Con-
dorcet, and throughout the twentieth 
century (OECD, 2007c; Werquin, 
2007) – recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning as a fi eld of research 
and a thorough policy option is quite a 
recent development. 

There seems to be a consensus that 
individuals acquire skills, knowledge 
and competences outside the formal 
education and training system (formal 
learning). However, there is little or no 
consensus about the defi nitions of the 
terms, about value that should be giv-
en to this learning, about who should 
decide what is valued, and about the 
best ways to defi ne the standards for 
the assessment of the outcomes of this 
learning.

Recognition of non-formal and in-
formal learning is often considered a 
possible solution for promoting lifelong 
learning, especially for the adult popu-
lation (OECD, 2007a). Together with 
mechanisms such as Providing Credit 
Transfer or Establishing a Qualifi ca-
tions Framework (see OECD 2007a or 
OECD 2007b for a full list of 20 mech-
anisms), recognising what people know 
or can do – regardless of where they 
have acquired these skills, knowledge 
and competences – is indeed likely to 
be a strong incentive for them to 
resume learning formally as they will 
not have to start from scratch. This al-
so cuts the traditional costs (time, tui-
tion fees, transportation costs, etc.) and 
opportunity costs (forgone earnings, 
etc.) of formal learning. If one would 

want to be a bit provocative, it could 
be said that this is about the only con-
sensus regarding the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning.

There seems to be room for the rec-
ognition of non-formal and informal 
learning beyond the lifelong learning 
agenda. Its current success has proba-
bly to do with the fact that it is also 
presented as a way of improving the ef-
fi ciency of the labour market through 
increasing the mobility of workers; the 
visibility of skills, knowledge and com-
petences; the opportunities for immi-
grants; etc. Recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning is seen as having 
the potential to foster the knowledge 
economy agenda by improving the level 
of qualifi cations of individuals, making 
them happier and better workers, and 
improving their standard of living.

This paper is divided in four sec-
tions. The fi rst one attempts to clarify 
the terms without really providing a 
defi nition for each of them as it is al-
most impossible at the international 
level. The second considers the main 
rationale and objectives for the recog-
nition of non-formal and informal 
learning. The third lists the possible 
barriers and actual challenges that can 
prevent the recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning becoming a real-
ity on a large scale. The fourth and last 
section considers the possible threats 
against recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning systems that are be-
ing designed or implemented through-
out OECD countries. For the sake of 
conciseness, this paper does not de-
scribe country practice, a wealth of in-
formation on which is available at the 
OECD website 
(www.oecd.org/edu/lifelonglearning/nqs; 
www.oecd.org/edu/recognition).

DEFINITIONS OF KEY TERMS

For years, research has been trying to 
clarify the different terms in use, an en-
deavour that has proven quite diffi cult, 
if not impossible, at the international 

level. A lot of uncertainty and disagree-
ments remain about the meaning of 
non-formal and informal learning on 
one side and recognition on the other. 
There are still competing defi nitions for 
several terms and differences between 
them sometimes seem quite subtle; it is 
not worth spending time trying to 
reach a very unlikely consensus. (For a 
list and discussion of the main terms, 
see Werquin, 2007 or OECD, 2007c.) 
Defi nitions evolve over time and it is 
probably a positive feature. Therefore, 
referring to a publication older than a 
couple of years is quite a hazardous ex-
ercise (for an up-to-date glossary, see 
Tissot, forthcoming).

Defi nition of non-formal and informal 
learning: Is there a need for 
consensus?
The terms ‘formal’, ‘non-formal’ and 
‘informal’ learning should be defi ned in 
relation to each other. Non-formal and 
informal learning should be defi ned as 
opposed to formal learning even if the 
boundaries of these terms vary across 
countries and over time. There have 
been major efforts and reforms to rec-
ognise most learning, whether formal 
or not, through a qualifi cation or a rec-
ognised document (see http://www.
oecd.org/edu/recognition). Three char-
acteristics seem useful when defi ning 
the terms: whether the learning in-
volves objectives, whether it is inten-
tional and whether it leads to a qualifi -
cation (the terms ‘qualifi cation’ and 
‘certifi cation’ are taken as synonymous 
here, and they both refer to the process 
and the fi nal outcome).

It seems that recent defi nitions focus 
more on the existence of learning ob-
jectives and the intentionality of learn-
ing. Defi nitions based on the last char-
acteristic (‘leading to a qualifi cation’) 
are not very useful and should be 
dropped since most countries are trying 
to have all kinds of learning certifi ed. 
Most defi nitions using this characteris-
tic are old and outdated. A more inter-
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esting approach could rely on the fact 
that formal learning is always subject 
to registration. To that extent it seems 
agreeable to call it ‘formal education 
and/or training’. However, it seems 
more diffi cult to talk about non-formal 
or informal education and training. 
Non-formal and informal learning is a 
better option. 

Following from this, formal learning 
has learning objectives and is intention-
al whereas informal learning results 
from daily life and takes place every-
where, all the time, often without peo-
ple even realising it. It results from ex-
perience, does not have learning objec-
tives and is not intentional. There 
seems to be a consensus regarding these 
two defi nitions. Non-formal learning is 
probably the least consensual term. In 
most countries, non-formal learning is 
rather organised and therefore inten-
tional even if the activity leading to 
non-formal learning may not be de-
signed or designated as learning activity 
as such. Non-formal learning may have 
learning objectives but they are very 
broad unlike those in formal learning 
where learning objectives are spelled 
out and where the process to reach 
these objectives is formalised.

Recognition: One word, several 
meanings
Defi ning the term ‘recognition’ is some-
what more complex because there are 
many meanings for this term. First of 
all, there is recognition of learning in 
the sense that it is acknowledged that 
learning has taken place. The recogni-
tion of learning outcomes is the result 
of an assessment process which can be 
either formative or summative. Forma-
tive assessment often takes the form of 
portfolio development and its result is 
best characterised as self-recognition 
even if written documents exist (such 
as a portfolio or a competence pass-
port). Summative assessment engages a 
wide variety of assessment processes, 
methods and tools, such as simulation, 
observation, written examinations, and 
so on. The recognition of learning out-
comes requires agreed standards and a 
level is usually attributed according to 
the level of profi ciency. It is the formal 

part of the process and the way to 
communicate to the rest of the world 
about the knowledge, skills and compe-
tences one has acquired. Finally, there 
is social recognition of the documents 
awarded during this process. It requires 
standards that are widely agreed 
throughout the society. As the value of 
the qualifi cations and/or documents lies 
in social recognition, it seems most sat-
isfactory to talk of recognition of non-
formal and informal learning as op-
posed to validation or accreditation 
which only cover the technical aspects. 
In addition, it leads to potential policy 
recommendations on how best make 
non-formal and informal learning vis-
ible and usable. These three defi nitions 
hold for the recognition of formal 
learning too.

A summary: Being pragmatic
There are no unique (internationally 
agreed) defi nitions for key terms such 
as ‘non-formal learning’, ‘informal 
learning’ or ‘recognition’. All defi ni-
tions have drawbacks and there is al-
ways a country to disagree with defi ni-
tions that seem to satisfy most others. 
A common defi nition would need to go 
beyond the words and include the cul-
ture and the concepts. This is too diffi -
cult an endeavour and probably not 
even a useful one. A more sensible ap-
proach is to try to propose a series of 
guidelines and principles clarifying the 
potential defi nition of terms and leave 
it to countries, regions and other enti-
ties to decide what they need in the 
short or medium run. There is a need 
for working defi nitions and not defi ni-
tions carved in stone.

All in all, what is useful for policy-
makers and for individuals (typically 
learners, workers or employers) is that 
a (recognition) system is created so that 
individuals can have what they know 
or can do documented in a useful and 
practical way, and receive social recog-
nition. In other words, the key is to 
make learning visible through a quality 
assured assessment of skills, knowledge 
and/or competences. This requires a 
formal recognition of learning out-
comes that leads to the awarding of a 
recognised document (certifi cate for ap-

plying for jobs, proof of profi ciency for 
promotion, certifi cation to meet salary 
criteria, etc.). In some countries, recog-
nition of non-formal and informal 
learning may lead directly to a full 
qualifi cation. In most countries, some 
additional top-up training is required 
for individuals to be awarded a full 
qualifi cation. This documentation 
would help avoid repetition as individ-
uals would be able to [re]use this evi-
dence of skills, knowledge and compe-
tences in different contexts.

RATIONALE AND OBJECTIVES

Recognition of non-formal and infor-
mal learning touches on many different 
issues within the education and train-
ing system. It has an impact on the life-
long learning system countries or re-
gions may want to adopt or implement 
because it opens up the perspective 
about where, when and how individu-
als learn; and which learning outcomes 
have value and need to be recognised. 
Deciding what has value is traditionally 
a source of disagreement between min-
istries of education and labour, or be-
tween employers and educationalists. 
Recognition of non-formal and infor-
mal learning involves many actors and 
the rationale developed in different 
countries systematically relies on a 
multi-facetted approach.

A strong rationale
The rationale for implementing a sys-
tem for the recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning is systematically 
based on at least two main dimensions: 
a) promoting lifelong learning by con-
tributing to its quality, quantity and 
distribution; and b) making the labour 
market more effective and equitable on 
the road toward the knowledge econo-
my. These dimensions overlap. For in-
dividuals, qualifi cations or documents 
provided may have a double currency: 
in the labour market and in the lifelong 
learning system.

Most adult learning periods, wheth-
er formal or not, do not lead to a quali-
fi cation or to the awarding of a recog-
nised document. Not making skills, 
knowledge and competences visible 
hinders the effective use of human capi-
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tal. This is especially the case when it 
comes to non-formal and informal 
learning, the volume of which creates a 
vast potential for routes towards quali-
fi cations.

In addition, people are usually 
awarded qualifi cations when they are 
young. Therefore, what individuals can 
display in terms of skills, knowledge 
and competences through their 
qualifi cation(s), or any other document 
they may have, is blurred because these 
qualifi cation(s) date back years, or even 
decades. Recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning makes skills, 
knowledge and competences visible. 
This is also viewed as potentially im-
proving access to and mobility within 
the labour market. It will also help em-
ployers to better match jobs and work-
ers and overcome skills shortages, and 
may indeed help to spot the gaps in the 
distribution of existing knowledge, 
skills and competences among the pop-
ulation, at the country, region or enter-
prise level. It is a powerful tool for 
planning training and learning activi-
ties.

As access to further learning for 
adults is tightly bound to initial educa-
tion and training achievements, indi-
viduals with poor records from formal 
education generally do not make use of 
opportunities within the formal system 
of lifelong learning. Hence, many coun-
tries focus on ways of creating a second 
chance to obtaining qualifi cations. Sys-
tems for the recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning may open doors 
instead of erecting barriers for those 
who have not achieved their full poten-
tial (OECD, 2007a). In many countries 
the system goes hand in hand with the 
expansion of adult learning as poorly 
qualifi ed but skilled adults are the nat-
ural targets of such programmes.

It is often argued that recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning im-
proves applicants’ self-esteem as they 
become aware of their knowledge, 
skills and competences. This may in-
crease their confi dence and productiv-
ity, as well as trust of others in the fam-
ily, the enterprise or the community, 
therefore improving their employment 
and career prospects and access to fur-
ther learning opportunities. Individuals 

would directly benefi t from individual-
ised systems of recognition as learning 
paths would be optimised in terms of 
cost and duration.

The recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning mechanically im-
proves the qualifi cation distribution of 
the population (and not only the young 
generations), with little additional bur-
den on the formal education and train-
ing system. Enterprises are often re-
quired to employ a certain number of 
qualifi ed staff (for example hospitals, 
enterprises trying to meet ISO require-
ments or wishing to bid for certain 
contracts, etc.). The recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning, by 
itself or together with top-up training, 
may be an effi cient solution when the 
skills, knowledge and competences ex-
ist but are not yet formally recognised.

Different and complementary 
objectives
The main objectives pursued through 
the process of recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning vary accord-
ing to the individual and country in 
question, from exemption of all or a 
part of the entry requirements for a 
formal learning programme, to the 
awarding of a full qualifi cation. Some 
countries offer all possibilities whilst 
others focus only on part of them. The 
objectives are important also because 
each of them is relevant to different ac-
tors in the systems of lifelong learning 
and recognition of non-formal and in-
formal learning. For example, exemp-
tion from entry requirements is relevant 
to universities in particular, while em-
ployers are mostly interested in the 
awarding of full qualifi cations (for a 
discussion of all these objectives in the 
case of France, see Charraud, 2005).

The fi rst objective is related to meet-
ing the entry requirements for formal 
learning programmes. For example, in 
tertiary education a qualifi cation from 
upper secondary level education is re-
quired. Vocational Education and 
Training experience and already exist-
ing skills, knowledge or competences 
may often substitute a formal qualifi ca-
tion demanded upon entry. Sometimes 
associated with the exemption from en-
try requirements, some countries offer 

exemption for parts of a formal learn-
ing programme. In other words, when 
entering a formal learning programme, 
learners may be granted some credits 
towards the qualifi cation(s) they are a 
aiming for. This is often presented as 
one of the main breakthroughs linked 
to the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning as it implies a clear 
reduction in the study time required for 
a qualifi cation. These exemptions are 
often used in the tertiary education sys-
tem. This implies a double assessment 
process: individuals are assessed upon 
entry on the exemptions of require-
ments and/or on the number of credits 
granted; and they are assessed again, 
just like the “traditional” students, on 
awarding the qualifi cation(s).

Finally, it is more and more possible 
to be awarded a full qualifi cation on 
the sole basis of the assessment of the 
outcomes of non-formal and informal 
learning. This is the most discussed ob-
jective since it is not necessarily socially 
accepted that qualifi cations are award-
ed to those who do not attend classes 
or are not assessed in exactly the same 
way as traditional students in the for-
mal education and training system. 
When such mental rigidity exists, the 
most often adopted policy is to explic-
itly signal on the certifi cate that the 
qualifi cation has been awarded on the 
basis of the assessment of non-formal 
and informal learning outcomes.

It seems rather clear that, at a policy 
level, many countries are trying to es-
tablish links between the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning and 
the formal qualifi cations, mainly be-
cause linking the two can cut the costs 
of learning and qualifi cation processes; 
and to motivate individual learners 
who can begin learning at the level that 
refl ects their actual skills, knowledge 
and competences. In linking the two 
systems, most countries are also look-
ing for consistency. However, some 
countries have made the pragmatic pol-
icy choice to use recognition of non-
formal and informal learning only 
when there is a need for certain qualifi -
cations in the labour market but this 
need is not met by the formal educa-
tion and training system.
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A key issue that should not be over-
looked is that, whatever the objective, 
the key outcome of such a recognition 
process should be the awarding of a 
document that would ideally be recog-
nised throughout the society, listing 
and describing the skills, knowledge 
and competences the applicant has 
demonstrated at some point in time – 
with limited validity if need be, in rap-
idly evolving fi elds for instance – so s/he 
does not have to do it again later in life 
if such skills, knowledge and compe-
tences are required for entering a for-
mal learning programme or applying 
for a job, for example. 

BARRIERS AND CHALLENGES

Despite the differences in contexts and 
practice (see OECD, forthcoming), the 
barriers to recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning seem to be the 
same in many countries and systems. 

Stakeholders
Recognition systems bring in a range of 
new stakeholders who have previously 
been outside the formal learning system 
(small enterprises, specifi c social groups 
such as immigrants, low-skilled people, 
etc.). This is good as recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning re-
quires the active commitment and en-
gagement of a number of stakeholders 
– in the education sector and in the la-
bour market. However, the stakehold-
ers’ differing views about key issues 
may prevent reaching a useful and op-
erational agreement on the best ways 
to implement recognition systems. For 
instance, there are potential tensions 
between social partners and govern-
ments: while the former are tradition-
ally interested in the utilisation of 
skills, knowledge and competences de-
veloped in working life, the interests of 
the latter seem to be more focused on 
making public educational institutions 
more fl exible, and reducing costs.

Assessment
Another main challenge is the assess-
ment methodology. There is suspicious-
ness about the quality of qualifi cations 
based on the assessment of non-formal 
and informal learning outcomes and a 
concern that their recognition might 

undermine the status of formal educa-
tion and training and the associated 
qualifi cations. There is strong evidence 
that qualifi cations achieved through 
recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning are barely socially accepted. 
The problem is that, in formal educa-
tion and training, both input and out-
comes can be quality assured whereas 
in non-formal and informal learning 
the input process is invisible and out of 
control by defi nition; only the out-
comes are visible and assessed. There-
fore, there is a strong need for innova-
tion in terms of assessment methodol-
ogy. This is true for both summative 
and formative assessment.

Standards
Further, there is a lack of parity of es-
teem between the systems of recogni-
tion and the formal education and 
training system. Linked to the issue of 
assessment is the notion of standards 
against which the outcomes of non-for-
mal and informal learning should be 
assessed. Who decides what has value 
remains an issue. The standards of for-
mal education and training systems are 
usually defi ned on the basis of the 
standards of Ministries of Education. 
With a lot of the non-formal and infor-
mal learning taking place at the work-
place, employers and Ministries of La-
bour would probably want to be in-
volved in deciding what has value in 
terms of learning.

This may lead to clear inconsisten-
cies in the development and implemen-
tation of standards in countries where, 
for instance, recognition is meant to 
bridge the gaps between qualifi cations 
needed in the labour market and those 
offered by the formal education and 
learning system. Some countries have 
indeed chosen to move away from an 
explicit lifelong learning perspective 
and have implemented a recognition 
system basically to create qualifi cations 
which the formal education and train-
ing system does not deliver to the la-
bour market. In such cases qualifi ca-
tions may not have value when the 
holder wants to resume learning in the 
formal education and training system. 
This goes against one of the main ra-
tionales described above: the fl exibility 

of the lifelong learning system. 
Other way around, qualifi cations 

achieved fully or partly through the 
recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning will need to achieve accept-
ance in the labour market. Even in the 
formal education and training system, 
there is no point in delivering qualifi ca-
tions that will not have value in the la-
bour market. The pragmatic solution 
of using recognition systems primarily 
to meet some need in the labour mar-
ket may seem an appropriate solution 
for generating interest toward recogni-
tion approaches and processes.

The issue of legitimacy, whether 
linked to assessment, quality assurance, 
or ownership of the standards, needs to 
be addressed. Maintaining consistency 
across the system may be at risk, for in-
stance in decentralised systems, when 
there are many local or industry-specif-
ic variations in the way learning out-
comes are assessed and recognition sys-
tems implemented. In federal countries, 
mobility across regions or provinces is 
sometimes more diffi cult than across 
countries. To ensure their legitimacy, it 
is important that recognition systems 
are built on commonly agreed princi-
ples, and measures and methods are 
structured and integrated as much as 
possible into existing quality assurance 
and assessment systems.

It seems that recognising non-formal 
and informal learning does not create 
skills, knowledge and competences. It 
just makes them visible. This apparent 
drawback is actually one of the most 
promising avenues as recognition 
processes can be designed so that they 
clearly and explicitly become learning 
processes.

Cost
The issue remains whether the benefi ts 
of recognition are great enough com-
pared to the costs especially since the 
results may not have full social recogni-
tion. It is very likely that a recognition 
process is less costly for individual 
learners than a full education and 
training programme; but how about 
costs for the system? Some countries 
that have fees for recognition have de-
cided that these fees should never be 
higher than tuition fees for the formal 
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education and training programme 
leading to an equivalent level or qualifi -
cation. However, there is strong evi-
dence that recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning is not cheap for 
the system because it requires individu-
alised treatment. A major difference, in 
terms of assessment costs, is that the 
cost of accepting one additional stu-
dent in a formal programme is not high 
because the procedures are already in 
place. In the case of recognition, assess-
ment procedures cannot be easily 
standardised. Further, recognition sys-
tems require panels of assessors for 
each candidate whereas in the formal 
system there is one assessor for many 
students. In addition, some target 
groups require extra resources, for in-
formation and guidance for example. It 
is uniformly reported that it is also ex-
tremely diffi cult, and therefore time 
consuming and costly for the system, to 
have a low-skilled potential applicant 
to accept s/he has skills, knowledge and 
competences. 

The cost issue is not necessarily a 
hindrance to implementing recognition 
but there is a need for clarity because 
all recognition systems incur infrastruc-
ture costs that are often initially subsi-
dised by public fi nances. Alternatively, 
there are “hidden subsidies” through 
the sharing of facilities with local train-
ing centres, for example. These hidden 
subsidies should not be denied and 
costing exercises must be done proper-
ly. (For an attempt to formalise and 
model the cost of recognition versus 
the cost of formal education and train-
ing, see Werquin, 2007). Most coun-
tries with an apparently well-function-
ing recognition system report that they 
would not be in a position to rapidly 
scale up the take-up due to lack of 
(well trained) staff and/or facilities to 
organise the assessment of applicants. 
Costs in terms of time and money 
should be related to expected benefi ts.

Cost saving and cost sharing are ob-
vious responses to these issues. Howev-
er, cost saving arising from reducing 
the sensitivity of the system to the 
needs of individuals and other stake-
holders and by limiting quality assur-
ance procedures are likely to have a 
negative impact in the longer term. An-

other solution, despite above-men-
tioned diffi culties, would be to rapidly 
reach a critical mass in the number of 
applicants so that recognition proce-
dures become more affordable on aver-
age. Access could be limited in few do-
mains and opened up to others as via-
bility becomes less of an issue.

Many countries rely on expanded 
private capacity and increased competi-
tion in the provision of learning oppor-
tunities as a way to improve effi ciency 
of the qualifi cations system and to meet 
the needs of users. The cost of recogni-
tion systems is inextricably linked with 
this expansion. During the 1990s the 
private share of the total fi nancing of 
education increased, and there is a 
clear trend in favour of greater private 
contributions in many OECD coun-
tries. It is very likely that a market will 
develop. Another problem is that fund-
ing systems often do not provide incen-
tives, particularly for educational insti-
tutions, to implement systems for rec-
ognising non-formal and informal 
learning since grants are much higher 
for traditional students than for recog-
nition applicants.

Pure economic theory would lead to 
asking individuals to pay more because 
they benefi t from the system and save a 
lot of money not having to pay for a 
formal learning programme. Neverthe-
less, such an approach may not be im-
plemented in the short or medium run 
as recognition systems need to, above 
all, attract people: higher recognition 
fees for applicants will only be possible 
when recognition systems have proven 
more effi cient than formal education 
and training programmes in achieving 
a qualifi cation. Until then, it is likely 
that the promoters of recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning still 
try to convince individuals on the basis 
of a low cost.

Take-up
The issue of low take-up is a clear chal-
lenge for the years to come. Even in 
countries where the system is the most 
conducive to undertaking a recognition 
process, the numbers often remain very 
small. This is partly due to inadequate 
or badly targeted promotional activi-
ties. Also, among low-skilled people, 

there is a clear fear of failure due to 
negative experiences with formal edu-
cation. All in all, there is a low percep-
tion of the potential benefi ts. Ambassa-
dor programmes could help reach out 
and convince those who most need a 
(second chance) qualifi cation.

By the same token, but on the con-
trary, another challenge will be to man-
age positive expectations. As seen 
above, it may well be that the society, 
the economy and the labour market are 
not yet ready for accepting qualifi ca-
tions fully or partly achieved through 
the recognition of non-formal and in-
formal learning. Even successful appli-
cants may not necessarily get immedi-
ate prospects in the job market or in 
formal education and training. And 
there will be unsuccessful applicants. 
The solution here will be to deliver in-
terim recognised documents so that un-
successful applicants have a chance lat-
er in life when they have accumulated 
more learning. The biggest risk is that 
qualifi cations are awarded to all appli-
cants, which will contribute to the 
(wrong) image that recognition systems 
are unfair in comparison to formal ed-
ucation and training systems.

Data 
Analysing these issues is a challenge be-
cause there is a limited amount of data 
available, whether quantitative or qual-
itative. This is mainly because existing 
systems do not require the method of 
learning to be recorded. It seriously 
slows down the access to decent evalu-
ation and quantitative analysis. An ob-
vious solution would be to require the 
learning process to be recorded in sepa-
rate fi les, for analysis only, without an-
ything of that sort appearing on the 
transcript of the qualifi cation awarded. 
In addition to recording specifi c data 
for research and analysis within the 
system, some countries are carrying out 
(or planning to carry out) specifi c 
quantitative surveys. An affordable so-
lution would be to implement specifi c 
recognition modules in well-established 
surveys such as labour force or adult 
learning surveys. The clear challenge 
will be to deliver longitudinal data.
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Marginalisation
Finally, a challenge that may become 
an issue is the ghettoisation of systems 
of recognition. The risk here is that 
such systems become available only to 
specifi c groups, such as immigrants, in-
digenous populations or those with no 
formal education. This would isolate 
rather than integrate applicants. A pos-
sible solution is to leave open the door 
to formal education and training even 
for groups that are typically reluctant 
to undertake formal programmes 
(OECD, 2003 and 2005a). Targeting, if 
too systematic, may become an issue. 
And given the diffi culties in recognising 
non-formal and informal learning out-
comes for low-skilled people, regular 
education and training may be a better 
option.

PERSPECTIVES – WHERE IS THE RISK?

Most countries have been reforming 
their qualifi cations systems of which 
recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning systems are an important com-
ponent. An important goal of most re-
forms is to create a coherent and fl ex-
ible system. Another goal is making 
transitions from one part of the formal 
education and training system to an-
other as straightforward as possible. 
One of the devices for such endeavours 
is the system of recognition which is 
not only a mechanism on its own but 
also a catalyst for improving the effec-
tiveness of other mechanisms (OECD, 
2007a).

Therefore, recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning is high on 
many countries’ agenda. These systems, 
despite being rather convincing in theo-
ry, seem to have trouble taking off and 
reaching cruising speed. On the posi-
tive side, there is room for recognition 
systems and there are islands of good 
practice. On the negative side, there is 
little evidence that these systems work, 
and they seem to be mostly based on 
faith.

There is evidence that only a little 
group of people supports recognition 
of non-formal and informal learning in 
most countries. Until there is clear evi-
dence that recognition systems do work 
and are sustainable, they rely on this 

small group of champions that con-
stantly report about the diffi culties they 
encounter when trying to promote this 
approach to lifelong learning. There is 
a risk that, in trying to convince all the 
stakeholders and the society as a 
whole, these champions oversell the 
recognition system that, in the end, 
does not deliver. 

Is it reasonable to claim that recog-
nition of non-formal and informal 
learning is the appropriate solution for 
a hundred per cent of the population? 
Do countries really have the tools and 
the budget for implementing such sys-
tems? How can a fundamentally fl exi-
ble system cope with the rigidity of 
most existing education and training 
systems? Even the most optimistic 
champions of the systems of recogni-
tion of non-formal and informal learn-
ing agree that this will require a culture 
shift. How much time will be necessary 
for such a shift to happen?

The purpose of this paper is not to 
demotivate the champions, visionaries, 
or the reader. Recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning is a very 
good idea. But it may well disappear if 
some precautions are not taken to com-
municate it, evaluate it and move away 
from deadly optimism. The purpose of 
this paper is to motivate all the stake-
holders so that countries fi rmly enter 
an era of pragmatism. Recognition rep-
resents a clear breakthrough in the rel-
atively rigid world of education and 
training, but a lot of work needs to be 
done. The opportunities for individuals 
are endless but for this to become a re-
ality, we need to move from faith to ev-
idence-based policy in order not to 
jeopardise systems of recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning even 
before they reach maturity.
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’’Validation of knowledge and competence’’ for the 

promotion of lifelong learning has attracted more 

and more attention not least in the Nordic countries 

– Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. 

Per Andersson and Åsa Hult
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I n relation to validation, differ-
ent concepts are used in differ-
ent countries with somewhat 
different meanings. Common 

terms in English are also ‘recognition/
accreditation of prior (experiential) 
learning’, and ‘prior learning assess-
ment’. In the Nordic countries the term 
‘real [actual] competence’ is used fre-
quently. In this article we mainly use 
the term validation as a generic term 
for the somewhat different meanings of 
the phenomena we describe.

Regardless of which concepts are 
used, the fundamental idea is to make 
visible and value prior learning, knowl-
edge, and competence acquired in dif-
ferent contexts, often in informal learn-
ing processes. Validation aims to make 
visible informal learning, increase the 
possibility of adapting education to 
what the student already knows, en-
hance employability, and make better 
use of the already existing competence 
in working life. Validation is mainly a 
matter of making the transfer of indi-
viduals and competence within and be-
tween contexts (e.g. workplaces, educa-
tion) and countries easier. Validation 
can be an initiative for unemployed 
persons, or a measure for development 
in the workplace, better integration of 
immigrants, or extended recruitment to 
education programmes. In the context 
of education, a central idea is not hav-
ing individuals study what they already 
know, which means economic gains for 
both the individual and the society. Al-
though a complete validation process is 
frequently understood to include docu-
mentation, assessment, and recognition 
of competence, more limited processes 
might also be regarded as validation in 
a broad sense. 

Valuing and recognising knowledge 
developed outside the formal education 
system is not a new phenomenon. For 
instance, it has been done for a long 
time in different vocations in the form 
of journeyman’s or master’s examina-
tion. However, it is only in the last few 
decades that the notion of validation 
has become more clearly expressed. An 
important starting point were the ideas 
about extended admission to higher ed-
ucation, with the selection based on 
‘prior learning’, which were formulated 

and put into practice in the United 
States in the 1970s. In the Nordic 
countries, the development has started 
later (even if there was an interest in 
widening admission to higher educa-
tion already in the 1970s). An example 
can be seen in Finland. Early by Nordic 
standards this country created a formal 
validation system for the assessment of 
vocational competence – a national 
competence-based qualifi cations system 
for vocational examinations was intro-
duced in 1994. In Sweden the concept 
‘validation’ was introduced in 1996, 
before the large-scale adult education 
initiative Kunskapslyftet (1997–2002), 
and the National Commission on 
Validation worked 2004–2007. In 
Norway the development project 
Realkompetanseprojektet – an impor-
tant part of the Norwegian competence 
reform (Kompetansereformen) – in-
cluded systematic attempts to value real 
competence in working life, the educa-
tion sector and the third sector. In 
1997, Denmark introduced an individ-
ual competence clarifi cation (kompe-
tenceafklaring) in the professional de-
velopment courses for adults with a job 
but with a low level of formal educa-
tion. In 2001, an adult education re-
form was yet another important step in 
the Danish development. In Iceland the 
testing of different methods of valida-
tion has been ongoing since 2004.

The purpose of this article is to com-
pare and analyse the policies for valida-
tion in the Nordic countries. The focus 
is on validation in three different sec-
tors: the adult education sector, the la-
bour market, and the third sector (e.g. 
folk high schools, study associations 
and volunteer organisations). However, 
the validation carried out at universi-
ties and university colleges is not dealt 
with. Thus, when we discuss the educa-
tion sector we refer to adult education.

PRIOR COMPARISONS

Comparisons of validation in the Nor-
dic countries have been made before. 
Bjørnåvold (2000) describes the situa-
tion at the end of the 20th century in 
Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Swe-
den in relation to the rest of Europe. 
He does not want to speak about a 
‘Nordic model’ in the strict sense of the 

word, but he still sees a common de-
nominator in the openness to change 
that exists with regard to recognising 
informal learning. A possible explana-
tion that Bjørnåvold offers is that the 
Nordic tradition of popular adult edu-
cation implies that these countries are 
open to recognising the value of learn-
ing taking place outside formal educa-
tion.

The Nordic Council of Ministers has 
drawn up descriptions of the situation 
in the Nordic countries (Nordisk Min-
isterråd, 2001; Nordiska Ministerrådet, 
2003). The 2001 report is a survey of 
existing initiatives in the fi ve countries 
concerning ‘realkompetanse’ in educa-
tion and working life. There is a gener-
al discussion about validation of 
‘realkompetanse’ in the 2003 report 
and more emphasis is put on valuing 
and giving recommendations in rela-
tion to different countries, and to the 
situation in the Nordic countries as a 
whole. However, the rapid develop-
ment in this area means that there is a 
need for new comparisons and analyses 
of policies and development concerning 
validation in the Nordic countries.

Further comparisons have also been 
made at the European Union (EU) lev-
el. Colardyn and Bjørnåvold (2004) 
present a European inventory on vali-
dation, including Denmark, Finland, 
Norway (not EU member), and Swe-
den. They compare aspects such as the 
stages of development, standards, mod-
ules, methodologies, documentation, 
and links to formal learning. They 
identify three developmental stages: 1) 
experimentation and uncertainties 
(Denmark and Sweden), 2) national 
systems emerge (Norway), and 3) per-
manent systems exist (Finland). Anoth-
er interesting matter is the variation in 
approaches, which Pouget and Os-
borne (2004) also identify when com-
paring the French and the British ap-
proaches. The development in France 
represents a broader and more holistic 
approach than that in Britain which fo-
cuses on vocational qualifi cations. The 
more holistic approach includes and as-
signs value to a broader spectrum of 
experiences and competences, com-
pared to the more specifi c approach in 
the vocational qualifi cations frame-

n
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work. Colardyn and Bjørnåvold (2004) 
also state a need for European ‘com-
mon principles’ and specifi ed require-
ments for assessment tools with a vari-
ety of methods to collect evidence for 
different competences.

THE DESIGN OF THE STUDY 

This article is based on a study of vali-
dation in the Nordic countries that was 
commissioned by the Nordic Network 
for Adult Learning, NVL. NVL is com-
missioned by the Nordic Council of 
Ministers to develop lifelong learning 
in the Nordic countries, and validation 
is one of its focus areas. We mainly de-
scribe the development up to the end of 
2006 as this was the timeframe of the 
study. Descriptions and analyses are 
based on data provided by the repre-
sentatives of the Nordic countries in 
the special expert network for valida-
tion initiated by NVL. The validation 
network, and thus the informants of 
this study, were selected to represent 
their respective countries because of 
their expertise in different aspects of 
validation.

The study has been accomplished in 
three phases. In the fi rst phase the rep-
resentatives delivered written descrip-
tions of validation in their country and 
in different sectors. These descriptions 
became the basis of a preliminary anal-
ysis and the results were discussed with 
the network group. On the basis of this 
pilot study, a questionnaire was drafted 
in order to obtain information, if pos-
sible, from each of the fi ve countries in 
areas that the pilot study indicated as 
interesting, thereby acquiring a basis 
for making comparisons. Representa-
tives from each country answered the 
questionnaire in writing. In addition to 
the answers to the questionnaire, the 
written material also included certain 
reports etc. In a third step the written 
answers were completed by oral and 
written contacts in order to clarify 
some of the answers to the question-
naire. These materials constitute the 
basis for the analysis. Furthermore, 
bills concerning validation were being 
prepared in some of the countries, in-
tended to be in effect during 2007. 
Some of these cases are also mentioned. 

It should also be noted that the addi-
tional material (reports etc.) is not spe-
cifi cally referred to in the results, even 
if some material has been published 
separately.

PERSPECTIVES ON VALIDATION

In this section we introduce some con-
cepts that provide a perspective on vali-
dation as a phenomenon and that also 
constitute the basis for our analysis of 
validation policies in the Nordic coun-
tries. The concepts we highlight are 1) 
convergent and divergent, 2) summa-
tive and formative, and 3) formal, non-
formal and informal. These concepts 
have been used in prior analyses and 
comparisons of validation (see e.g. An-
dersson, 2006; Colardyn & 
Bjørnåvold, 2004) and are useful as 
they represent three central dimensions 
within which validation initiatives and 
policies can vary.

Convergent – divergent 
Validation, as well as other forms of as-
sessing knowledge and competence, 
might be designed in a convergent and/
or divergent way. Convergent valida-
tion implies an assessment of whether 
and to what extent the knowledge cor-
responds to certain demands deter-
mined beforehand – goals, criteria etc. 
However, divergent validation aims at 
determining what an individual knows, 
from a more unbiased point of view. 
Any method of validation can be 
placed somewhere on the continuum 
convergent-divergent. In other words, 
the assessment of knowledge is rarely 
absolutely convergent or divergent. The 
British and French approaches men-
tioned above illustrate more convergent 
and divergent models respectively. An-
other option is a model whereby one 
proceeds from a divergent to a conver-
gent approach during the process of 
validation.

Summative – formative 
Summative validation is primarily ret-
rospective and its main purpose is to 
sum up prior learning, to document 
and value/assess what a person already 
knows. Formative validation, on the 
other hand, is primarily looking ahead 

with the purpose of providing a basis 
for designing the subsequent learning 
process. Validation can be given both 
summative and formative functions but 
this is not necessarily easy to combine 
since these purposes put different de-
mands on the method. The objective of 
summative assessment is to give a reli-
able picture of what a person already 
knows, whereas formative assessment 
is primarily concerned with making 
learning as effective and meaningful as 
possible.

Formal – non-formal – informal
We use the concepts ‘formal’, ‘non-for-
mal’ and ‘informal’ to characterize dif-
ferent kinds of educational and learn-
ing processes but also different assess-
ment and validation processes. Formal 
education is used to describe education 
in the offi cial education system – essen-
tially schools, adult education, and uni-
versities. Formal learning therefore be-
comes learning connected to formal 
contents and the curriculum. Non-for-
mal education implies organised learn-
ing outside the formal education sys-
tem, e.g. in popular adult education, 
further training, and other organised 
competence development in working 
life. Informal learning is learning that 
takes place in everyday life, volunteer 
organisations, working life, etc., and 
which is not organised with the prima-
ry aim to learn. 

Concerning the assessment/valida-
tion of knowledge and competence, 
formal assessment leads to a document-
ed result based on an offi cially estab-
lished standard e.g. a certifi cate, a pro-
fessional qualifi cation, or a license. 
Formal assessment may also lead to 
non-formal documentation. For exam-
ple, a person who does not satisfy the 
requirements for obtaining a certifi cate 
or a license may still get a written certi-
fi cation of his or her actual compe-
tence. Non-formal assessment/valida-
tion is carried out in an organised way 
but the result is not formalised. This 
may be the case when divergent map-
ping results in an individual CV not 
based on any offi cial patterns, or when 
a participant receives a certifi cate with-
out an offi cial status. An informal as-
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sessment, however, is not organised as 
a special activity but is an informal 
part of another activity. This may be 
the case when an informal, formative 
assessment is made as part of a learn-
ing process – something that a teacher 
may do unnoticed and which affects 
the subsequent teaching and learning 
process.

COMPARISON

The presentation of the results of the 
comparison starts with a brief overview 
of the concepts and defi nitions of vali-
dation used in the Nordic countries. 
Further, we give a general picture of 
‘Nordic validation’ and a comparison 
for each sector included in the study. 
(For a more extensive presentation of 
the results of the study, see Hult & An-
dersson, 2008.)

Concepts and defi nitions
In the fi ve countries different concepts 
are used for what we describe as ‘vali-
dation’. This is not only due to the fact 
that the countries have different lan-
guages but also to the fact that in each 
country the focus is somewhat differ-
ent.

In Swedish the term ‘validering’ is 
used, a translation of the French con-
cept ‘validation des acquis de 
l’expérience’. ‘Validering’ puts the fo-
cus on the process of validation. In 
Swedish policy validation has been de-
fi ned as 

a process that includes a structured 
assessment, valuation, documenta-
tion, and recognition of the knowl-
edge and competences that a person 
possesses regardless of how they 
have been acquired (Utbildningsde-
partementet, 2003). 
In addition, validation is defi ned as 

an exploratory (as opposed to a con-
trolling) process aiming to assess and 
recognise existing knowledge.

Denmark, Norway, and Iceland 
mostly use the concept ‘real [actual] 
competence’ – in Danish ‘realkompe-
tence’, in Norwegian ‘realkompetanse’ 
and in Icelandic ‘raunferni’ – which 
means that, within this concept, the fo-
cus is on the object of validation, the 
competence that might be the target of 

evaluation. Every competence is includ-
ed, regardless of where it has been 
gained. In Denmark there is no com-
prehensive expression that corresponds 
to ‘validation’. Real competence can be 
recognised in relation to education 
with the help of different kinds of com-
petence assessment. The basis for as-
sessment may be a competence clarifi -
cation, an individual competence as-
sessment, and/or a documentation in a 
competence folder (portfolio). In Nor-
way, validation is called the ‘documen-
tation and valuing of real competence’. 
‘Documentation’ implies a certifi ed 
document showing the real competence 
that a person possesses. ‘Valuation of 
real competence’ in turn implies a proc-
ess in which competences are valued 
and recognised in relation to certain 
types of usage in e.g. working life, civic 
life, or the public education system. In 
Iceland, the term ‘raunfærnimat’ is 
used, also meaning real competence 
evaluation. It encompasses a validation 
process in fi ve steps: information, map-
ping, analysing interviews, verifi cation, 
and documentation.

In Finland validation is described as 
‘valuing what has been learnt’, which 
includes both the validation process 
and the competence. The Finnish ex-
pression ‘aiemmin opitun tunnistaminen 
ja tunnustaminen’ can also be translat-
ed as recognition and validation of pri-
or learning, but the Finnish word ‘vali-
daatio’ is also used. This includes the 
identifi cation, recognition, and valida-
tion of prior learning.

The general pattern
All the countries have methods for val-
uing or validating competence, even if 
the terms are different. In all fi ve coun-
tries, validation is most developed and 
used in the education sector, and it is 
mainly carried out in relation to the 
criteria of the education system. All the 
countries have more or less individually 
adapted education systems that to some 
extent are based on the individual’s 
competence independently of how it 
has been acquired. Most often this in-
dividualisation is not completely imple-
mented, but still there is some kind of 
adjustment to individual needs. In all 

the countries, validation is least devel-
oped in the third sector.

Common to all the Nordic coun-
tries, the labour market actors have 
been involved in the development of 
guidelines for validation and the Minis-
tries of Education are responsible for 
or have participated in the validation 
work. Another common aspect is that 
validation is still being developed and 
modifi ed. For example, in Finland 
where a permanent system of valida-
tion (cf. Colardyn & Bjørnåvold, 2004) 
has existed since 1994, changes are 
even today being made regarding how 
competence should be assessed and rec-
ognised. Concerning the stages of de-
velopment mentioned above (ibid.), we 
can also see how Denmark, like Nor-
way, can now be considered to be at 
the stage of an emerging national sys-
tem. Iceland (not included in the Euro-
pean inventory) is at the stage of exper-
imentation and uncertainties, and so is 
Sweden, despite many developmental 
efforts.

The education sector
In all the Nordic countries validation is 
primarily carried out in the (adult) edu-
cation sector. The policy dealt with 
here is mainly related to the upper sec-
ondary level, even if the formats and 
the terms vary between the countries. 
In all the countries concerned, valida-
tion in this sector is in some respects a 
right, even if there is variation as to 
what this right includes. Despite a cer-
tain variation regarding school systems, 
the methods used in the validation fi eld 
are very similar. In all the countries 
apart from Sweden, validation has a 
convergent orientation, according to 
which the formal, non-formal, and in-
formal competences should relate to 
educational criteria. In Sweden it is 
considered that course objectives are 
too narrow and that all competence 
cannot be made visible in this way. For 
this reason a more divergent policy has 
been expressed, which means that vali-
dation may be more open and not only 
directed towards the kind of documen-
tation that is the result of formal edu-
cation.
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The advantages of validation are 
considered in a similar way in all the 
countries: increased understanding of 
one’s own competence, self-confi dence, 
and motivation for further studies. 
Shortened study time saves both money 
and time for the individual and, further-
more, the individual can receive supple-
mentary education and learn more.

In all the Nordic countries, valida-
tion can be both formative and summa-
tive. It may have different aims and 
consequently there may be different ap-
proaches to the process of validation. 
Those admitted to an education pro-
gramme who, as a starting-point for fu-
ture studies, validate what they already 
know, are subject to a formative valida-
tion. But the same validation may also 
be summative. The aim does not neces-
sarily have to be further studies. In-
stead the person in question may want 
a certifi cation of what he/she knows in 
order to apply for a job. Likewise, vali-
dation becomes summative if it turns 
out that the individual meets all the re-
quirements of the education pro-
gramme in question and for this reason 
does not need any supplementary edu-
cation.

EDUCATION VERSUS VALIDATION 
AND INDIVIDUALISATION

Validation is often used as a basis for 
further studies and it offers a way of re-
ducing the study time. Formal qualifi ca-
tions in the education system are re-
garded as important, which often 
means that the supplementary educa-
tion is the goal of validation. Even if the 
Swedish policy is somewhat different, 
the general idea is that validation might 
lead to admission to studies and a re-
duction in the time to achieve formal 
qualifi cations by making it possible for 
individuals to get credit for their exist-
ing knowledge. In order to achieve a 
formal qualifi cation in a short period of 
time, validation and education pro-
grammes which are adapted to the indi-
vidual and prepared to fi ll the ‘gaps’ in 
an individual’s background are the opti-
mal alternative both from the individual 
and the socio-economic perspective.

However, validation and individuali-
sation have inherent problems. Central 

problems concern fi nancing and organ-
isation. For the education institutions, 
validation and shorter, individualised 
education programmes may not be the 
most profi table and easiest alternatives. 
For example, education institutions in 
Finland and Denmark receive less fund-
ing if education takes less time. There 
is simply a lack of fi nancial incentives 
to shorten participants’ study periods 
in adult education. Further, the cost of 
validation is higher than that of ordi-
nary education because validation is in-
dividually tailored whereas an educa-
tion programme is prepared for a 
whole group of students. The question 
is whether the benefi ts of a reduced 
study period can compensate for the 
probably higher implementation costs.

The labour market
A person who has worked for a long 
time may have acquired competences 
that are different from those taught in 
school – through work experience, in-
service training etc. Validation in the 
labour market concerns mostly compe-
tences acquired in working life and as-
sessments is carried out in relation to 
labour market demands, for example 
accepted vocational certifi cates or in-
ternational standards. Thus the starting 
point for validation in the labour mar-
ket is the vocation or the vocational ar-
ea, as distinguished from requirements 
in formal curricula/course objectives.

In practice the differences between 
the education sector and the labour 
market sector are not so distinct. The 
sectors may very well overlap and dif-
ferent countries defi ne them somewhat 
differently. For example, Finland has 
totally integrated both sectors and does 
not differentiate between the labour 
market sector and the education sector 
regarding validation, while Iceland on 
the other hand makes a special division 
between labour market validation and 
validation in formal education.

Denmark and Norway are the only 
countries that have produced special 
national documentation tools for this 
sector. Sweden and Finland have no na-
tional documentation tools but they 
have different kinds of methods at the 
national level, whereas Iceland is devel-

oping both documentation tools and 
methods. It is not completely clear 
whether each country has a convergent 
and/or a divergent orientation in vali-
dation in the labour market sector. The 
vocational recognition of competence 
in Denmark, Iceland, and Norway can 
be regarded as convergent but the doc-
umentation form used is more diver-
gent. Sweden has, like in the education 
sector, a policy in which the starting 
point is divergent but convergent ap-
proaches are sometimes used in specifi c 
vocational fi elds. Finland, however, us-
es more clearly convergent methods.

THE ROLE OF THE BRANCHES OF 
INDUSTRY IN VALIDATION

So far the branches of industry in the 
Nordic countries have not chosen to 
develop special validation and assess-
ment methods based on vocational, in-
stead of educational, criteria at the na-
tional level. However, working life/the 
branches contribute to designing the 
requirements of vocational training. 
Among the Nordic countries, Sweden 
has been developing most divergent 
(and in some cases convergent) map-
ping and self-evaluation methods. In 
Sweden the goal has been to start from 
the vocation/vocational fi eld rather 
than educational criteria and course 
plans. However, convergent validation 
methods intended to be based on vo-
cational requirements still have ended 
up using (existing) educational criteria 
to a great extent. The fact that valida-
tion is connected to the education sys-
tem is probably due to the need for le-
gitimacy.

The third sector
The third sector is where the least has 
been done concerning validation and 
documentation in all Nordic countries. 
The ‘third sector’ does not consist of 
any uniform activity, but is made up of 
different non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGOs). The sector includes pop-
ular adult education (e.g. folk high 
schools, study associations), non-profi t 
organisations, sports associations, asso-
ciations for voluntary social work etc. 
Courses offered in the third sector – 
studies of developing countries, lan-
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guage courses, ICT courses, creative 
courses etc. – are mostly regarded as 
non-formal. In addition, much infor-
mal learning takes place in the activi-
ties of different non-profi t associations 
and the competence developed there 
does not always become visible even 
though it may have great value.

The most evident difference between 
the countries is whether there is a na-
tional documentation tool for real 
competence in the third sector or not. 
Such tools exist in Norway and Den-
mark whereas Sweden, Finland and 
Iceland are still at the stage of experi-
mentation and uncertainty. The fact 
that competences acquired in the third 
sector vary and that they are acquired 
in a variety of activities means that the 
needs for documentation vary. Conse-
quently, the tools that are developed 
are also rather divergent.

There is also hesitation towards the 
idea that persons should be assessed in 
this sector. Of course this does not ap-
ply to everyone in the third sector, but 
resistance is still encountered in most 
Nordic countries. Individuals become 
active in the third sector for example 
because they want to study democratic 
values, personal development, and 
views and values, rather than to be as-
sessed. Consequently, validation and 
assessment in a broad sense might be 
regarded as contradictory to the pur-
pose of third sector activities. Never-
theless, opinions vary and some think 
that it would be interesting to have the 
competencs acquired in the sector val-
ued and recognised. For example, some 
emphasise the unique competences that 
popular adult education can create and 
that by validation could be made visi-
ble and valued.

Another aspect is that to a large ex-
tent in the Nordic countries, there is 
trust in the documentation of experi-
ences from the third sector. Therefore, 
these experiences do not necessarily 
have to be translated into formal com-
petence in order to be valued. In addi-
tion, many people have a relatively ex-
tensive formal education, and experi-
ences from the third sector as ‘addi-
tional qualifi cations’ possess a value 
that does not need to be formalised.

CONCLUSIONS

This fi nal section begins with a com-
parative analysis and a discussion 
about the results as a whole. We also 
discuss the orientation of validation, its 
functions, and the relation between for-
mal competence and competence that is 
requested by the labour market. Final-
ly, some future challenges are discussed 
concerning validation in the Nordic 
countries.

Different orientations: 
Convergent – Divergent
Firstly we will sum up and discuss 
which orientation the validation policy 
takes in the different countries regard-
ing the convergent - divergent dimen-
sion (see Table 1). The main features 
are that the view on validation to the 
greatest extent is convergent in the edu-
cation sector and mainly divergent in 
the third sector.

The description in Table 1 refers to 
the validation policy at the national 
level. In Sweden the starting point is di-
vergent in all three sectors. In practice 
there is convergent validation in Swe-
den too, even if it is not the starting 
point. Contrary to this situation, Fin-
land has a convergent starting point in 
the national competence-based qualifi -
cations system. Only criteria included 
in a vocational qualifi cation can be val-
idated in Finland. The system for voca-
tional qualifi cations includes the educa-
tion sector and the labour market and, 
partly, the third sector.

Norway and Denmark have also de-
veloped national divergent documenta-

tion tools for competence in the third 
sector. At the national level there are 
few projects going on in the third sec-
tor in the other three countries. Valida-
tion is mostly divergent in the third sec-
tor even in these countries, as far as 
there is any validation at all.

It seems that the suitability and po-
tential of the policies and initiatives de-
pends on the context. The freedom of 
the third sector requires more divergent 
approaches, while the formal education 
sector to a large extent represents a 
convergent approach with learning out-
comes, criteria, grades etc. In the la-
bour market the context varies more 
between and within countries, depend-
ing both on its relation to the educa-
tion system and the varying approaches 
in different branches.

Formative and summative functions
The formative and summative func-
tions are diffi cult to separate in the ex-
isting models. The models vary, and 
one and the same model may have dou-
ble functions. For example competence 
may be assessed and documented in a 
summative way in relation to a certain 
module or course but at the same time 
this assessment may work formatively 
in relation to the supplementary cours-
es that will follow. Still, we provide 
some examples of what these different 
functions might mean in different sec-
tors (see Table 2).

In education, formative diagnoses 
and summative examinations and doc-
umentation are clear examples. In the 
labour market, validation may happen 

Education Labour market The third sector

Denmark Convergent Divergent Divergent

Norway Convergent Divergent Divergent

Finland Convergent*) Divergent

Iceland Convergent Convergent Divergent

Sweden Divergent Divergent Divergent

*) The Finnish competence-based qualifi cations system is common to the education 
and labour market sectors and is partly used in relation to the third sector, too.

Table 1.  The main orientation in different sectors in the 
Nordic countries
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through a formative mapping of com-
petences resulting in a continued and 
systematic competence development, 
while a summative approach might in-
volve certifi cation of vocational compe-
tence. Diagnoses, probably rather in-
formal, could be a natural part of non-
formal education in the third sector, 
while a divergent documentation of 
competence can have a summative 
function.

Formal versus requested competence
Another difference concerns the em-
phasis put on formal competence in the 
labour market. Two models with em-
phasis either on formal educational 
qualifi cations or on ‘useful documents’ 
can be distinguished in the Nordic 
countries. Finland and Sweden serve as 
examples.

Formal qualifi cations are by far the 
most important thing in Finland and 
validation is in principle only carried 
out to determine formal qualifi cations. 
As only formal competence is counted, 
‘all’ competences that are needed in the 
labour market are converted into for-
mal vocational qualifi cations that can 
be validated. The Swedish policy, un-
like the Finnish one, is based on the 
principle that it is not necessary to con-
vert everything into formal competence 
in terms of education certifi cates etc. 
Other documentation, too, must have a 
value and be usable. Some competences 
acquired in working life do not corre-
spond with education goals but may 
represent a different kind, or level, of 
competence than what can be included 
in formal education. The most impor-
tant thing with this approach is that 
validation results in a document of 
competence which is a ‘useful docu-
ment’ for the person in question.

Whether the system focuses on ‘for-
mal educational qualifi cations’ or ‘useful 

documents’ is really a matter of what is 
in demand in the labour market. Here 
too we see how the context to a high de-
gree infl uences what is possible and suit-
able. Do the employers demand formal 
qualifi cations or are other forms of doc-
uments also accepted? Formal qualifi ca-
tions, like grades, have legitimacy in the 
whole society. This is probably the rea-
son for the fact that validation to a great 
extent is related to the education system. 
When a practicable national system 
with grades already exists, it is not cer-
tain that there is any substantial need 
for another system of assessment and 
documentation, especially if separate 
branches already have their own stand-
ards and certifi cates. The question is 
whether education programmes com-
pletely cover the needs of the labour 
market or whether it would be profi ta-
ble to develop new assessment methods 
in order to value competences from 
working life and other sectors of society 
that cannot be related to criteria from 
formal education.

Future challenges for the Nordic 
countries
There are similarities as well as differ-
ences between the Nordic countries re-
garding the development of the fi eld of 
validation. The existing variation also 
means that the countries face some-
what different challenges concerning 
the future development. Finland’s prin-
cipal challenge will probably concern 
validation of knowledge that is not ac-
knowledged by the existent system of 
vocational qualifi cations or diplomas. 
In Sweden the challenge is to continue 
developing validation from the basis 
created by the National Commission 
on Validation, a development that will 
depend on the role validation is given 
in the education policy that is undergo-
ing major changes. Denmark and Nor-

way have proceeded relatively far and 
the most important challenges seem to 
be related to the implementation and 
dissemination of policy and methods to 
different sectors of society. Iceland is 
the Nordic country where the develop-
ment of validation has started most re-
cently, and it is primarily concerned 
with establishing possibilities and 
rights to validation on the basis of ex-
periences from different pilot projects. 

A general challenge is how the dif-
ferent sectors (education, labour mar-
ket, third sector) relate to each other. 
What transparency and mobility be-
tween the sectors exists and how is it 
stimulated by different policies and at-
titudes to validation? In the fi rst place 
this concerns the relation between the 
third sector and the other sectors. In 
the third sector there is interest, but al-
so hesitancy, to relate to and interact 
with the education and labour market 
systems. Competences developed in dif-
ferent non-profi t activities and in non-
formal education are seen as valuable 
and as something that consequently 
should be recognised by the formal ed-
ucation system and by the labour mar-
ket while at the same time maintaining 
the freedom of the sector.

Secondly, the relationship between 
education and the labour market is in-
teresting. Is it possible to fi nd a bal-
ance, like in the Finnish system that in-
tegrates education and labour market 
requirements, or should one of the sec-
tors get priority? If the labour market 
is given priority, the requirements of 
working life dictate the competences 
that should be valued. This provides a 
clear connection to the context where 
the competence is expected to be used, 
but at the same time the state must give 
up its infl uence over the competence re-
quirements and control over policy. In 
consequence, competence requirements 
may become dependent on business cy-
cles, changing with the variation of 
supply and demand of labour rather 
than depending on the actual demands 
of competence in the workplace. Or, 
they may become regional without na-
tional or international equivalence. 
Further, criteria may be formulated by 
commercial branches that are some-
times more interested in restricting ac-
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Table 2. Examples of formative and summative functions in 
validation
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cess to a vocation where the demand of 
labour is low than including individu-
als who have the necessary competence, 
and so on.

Thirdly, it is also important to pay 
attention to those sectors that are not 
included in this study – above all high-
er education. One of the questions in 
higher education is how to value expe-
riences, competences, and qualifi ca-
tions from schools and municipal adult 
education, working life and the third 
sector regarding fulfi lling the demands 
for admission and accreditation.

Finally, there are challenges about 
how the countries relate to each other. 
How can interest in the different ways 
of validation be used to facilitate and 
perhaps even to stimulate transparency 
(with regard to how competences are 
documented and valued) and mobility 
in the Nordic countries as well as in 
other countries? Continued coopera-
tion and exchange of information will 
be necessary to promote such develop-
ment. It is probably possible to further 
develop common principles at Nordic 
and/or European levels, but the degree 
of convergence has to be considered in 
order to avoid the development of sys-
tems that exclude and keep invisible 
certain competences, groups, and learn-
ing activities.
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T he issues of valuing learn-
ing in the perspective of 
lifelong learning have been 
strongly emphasized in 

national and EU strategies and world-
wide for a decade. The recognition of 
all forms of learning, especially non-
formal and informal learning, are seen 
as an important prerequisite for the 
creation of favourable conditions for 
developing lifelong learning. Different 
networks, such as Transfi ne (http://
www.transfi ne.net), Refi ne (http://
www.eucen.org/refi ne) and Tuning 
(http://tuning.unideusto.org/tuningeu/), 
have explored the fi eld of valuing for-
mal, non-formal and informal learning, 
and exchange of best practice between 
the three. Common European princi-
ples for validating non-formal and 
informal learning have been discussed 
and formulated (Commission of the 
European Communities, 2004).

The idea of valuing non-formal 
learning has attracted non-formal adult 
education institutions and organiza-
tions in Europe, but especially in the 
Nordic countries. Adult education or-
ganizations have been involved in 
many relevant projects, but usually as 
minor partners. It has been the rule 
that non-formal learning providers 
should accept existing systems, or 
adapt themselves to the needs of other 
adult education providers. It is strongly 
felt in the fi eld that the institutions of 

non-formal adult learning need to iden-
tify their own needs and starting points 
vis-a-vis valuing learning. This should 
be done in cooperation with all stake-
holders involved in the recognition of 
learning. 

JAVAL PROJECT

Joint Action for Validation of Learning 
(JaVaL) was a Nordic-Baltic project 
funded by the Nordic Council of Min-
isters in 2005–2007. The project ad-
dressed the issues of validation of non-
formal learning outcomes gained in the 
third sector. The partnership was 
formed by adult education specialists 
from seven countries: Estonia, Finland, 
Denmark, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, 
and Sweden. The project was co-ordi-
nated by the Finnish Adult Education 
Association (Vapaan sivistystyön yht-
eisjärjestö, VSY) and conducted in 
close cooperation with the Nordic Net-
work for Adult Learning (Nordiskt 
Nätverk för Vuxnas Lärande, NVL) 
and the European Association for the 
Education of Adults (EAEA).

There were one or two representa-
tives from all of the partner organisa-
tions in the project coordination group. 
In order to facilitate the implementa-
tion of the recognition process in all 
education sectors, each participating 
country also formed a national refer-
ence group representing different stake-
holders in the fi eld of adult learning. In 

the cases of Finland and Norway, the 
national reference group was identical 
to the NVL national network of recog-
nition.

The coordination group planned and 
carried out the project. The project ac-
tivities were centred around fi ve two-
day meetings and some tasks were car-
ried out by the partners nationally. 
Project activities included collating best 
practice data into a database, carrying 
out a survey of recognition policies and 
practices, presenting and comparing 
data from partner countries, formulat-
ing policy suggestions, and organising 
dissemination conferences in Lilleham-
mer in 2005 (with NVL and EAEA) 
and Copenhagen in 2007 (with NVL 
and the Dansk Folkeoplysnings Sam-
råd, DFS). 

PROJECT GOALS AND EXPECTATIONS

At the time of starting the JaVaL 
project in 2005, the Nordic countries 
were already strongly involved in the 
process of developing validation, 
whereas Baltic countries were only tak-
ing fi rst steps in the fi eld, with Estonia 
being ahead. The expectations of the 
project partners were discussed at the 
start of the project. The participants 
wanted to learn from each others’ ex-
periences and to strengthen their own 
third sector initiatives. The Latvian and 
Lithuanian partners were also looking 
for concrete models or examples of im-

Joint Action for Validation of Learning (JaVaL) was 
a Nordic-Baltic project that addressed the issues of 
recognition of non-formal learning outcomes 
achieved through studies and other activities in the 
third sector. The partnership was formed by adult 
education specialists from Estonia, Finland, 
Denmark, Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, and Sweden. 

g

e

l

s

3_08_lline_taitto.indd   1593_08_lline_taitto.indd   159 22.9.2008   09:34:0522.9.2008   09:34:05



V
A

L
I

D
A

T
I

O
N

 O
F

 C
O

M
P

E
T

E
N

C
E

S
 A

N
D

 P
R

I
O

R
 L

E
A

R
N

I
N

G

160          L IFELONG LEARNING IN EUROPE   3 |  2008

plementing the recognition of learning 
at the national level. The goals of the 
project were to 

• collect examples of good practice 
in implementing recognition in the 
fi eld of lifelong learning in all the 
Nordic and Baltic countries; 
• work out a set of criteria for rec-
ognition of non-formal learning, by 
taking into account the values and 
philosophy of non-formal adult edu-
cation, and further develop and test 
the set of criteria in cooperation 
with the national Ministries of Edu-
cation. 
The goals were restructured during 

the project and the main changes are 
described later in this article. The re-
sults were to be disseminated through 
an online searchable cross-referenced 
database and in national seminars and 
two international conferences for Nor-
dic, Baltic, and European participants.

PROJECT FRAMEWORK AND KEY 
CONCEPTS

The partners started the project work 
by defi ning the project focus and key 
concepts. The multicultural group com-
municated in English (not the mother 
tongue of any of the participants) and 
needed quite a lot of discussion before 
coming to an agreement regarding the 
project focus. The partners decided to 
focus on the recognition of the out-
comes of non-formal learning situated 
in the third sector, for example in folk 
high schools, study circles, courses pro-
vided by non-formal adult education or 
cultural associations, sports associa-
tions, and activities such as voluntary 
work, union activism, creative activi-
ties, and so on. The recognition of 
learning in working life and all formal 
education was excluded although it 
had to be referred to at many points of 
the process.  

As the project partners were familiar 
with the European Union lifelong 
learning strategies and documents, it 
was decided that the project would use 

the European Commission classifi ca-
tion of different types of learning:

(a) formal learning: typically provid-
ed by education or training institu-
tions, structured (in terms of learn-
ing objectives, learning time or 
learning support) and leading to cer-
tifi cation. Formal learning is inten-
tional from the learner’s perspective;
(b) non-formal learning: not provid-
ed by an education or training insti-
tution and typically it does not lead 
to certifi cation. However, it is struc-
tured, in terms of learning objec-
tives, learning time or learning sup-
port. Non-formal learning is inten-
tional from the learner’s point of 
view;
(c) informal learning: results from 
daily life activities related to work, 
family or leisure. It is not structured 
(in terms of learning objectives, 
learning time and/or learning sup-
port). Typically, it does not lead to 
certifi cation. Informal learning may 
be intentional but in most cases, it is 
non-intentional (or incidental/ran-
dom). (Commission of the European 
Communities, 2001)
However, since a lot of non-formal 

learning in the Nordic countries takes 
place in non-formal adult education in-
stitutions, it was decided that non-for-
mal learning provided by adult educa-
tion and training institutions would be 
included in the defi nition. 

Within the JaVal project, validation 
is understood as referring to the proc-
ess of identifi cation, assessment and 
recognition of learning outcomes, 
which can also be described as compe-
tences. The Nordic concept of ‘valida-
tion’ is used in the same meaning as the 
‘recognition of learning’ in the Europe-
an context. The participants also decid-
ed that the process of recognition of 
learning would be considered from the 
adult learner’s point of view. This per-
spective was emphasized especially in 
the fi nal recommendations. For part-
ners whose activities and perspectives 

traditionally tend to be institution and 
curriculum centred it was a challenge 
to differentiate the outcomes of learn-
ing from study programmes, and the 
individual learners’ needs from institu-
tional interests.  

COLLECTING CASE DESCRIPTIONS 
OF RECOGNITION PROCESSES

In the fi rst phase of the project, exam-
ples of best practices of recognition of 
non-formal or informal learning in the 
participating countries were collected. 
Initially, not many cases were found so 
the defi nition of cases was widened to 
include examples or even experiments 
of the implementation of recognition in 
adult learning, the third sector, voca-
tional training, and working life. The 
cases chosen had to be relevant to the 
development of the recognition of 
learning in the third sector. The case 
descriptions were entered into the 
NVL online searchable database 
(http://www.nordvux.net/page/179/
bestpractises.htm). In a dissemina-
tion conference in November 2005, 
cases of recognition from different 
countries were presented and discussed, 
along with the criteria and methods of 
recognition. 

Characteristics of non-formal learning 
in the third sector
While collecting data on recognition 
implementation it was realised that it 
was necessary to clarify the key values 
of non-formal learning and to look at 
the specifi c competences that can be ac-
quired through non-formal and infor-
mal learning in the third sector. In Jan-
uary 2006 the partners came up with 
the following list of characteristics of 
non-formal learning: 

• fl exible 
• voluntary
• encourages further learning
• student oriented
• student directed
• builds self-confi dence
• socially interactive
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• dialogic
• collective 
• exceptional topics / a mosaic of 
topics
• open and creative
• requires personal responsibility
It was also agreed that competences 

developed through studies and other 
activities in the third sector typically in-
clude social and communication skills 
as well as different types of general 
skills.      

Process of recognition
During the project it was repeatedly 
pointed out that the recognition of prior 
learning covers more aspects than a sys-
tem of certifi cation of skills. After thor-
ough consideration, the project group 
agreed on the defi nition of the steps to-
wards recognition and on bodies re-
sponsible for each step (see Table 1).

It was envisaged that third sector in-
stitutions could provide information to 
individuals about the possibility of rec-
ognition of prior learning, and recruit 
them to the process of recognition. 
These institutions could also provide 
conceptual and technical help and sup-
port for describing competences gained 
through prior learning. This function 
would require special training for rele-
vant members of staff. 

After the articulation of competenc-
es, the candidate gathers the documents 
verifying his or her competences. The 
tools considered useable for describing 
competences and for evidence-gather-
ing include, for instance, interview, dia-
logue, ICT tools (competence analysis 
in groups, in dialogue or individually), 
tests (identifying the competence level), 
and career plans. An independent as-
sessor or a body of assessors then con-
ducts an assessment based on the docu-
ments or other evidence provided by 
the candidate. The assessment tools de-
pend on the nature of the assessment. 
Predefi ned assessment could require us-
ing certifi cates, diplomas and course 
descriptions etc. Open-ended assess-
ment could be carried out with the help 
of a portfolio, CV, or self-evaluation, 
and so on. Finally, the result of recogni-
tion can involve, for instance, exemp-
tion from courses or certifi cation. The 
educational institution can grant a di-
ploma, or the employer can give the 
employee a higher status or a more de-
manding post and a pay rise.

NATIONAL POLICIES AND PRACTICES 
OF RECOGNITION OF NON-FORMAL 
LEARNING 

The project group realised that there 
was no point in developing a common 

set of criteria for recognition early on 
because it was impossible to do so 
without knowing more about the na-
tional policies and systems as well as 
the concepts and procedures of recog-
nition used in the participating coun-
tries. Instead, it was decided to explore 
the policies and practices of recognition 
of non-formal learning, to make com-
parisons between the participating 
countries, and to make general recom-
mendations of recognition for national 
decision-makers. 

A questionnaire covering the system 
of adult education as well as recogni-
tion policy and practice in each country 
was set up. The questionnaire was 
fi lled in by project partners and other 
national specialists of recognition in 
the early autumn of 2006. The data 
was arranged into a table of country 
descriptions (see http://www.vsy.fi /doc/
javal.pdf). 

Practice and policy of recognition
All the participating countries have 
some policy and practices concerning 
the recognition of prior learning. Rec-
ognition is practiced in the formal 
adult education sector and in working 
life in all of the countries, and, apart 
from Finland and Sweden, also in the 
third sector. Recognition policies have 
legal or formal basis in legislation or 
national initiatives. The validated com-
petences are ones gained through non-
formal learning, including learning sit-
uated in the third sector or working 
life. In Lithuania, only competences 
gained in the third sector are validated, 
and in Sweden only those gained in the 
working life.

The processes of recognition vary 
across the Baltic and Nordic countries. 
The most complete processes include 
providing information and raising 
awareness of the possibilities of recog-
nition, documentation or demonstra-
tion of competences, assessment and 
recognition, as well as necessary coun-
selling in the different phases of the 

Steps of recognition Responsible body

Information/recruitment (Third) sector

Articulation: describing the 
competences

(Third) sector or non-formal 
education institution: facilitative 
counselling/guidance

Evidence-gathering Individual

Assessment
• predefi ned/towards standards (job 
functions) 
• open-ended/situational judgement

Independent assessor

Recognition Receiving sector/institution

Table 1. Recognition steps and the responsible bodies
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process (Denmark) or most of the ele-
ments mentioned (Estonia, Finland, 
Norway, Sweden). The recognition 
process in the third sector may also in-
clude the clarifi cation of skills and 
competences, and documentation (Den-
mark, Norway). In Latvia, the process 
is connected with schools’ and universi-
ties’ midterm tests. The students partic-
ipate in the analysis of the results, 
knowledge and processes related to the 
tests. In Lithuania, the formal educa-
tional system connects recognition with 
the accreditation of the course curricu-
lum, and the certifi cation of non-for-
mal learning is based on the curriculum 
description and the assessment of 
learning outcomes.

Recognition policy in the third sector
Competences gained in the third sector 
activities and/or working life are vali-
dated in all of the project countries, 
and they have national initiatives for 
developing recognition of learning in 
the third sector. Recognition is most of-
ten carried out by formal adult educa-
tion institutions or employers. In Esto-
nia, an independent recognition au-
thority is in charge of the process. The 
competences valued are classifi ed as so-
cial or personal/general. In Lithuania, 
skills have to be gained through a 
training programme. Any competence 
relevant to the subject of study can be 
validated in Norway. In Sweden, recog-
nition is used especially for experiential 
learning in the health care sector and in 
nursing.

Developing models for the recognition 
of competences gained in the third 
sector
The process of designing models and 
tools for the recognition of non-formal 
learning has been decentralized in all 
project countries and it has started 
from individual initiatives. National 
educational authorities have been ac-
tive to varying degrees and social part-
ners have participated in the discussion 

as members of different working 
groups or steering committees. In Fin-
land and Sweden, social partners have 
not shown special interest in develop-
ing the recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning. 

The third sector itself has actively 
participated in different working 
groups and steering committees, and/or 
started pilot programmes at local, re-
gional or national levels. Although the 
Swedish third sector was reported as 
having no infl uence in the development 
work, it has started a national pilot 
programme. 

By the time the questionnaire was 
circulated, the development work had 
resulted in offi cial implementation in 
some of the countries. In Estonia, an 
initiative concerning the evaluation sys-
tem for folk high schools and study 
centres was included in the national 
lifelong learning strategy. In Latvia, a 
three-party convention formed by the 
Latvian Adult Education Association, 
Ministry of Education and regional 
governments has been formally recog-
nised as a validator. In Norway, valida-
tion centres, recognition systems for 
higher education and recognition tools 
for the third sector have been set up. 
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JaVal recommendations for decision-makers:
• The recognition of prior learning is a right of an individual.
• Recognition is a means of motivating adults for lifelong learning.
• All education sectors should cooperate in the creation of recognition policies.
• Guidance and counselling – need to ensure the competence of counsellors of 
recognition.
• Independent assessment bodies need to be established.
• Research and development resources are required.

Recommendations for the providers of non-formal adult 
learning:
• Special competences gained in non-formal learning need to be clarifi ed.
• The voices of the third sector need to be made heard at all levels of the 
development work.

See http://www.vsy.fi /doc/javal.pdf for further details about the 
recommendations. 

Apart from Latvia, all project coun-
tries have some national funding avail-
able for the development of a system of 
recognition for learning in the third 
sector. Funding from the EU and/or 
Nordic sources has also been utilised in 
every country. For example, the Swed-
ish National Commission for Valida-
tion has special funds for development 
work.   

RECOMMENDATIONS

Once the survey had been carried out 
and the country descriptions were 
ready, the project group started formu-
lating its fi nal recommendations to po-
litical decision-makers as well as to 
non-formal adult education institutions 
and to organizations themselves. (See 
the insert for the list of recommenda-
tions.)

The results of the JaVaL project 
were presented at the fi nal conference 
in Copenhagen in March 2007. Other 
conference presentations covered the 
wider European and global framework: 
Professor Michel Feutrie from the Uni-
versity of Lille considered the possibili-
ties and challenges of the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning in 
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the European context; and Patrick Wer-
quin introduced and refl ected on 
OECD’s objectives and activities in 
promoting the recognition of non-for-
mal and informal learning worldwide. 
These refl ections convinced the JaVaL 
partners of the importance of their own 
initiatives in the fi eld. 

   
R E F E R E N C E S
European Commision. (2001). Making 

a European Area of Lifelong Learn-
ing a Reality. COM (2001) 678. 
Brussels: Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities.

European Commission. (2004). Com-
mon European principles for recog-
nition of non-formal and informal 
learning. Brussels: Commission of 
the European Communities.

JaVaL Joint Actions in Validation of 
Learning. Comparing practice and 
policy of validation in Nordic and 
Baltic countries. Policy recommen-
dations. Nordplus Neighbour 
Project 2005–2007. Retrieved July 
2, 2008, from http://www.vsy.fi /doc/
javal.pdf.

LEENA SALOHEIMO
holds a Master’s degree in Education and 
has many years’ of experience as arts 
and crafts teacher at a non-formal adult 
education institute. She now coordinates 
a further education programme at the 
Finnish Adult Education Association. The 
programme is funded by the Finnish Board 
of Education. She has a special interest 
in the issues of non-formal learning, arts 
and crafts, active citizenship, and further 
education of teachers. She participated in 
the JaVal project as one of the two Finnish 
representatives.

    
CONTACT
Leena Saloheimo, M.Ed.
Coordinator
Finnish Adult Education Association VSY
Annankatu 12 A 15
00120 Helsinki
Finland

GSM: +358 (0) 50 5466 038 
Email: leena.saloheimo@vsy.fi 
Website: http://www.vsy.fi /en.php

ies.
of 

un-
ail-

m of 

d in 
ed-
a-
ent 

ut 

mu-
po-

ions 
ee 
a-

ce 
her 
he 
ork: 

Uni-
bili-

on of 
n 

3_08_lline_taitto.indd   1633_08_lline_taitto.indd   163 22.9.2008   09:34:0822.9.2008   09:34:08



V
A

L
I

D
A

T
I

O
N

 O
F

 C
O

M
P

E
T

E
N

C
E

S
 A

N
D

 P
R

I
O

R
 L

E
A

R
N

I
N

G

164          L IFELONG LEARNING IN EUROPE   3 |  2008

Michel  Feutrie

In January 2002, with the introduction of the social 

modernisation law, France passed an important 

milestone in introducing the concept ‘validation des 

acquis de l’expérience’ (VAE) and in implementing a 

comprehensive framework for social and 

professional recognition of non-formal and informal 

learning. 
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The recognition of 
individual experience 
in a lifelong learning 
perspective.

Validation 
of non-formal and 

informal learning in 

France
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T he social modernisation 
law (Ministère de l’emploi 
et de la solidarité, 2002a) 
establishes a new right for 

individuals wishing to receive a qualifi -
cation on the basis of their experience: 
all they have learnt in their professional 
and personal life can be assessed for a 
qualifi cation. Further, all learning and 
training institutions offering qualifi ca-
tions and registered in the national list 
of vocational qualifi cations (Répertoire 
National des Certifi cations Profession-
nelles, RNCP; see the insert for more 
information) are obliged to set up a 
procedure for the recognition of non-
formal and informal learning for candi-
dates applying for one of the qualifi ca-
tions they award. Together with fi ve 
decrees, this law forms an extensive 
framework for the validation of non-
formal and informal learning in France.

A STEP-BY-STEP CONSTRUCTION

The recognition of non-formal and in-
formal learning is not quite new in the 
French educational context. In 1934 a 
law (Ministère de l’éducation nation-
ale, 1934) allowed Engineer Schools to 
award diplomas on the basis of at least 
fi ve years’ working experience as an en-
gineer in a company. Around a hun-
dred candidates are still qualifi ed this 
way each year. However, the process of 
recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning is generally considered to have 
really started in 1985 when the Minis-
try of Education, in accordance with 
the 1984 University Reform, published 
a decree (Ministère de l’éducation na-
tionale, 1985) enabling access to all 
levels of university education without 
the traditionally required qualifi ca-
tions. Access was made possible on the 
basis of personal and professional ex-
perience of at least two years for candi-
dates with a qualifi cation from initial 
education, or three years for candidates 
without one. In addition, this decree 
makes possible exemption from mod-
ules or units. This decree is now well 

established and all universities apply it. 
In 2006, 16,220 application forms 
were examined by the validation com-
missions (Commissions de Validation) 
in the universities. Seventy-two per cent 
of them received a positive answer. It is 
worth noting that this procedure was 
established around the same time as the 
APEL (accreditation of prior [experien-
tial] learning) procedure in the United 
Kingdom.

Then, in the 1990s, a law and 4 de-
crees made it possible to award a part 
of a qualifi cation (at the maximum all 
the modules or units in an educational 
programme minus one) on the basis of 
professional experience. This law ap-
plied to vocational qualifi cations 
awarded by the Ministries of Educa-
tion, Higher Education, Agriculture 
and Youth and Sports. This law was 
abrogated and replaced by the 2002 
law. 

The social modernisation law of 
2002, together with two decrees, a gen-
eral decree (Ministère de l’emploi et de 
la solidarité, 2002b) and a specifi c one 
for higher education (Ministère de 

l’éducation nationale & Ministère de 
l’emploi et de la solidarité, 2002), 
made it possible to award full offi cial 
qualifi cations on the basis of personal 
and professional experience if the can-
didate has been involved in paid, un-
paid or voluntary employment or activ-
ity for at least three years. This legal 
framework extended the procedure to 
all educational institutions awarding 
qualifi cations registered in the RNCP.

A PROFOUND CHANGE IN 2002

The 2002 law can be seen as the result 
of a learning process that helped deci-
sion-makers, stakeholders, social part-
ners and educators experiment and fi -
nally come to a consensus about an al-
ternative route to certifi cation. This 
new route is based on four major 
changes.

First and main change: learning and 
training institutions are allowed to 
award a complete qualifi cation (degree, 
diploma, certifi cate, etc.) on the basis 
of personal and professional experi-
ence. This means that the law opened a 
new road towards qualifi cation in addi-

n 
d 
n 

e

The Répertoire National des Certifi cations Professionnelles (RNCP) is a list 
of all the qualifi cations accredited by the State Commission for Vocational 
Qualifi cations (Commission Nationale de la Certifi cation Professionnelle, CNCP) 
after a procedure placed either on the responsibility of different ministries 
(Education, Employment, Agriculture, Social Affairs, Health, Youth and sports) 
for State qualifi cations, or on the responsibility of the CNCP for other 
qualifi cations. Currently around 15,000 qualifi cations are likely to be registered 
in the RNCP. The descriptions of these qualifi cations are available on the 
CNCP website, http://www.cncp.gouv.fr.

Offi cially recognised qualifi cations in France
Three types of qualifi cations are offi cially recognised in France:
•  qualifi cations awarded in the name of the State under the responsibility of 
a ministry (around 13,000 qualifi cations, of which around 11,000 for Higher 
Education);
•  qualifi cations awarded by public or private institutions or organisations 
registered in the RNCP after a specifi c procedure involving ministries and 
social partners (around 1,500 qualifi cations);
•  certifi cates awarded by professional bodies accredited after a procedure 
based on an agreement between social partners in a specifi c sector (around 
450 qualifi cations).
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tion to schooling, apprenticeship, or 
further education. It is no longer neces-
sary to participate in learning or train-
ing programmes to obtain a qualifi ca-
tion. There is now a complete dissocia-
tion between the learning process and 
the assessment process for a qualifi ca-
tion.

Second change: the whole experience 
of an individual can be taken into ac-
count: work experience of course, but 
also personal experience acquired at 
home, in volunteering, or in leisure ac-
tivities.

Third change: all qualifi cations reg-
istered in the RNCP are open to valida-
tion: state diplomas, qualifi cations 
awarded by accredited learning and 
training organisations, and certifi cates 
awarded by professional and sectoral 
organisations.

Fourth change: the duration of expe-
rience required has been reduced from 
fi ve (in the 1992 law) to a minimum of 
three years.

The implementation of a 
comprehensive framework
Three other decrees complement the 
2002 law: a decree that created a new 
leave for employees (Ministère de 
l’emploi et de la solidarité, 2002c); a 
decree that allows companies to include 
their employees’ validation expenses in 
the compulsory continuing education 
expenditure of the company (Ministère 
des affaires sociales, du travail et de la 
solidarité, 2002a); and a decree making 
validation a required part of the annual 
activity report that learning and train-
ing institutions have to submit to the 
government (Ministère des affaires so-
ciales, du travail et de la solidarité, 
2002b). However, the most interesting 
developments are not the regulations 
but the commitment of the stakehold-
ers. Since 2002, we have been witness-
ing an important mobilisation of stake-
holders in the development of this 
process: from policy-makers, ministries 
and Regions to learning and training 

their own responsibility, but they are 
controlled by the CNCP. The social 
partners came to an agreement in 2003 
regarding continuing education for em-
ployees. The agreement aims to place 
continuing education in a lifelong 
learning perspective and to contribute 
to positive professional pathways for 
employees. VAE is one of the tools at 
their disposal. 

On the third level, we fi nd quality 
control procedures that have mainly 
been developed at the state level on the 
basis of annual reports provided by 
learning and training organisations and 
thematic reports produced by inspec-
tion bodies or experts. 

The specifi c situation of Higher 
Education1

Because of the relative autonomy of 
Higher Education institutions and their 
substantial experience in the fi eld of 
validation, the Department in charge of 
Higher Education in the Ministry of 
Education argued for a separate decree 
for Higher Education. This decree only 
concerns universities, schools of engi-
neers, and business schools awarding 
qualifi cations accredited by the State. If 
they award other qualifi cations they 
have to apply the general decree. The 
Higher Education decree is largely in 
line with the general decree (which 
concerns all other institutions).

In this process candidates are invited 
to apply to the institution awarding the 
qualifi cation, in accordance with the 
conditions defi ned by the institution. 
Each institution may defi ne its own 
conditions in conformity with the law, 
such as how many years’ of experience 
is required, the content of eligible activ-
ities, and so on. Candidates can only 
apply for one qualifi cation each year, 
or a maximum of three different quali-
fi cations. Most frequently they have to 
prepare a dossier, or a portfolio, and 
provide evidence (such as documents 
and certifi cates) in support of their ap-
plication. It is up to the institution to 

institutions, companies and social part-
ners. VAE, surprisingly, is seen as an 
important element of educational poli-
cy and favourably considered by all. 
Policy-makers’ critique mainly focuses 
on the speed of implementation and on 
the fact that not enough many people 
benefi t from validation.

A three-level VAE system has been 
built and it is now progressively be-
coming an essential element of the edu-
cational policy in France. For instance, 
the annual State Budget includes a 
chapter on VAE under the Vocational 
Education Annex. On the fi rst level, we 
fi nd information and orientation serv-
ices which since 2006 are the responsi-
bility of the Regions. All Regions have 
implemented a network of information 
and counselling offi ces (Points Relais 
Conseil) where individuals can fi nd in-
formation and counsel on the VAE 
process, qualifi cations, and procedures 
developed by learning and training in-
stitutions. The Regions have also set up 
a commission organising the dialogue 
between the state, the Regions, and so-
cial partners about the implementation 
of VAE at the local level. The Regions 
are gradually investing in VAE. They 
are developing policies to meet the 
needs of specifi c groups such as low- 
skilled and illiterate people, to help 
SMEs implement the procedure and to 
facilitate dialogue between learning 
and training institutions as well as in-
cluding VAE in their continuing educa-
tion policy, developing surveys, and so 
on.

On the second level, we fi nd proce-
dures developed by learning and train-
ing institutions. In the case of institu-
tions awarding state qualifi cations, the 
procedures are defi ned by ministries. 
These ministries have developed a vali-
dation action plan that introduces vali-
dation regulations, assessment proce-
dures and application forms and tools, 
procedures for the identifi cation and 
training of professionals, and so on. 
The procedures of other institutions are 
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defi ne the type and content of evidence 
required. 

In higher education, a jury must in-
terview the candidates. It can award a 
full qualifi cation or a part of it. In the 
latter case the jury formulates recom-
mendations to the candidates about 
further requirements that need to be 
fulfi lled in order to obtain the full qual-
ifi cation. The way in which the qualifi -
cation has been obtained is not indicat-
ed on the certifi cate. It is therefore 
identical to a certifi cate awarded after 
traditional assessment.

Within Higher Education, due to in-
stitutional autonomy, the composition 
and role of the jury is the responsibility 
of the president of the university or the 
director of the higher education institu-
tion. They nominate the president and 
members of the jury, taking into ac-
count their competences. Academics 
must be in majority and at least one of 
the jury members must represent com-
panies, trade unions, or external organ-
isations. 

State of play 
When launching the new framework, it 
was not evident that it would be suc-
cessful. The actors who were at the 
heart of the process were afraid of pos-
sible resistance from learning and train-
ing institutions and from teachers or 
trainers. However, the fi rst results were 
encouraging and the number of candi-
dates increased rapidly. We have no 
statistics from private institutions, but 
on the basis of information provided 
by public institutions we can estimate 
that the number of applicants was 
around 100,000 in 2006. Within High-
er Education, only statistics from uni-
versities are available. In 2006 all uni-
versities (apart from one) examined at 
least one application form. In total, 
3,935 dossiers were compiled and 
3,705 candidates received a qualifi ca-
tion. Forty-six per cent of the candi-
dates applied for a masters’ degree. 
Two thirds of them were between 30 

and 45 years old, 22 per cent over the 
age of 46, and 48 per cent were em-
ployed in an executive position 
(Ministère de l’Education, 2006, 6). 

It was no more evident that learning 
and training institutions would easily 
start awarding full qualifi cations on the 
basis of individual experience. Realistic 
expectations relied on around 5 per 
cent of the applicants receiving qualifi -
cation on the basis of experience. The 
fi rst results exceeded the most optimis-
tic expectations. In 2006, on the whole, 
the percentage of full qualifi cations 
awarded was around 25 per cent of ap-
plications. Surprisingly, it is higher in 
universities with around 50 per cent 
each year.

One of the most interesting results 
of the implementation of validation is 
the emergence of a fi ve step procedure 
which is more or less common to all in-
stitutions. The fi rst step involves the re-
ception of people seeking information 
about validation opportunities, proce-
dures, and orientation towards institu-
tions likely to offer qualifi cations that 
match their experience. These services 
are provided either by institutions 
awarding qualifi cations or institutions 
in charge of advice, guidance and coun-
selling, companies, jobcentres, and so 
on. Currently it is the Regions that are 
responsible for granting the institutions 
the permission to provide these servic-
es.

The second step involves the formal 
verifi cation of the validity of the (vali-
dation) claim. If the claim is found val-
id, the suitable qualifi cation is chosen, 
and the relevant procedure and require-
ments explained to the candidate. This 
step is the responsibility of the learning 
and training institutions.

The third step consists of the prepa-
ration of the dossier, or collection of 
evidence, or tests. During this phase 
candidates receive the support of an 
advisor (accompagnateur) who pro-
vides them guidance during the process 
of compiling the dossier which can be 

long. The process involves frequent ex-
changes between the candidates and 
advisors. This phase is crucial and it is 
now widely recognised as the most im-
portant part of the procedure.

In the fourth step the dossier is ex-
amined by a jury, and candidates are 
observed at work or during practical 
tests in accredited centres. Candidates 
may be interviewed (in Higher Educa-
tion the interview is compulsory) in or-
der to supplement the dossier or to 
clarify dimensions of experience that 
the members of the jury wish to ex-
plore. 

The fi fth step involves the decision 
and communication of results to the 
candidates and follow-up in case of 
partial validation. In some universities 
steps four and fi ve are combined. After 
the jury’s deliberation, candidates are 
invited to discuss the decision with the 
jury. The objective is not for the jury to 
justify its decision but to relate it to the 
candidate’s personal and professional 
pathway and to provide recommenda-
tions for the future, or articulate needs 
for supplementary evidence in case of 
partial validation.

A NEW APPROACH AT WORK

The 2002 law on VAE has introduced a 
shift from a learning approach to an 
approach based on evaluation as well 
as an inversion of the logic of assess-
ment. Validation of non-formal and in-
formal learning obliges us to review 
our conception of assessment. In tradi-
tional assessment, the logic is pro-
gramme or content driven and the di-
rection of communication is from 
somebody who knows to someone who 
(in principle) does not know. The asses-
sors are the “masters of the game”, 
verifying that the candidates are able to 
fulfi l the necessary requirements. As-
sessment of non-formal and informal 
learning on the other hand is mainly 
based on what is not expected because 
non-formal and informal learning does 
not follow programmes, disciplines, or 
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structured learning processes. The can-
didates are the “masters of the game” 
because they are the only ones who can 
provide the elements and the informa-
tion that will be used in assessment. 
Assessment depends at the same time 
on the compatibility of learning out-
comes and the requirements of the 
qualifi cation, and on the candidates’ 
understanding of the assessors’ expec-
tations and their capacity to mobilise 
and present their experience in an ap-
propriate way. We come from a one-
way assessment, or a sanction-assess-
ment, to an assessment based on dia-
logue and on mutual trust. This new 
approach is now producing appreciable 
results, the following four or which are 
particularly relevant to higher educa-
tion institutions.

VAE places the individual at the 
centre of the process
Validation requires an individual cen-
tred approach because the candidates’ 
experiences are unique even if they live 
or work in identical environments. 
What they have learnt from different 
situations is quite specifi c as it is a re-
sult of an individual cognitive process 
of integration and assimilation (wheth-
er conscious or not) of all the resources 
these situations provide. Individuals 
structure, articulate, continuously or-
ganise and re-organise these experienc-
es according to previous learning, inter-
ests, willingness, the environment, and 
according to positive or negative re-
turns between action and refl ection. 
Consequently, the assessment proce-
dure has to help candidates become 
conscious of unplanned learning that is 
hidden in activities, and understand it 
has a value. The procedure also needs 
to make learning outcomes visible and 
understandable to the candidates and 
to others, help the candidates organise 
learning outcomes in a way that suits 
the standards of the relevant qualifi ca-
tion, and prepare the candidates to 
meet the jury under the best conditions. 

This in itself is a learning process, and 
must follow the rhythm of each indi-
vidual. It is a new and so far unusual 
practise, and it must be guided by advi-
sors able to adopt a new kind of atti-
tude. 

VAE obliges juries to adopt new 
attitudes
The experience of an individual is com-
prehensive and cannot be seen through 
the prism of disciplines or traditional 
programmes. Learning outcomes from 
professional and personal activities are 
not immediately available for assess-
ment. In addition, experience is contex-
tualised, and contexts do not provide 
equal opportunities, which is particu-
larly diffi cult for academic juries. It is 
for this reason that the law made pro-
vision for the nomination of validation 
juries that include members who have 
experience of this kind of approach. 
Two main approaches are currently ori-
enting the juries’ work in the French 
system: one is based on what we could 
call a “weighing principle”, whereby 
the individual’s experience is weighed 
up against standards and references of 
the qualifi cation; whilst the other is 
based on a “developmental principle” 
which takes into account experience as 
a whole. The fi rst focuses on formal re-
sults and is more or less related to pro-
grammes while the second tries to 
make candidates aware of what they 
have learnt and the milestones they 
have passed, to situate them on a route, 
and to develop a holistic approach. We 
know that candidates apply for valida-
tion at a certain moment in their per-
sonal and professional pathways and it 
appears particularly important for the 
jury to understand the dynamics of this 
pathway. 

Validation is not simply about re-
porting on the results of an assessment. 
Rather, it involves the evaluation of a 
learning process; evolving competences; 
and of an individual progression that 
demonstrates, at the appropriate level, 

increasing capacities to solve problems. 
The objective is not to identify knowl-
edge or skills, but to verify if candi-
dates can demonstrate that their 
schemes of thinking, the models they 
use, their methodologies, their “private 
theory” are relevant. In this perspec-
tive, the jury situates its decision in re-
lation to the individual personal and/or 
professional project and to what is 
happening in the sector or occupation 
in which the individual works or is ac-
tive. The objective is not only to award 
a qualifi cation but to steer candidates’ 
personal and professional progress, to 
provide them with tools and methodol-
ogies for understanding what they are 
continuously learning, to help them 
move from passive learning to a proac-
tive attitude, and to provide them with 
a theoretical basis that will enable them 
to operate in their evolving environ-
ments.

Such an approach simultaneously in-
volves decontextualisation and formali-
sation, and conceptualisation of knowl-
edge and competences gained in con-
crete activities in order to organise, pri-
oritise, confront, criticise and make 
them transferable to other situations 
(other contexts or other levels of com-
plexity). This is how validation of non-
formal and informal learning can be-
come an integral and essential part of 
the lifelong learning perspective.

Progressively, this second approach 
is gaining ground. The percentage of 
total validation cases shows that in a 
large number of universities, the juries 
in charge of VAE have adopted a posi-
tive approach regarding experience and 
have progressively learnt to read and 
evaluate it.

VAE obliges us to revise university 
programmes
The traditional programme descrip-
tions in use in most French universities 
are not appropriate from the perspec-
tive of validation. Validation starts 
from what is demonstrated in concrete 
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activities which is always a combina-
tion of knowledge, methodologies, and 
skills mobilised to solve a concrete (re-
petitive, new, crucial) problem. The 
task is to establish a connection be-
tween competences verifi ed as effective 
in a specifi c context and the type of be-
haviour and capacities that are expect-
ed from those who are awarded a qual-
ifi cation in the traditional way. What 
are students able to do at the end of 
their learning process and what is their 
level of expertise and responsibility? 

This suggests a need for our col-
leagues to develop their programmes 
and pedagogies in a way that allows 
students to operate in the job market. 
It is worth noting that a large part of 
the educational programmes are rather 
well built and rather effi cient regarding 
the job market, but teachers are not 
quite in tune with it. We can observe 
that they become more aware of the 
link with the job market when they are 
confronted with the validation process, 
concrete application forms or portfoli-
os, and real workers. 

More generally, the discussion pro-
voked by the introduction of learning 
outcomes (focusing on what an individ-
ual knows, understands and is able to 
do at the end of a learning process 
rather than inputs and duration) into 
university programmes in the Bologna 
process will probably accelerate this ev-
olution of validation and help in the fu-
ture validation procedures. 

VAE implies a holistic process from 
reception and admission to decision
The starting point of validation is the 
overall experience of an individual. It is 
a result of a continuous process which 
universities have to analyse in relation 
to standards or references in order for 
the juries to come to a decision about 
qualifi cation or possible follow-up. 
What we have learnt since 2002 is the 
key role played by guidance. Most 
French universities have established 
validation centres which call on ‘pro-

fessionals’ to help the candidates to an-
alyse their experience, to present it in a 
‘legible’ way to a jury and to link the 
outcomes of their experiential learning 
with the requirements of the qualifi ca-
tion.

From the organisational and admin-
istrative perspective, developing valida-
tion of non-formal and informal learn-
ing upsets the traditional calendar of 
the university. Candidates can enrol at 
any time of the year and juries do not 
necessarily convene at the end of a se-
mester or an academic year (in some 
universities juries convene when the 
candidate is ready). In case of partial 
validation, the jury identifi es the addi-
tional evidence that is expected from 
the candidate and the way the candi-
date will have to fulfi l the require-
ments. The jury may recommend at-
tending courses, reading books, or pre-
paring a report on a specifi c issue, and 
so on. This process obliges universities 
to provide fl exible and more adapted 
arrangements, and will certainly help 
them to progressively become lifelong 
learning institutions.

QUESTIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

At this stage of implementation, some 
problems are not yet completely solved 
and some new questions appear. 

A new culture needs to be adopted
The separation of formal learning and 
certifi cation that the 2002 regulation 
wished to introduce is not yet a reality. 
The 2002 regulation provides for a 
deep change, but the practises devel-
oped by numerous learning and train-
ing institutions (sometimes guided by 
the recommendations of ministries) are 
still infl uenced by earlier regulation. 
Some have seen the 2002 law just as an 
extension of the 1992 law. The new 
culture embedded in the 2002 regula-
tion is not yet understood by all. Al-
though the process of assessment some-
times gives priority to the identifi cation 
and extraction of elements of knowl-

edge and skills which are comparable 
to those gained through formal learn-
ing, experience is not always consid-
ered as a whole. In this case we are 
more in a process of validation of ex-
periential learning than in a process of 
validation of experience. Some institu-
tions are reluctant to implement VAE 
because of the reactions of alumni who 
are not happy that candidates, even if 
they possess solid and valuable experi-
ence, obtain a degree without having 
been selected and taking part in the 
training programme. So, for some ac-
tors wishing to protect their “prestig-
ious degrees”, the creation of qualifi ca-
tions specifi cally dedicated to the vali-
dation of experience is not out of the 
question.

Voluntary vs. professional activities
VAE explicitly allows the recognition 
of knowledge, skills and competences 
gained in volunteering and unpaid ac-
tivities. Progress has been made thanks 
to the refl ections and experiments initi-
ated by the Ministry of Youth and 
Sports, but a lot is yet to be done. In 
most learning and training institutions 
practicing VAE, voluntary activities are 
not considered and appreciated in the 
same way as professional activities. Es-
pecially in universities these activities 
are seen as something additional to 
everything else that is being examined. 
Only in a few cases do assessors con-
sider voluntary activities as likely to 
build capacities in the same way as 
professional activities, or as alternative 
to professional activities. We need to 
work on specifi c instruments and mod-
els for identifying, analysing and as-
sessing voluntary activities, just as we 
have done in the past with professional 
activities2.

The provision of guidance 
We have seen that guidance is essential 
to the French VAE system. In general, 
candidates polled in surveys or inter-
viewed by journalists declare that they 
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are satisfi ed with information. Howev-
er, satisfaction is not so high concern-
ing guidance. The level of satisfaction 
is strongly linked to the fi nal result of 
the assessment. Our analysis (Bejjani & 
Feutrie, 2006) introduces new ques-
tions regarding the arrangements im-
plemented by learning and training in-
stitutions. Do we need to accept that 
people work harder in the production 
of a dossier (which requires a huge 
amount of work) if the advisors esti-
mate that candidates have a small 
chance to obtain a signifi cant positive 
answer at the end? As VAE is a right 
for individuals, it is impossible to stop 
candidates from trying it out. In most 
cases the results are far from what the 
candidates expected, which creates 
frustration and sometimes reinforces 
school failure. Of course we cannot 
leave the candidates alone, especially if 
they are low-skilled and have diffi cul-
ties especially in the articulation of 
their experience, but how far do we 
help the candidates? How to articulate 
the contribution of different sources of 
support (family, colleagues, friends, hu-
man resources managers, superiors, 
etc.) in the process of producing the 
dossier? 

The challenge of managing individual 
pathways
Since 2002, VAE has principally 
reached a section of the population 
that is highly experienced and in some 
way had been waiting for an opportu-
nity to achieve social recognition for 
the work they have been doing for 
years. The question is: what will hap-
pen when a signifi cant part of those 
who could be interested have gone 
through validation? Several answers to 
this question have been envisaged dur-
ing the last two or three years. Efforts 
have been made by several ministries to 
attract experienced people who lack 
qualifi cations, especially in the fi eld of 
social work. Some, mainly big, compa-
nies have started integrating VAE in 

their human resources management. 
But we might have to envisage VAE dif-
ferently in the future. Our vision is that 
VAE has to be the structuring element 
that is at the core of personal and pro-
fessional pathways, introducing conti-
nuity in discontinuity, and organising 
transitions in life. VAE contributes to 
the organisation and formalisation of 
individual learning outcomes and en-
sures continuity and progression. The 
future developments of a much more 
knowledge-based economy that re-
quires actualisation of knowledge and 
skills beyond simple adaptation impose 
the idea that individual trajectories will 
need more frequent returns from work 
and training. So, the challenge is the 
organisation and management of indi-
vidual pathways in this perspective of 
lifelong learning.

Validation at the European level
Finally, validation of non-formal and 
informal learning is now a key issue at 
the European level. It is an integrated 
part of the lifelong learning strategy 
that Europe wants to promote. Increas-
ingly, countries set up arrangements for 
the identifi cation, validation and certifi -
cation of non-formal and informal 
learning. However, the level of imple-
mentation and ideas at work are differ-
ent from one country to another. After 
the European Council adopted a set of 
Common principles in 2004 (European 
Council, 2004) designed to strengthen 
the comparability, compatibility and 
transparency of validation approaches 
and methods across national bounda-
ries, the European Commission has 
been working on a set of guidelines 
that will provide member states with 
an instrument for improving practises 
in the fi eld of validation of non-formal 
and informal learning. In France, the 
validation of non-formal and informal 
learning is part of the existing formal 
education and training system, provid-
ing an alternative route to qualifi ca-
tion. In other European countries, due 

to the resistance of learning and train-
ing institutions and even NGOs, vali-
dation of non-formal and informal 
learning is developed in parallel with 
the formal system. This is sometimes 
seen as a positive situation, providing 
an opportunity for the implementation 
of validation procedures and the recog-
nition of the diversity of what is learnt 
by European citizens. But, are we not 
creating “second class” qualifi cations 
and making the system opaque for us-
ers? The results obtained by the French 
system offer interesting perspectives 
that can contribute positively to the 
European discussion on this important 
issue. 
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Sigvart  Tøsse,  Heidi  Engesbak, Liv Finbak, 
Wenche M. Rønning and Christ in Tønseth 

In recent years, validation of non-formal and informal 

learning has become a key aspect of lifelong learning 

policies. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s it has been 

generally acknowledged that learning occurs in different 

arenas and can be advanced in formal, non-formal and 

informal ways. This means that the concept of lifelong 

learning has been broadened to include learning in a 

vast variety of settings and contexts. The challenge is to 

link all this together. 

A s long as learning, skills 
and competences acquired 
outside formal education 
and training remain invis-

ible and are not taken into account, the 
ambition of lifelong learning for all 
cannot be achieved (Colardyn & Bjor-
navold, 2004).

European countries are at different 
stages of policy formulation and imple-
mentation of systems for validating and 
recognising prior learning, with some 
only at the beginning of the process. 
Finland and the United Kingdom, on 
the other hand, are among the leaders, 
having integrated validation into the 
qualifi cation system and developing na-
tional qualifi cation frameworks. Nor-
way is somewhere in between but has 
made great strides towards a national 
comprehensive validation system 
(Bjørnåvold, 2008) in which documen-

tation from formal education, work-
place training, voluntary work and 
non-formal education can be linked to-
gether. Currently, the schemes are still 
at the implementation stage and the 
ambition to have a comprehensive na-
tional validation system has not been 
fully satisfi ed. This article will present 
the policy and practice prior to the 
Competence Reform at the end of the 
1990s, examine the initiatives which 
have been taken in the wake of the re-
form, and discuss what has been 
achieved so far.

PRIOR EFFORTS TO IMPLEMENT 
ASSESSMENT OF PRIOR LEARNING 

The contemporary Norwegian schemes 
for assessing prior learning have a long 
history and have been developed on the 
basis of previous efforts in the adult ed-
ucation system, working life and higher 
education. 

Adult education
The principle of formal recognition of 
prior learning is publicly mentioned in 
the fi rst parliamentary bill on adult ed-
ucation in 1965. This introduced a 
broad vision of adult education as a 
joint effort on the part of the state, 
working life, civil society and the 
school system to provide for skills 
training, general education and person-
al development. Moreover, the bill stat-
ed that everyone should have the op-
portunity to document one’s knowledge 
and skills at all levels and areas within 
the public education system, independ-
ently of how and where they had been 
acquired (Parliamentary bill no. 92, 
1964–65). This principle was also es-
tablished in the 1976 Act relating to 
adult education, where the intention 
was to provide supplementary instruc-
tions for its implementation. But in the 
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beginning of the 1980s the Ministry 
came to the conclusion that these mat-
ters had to be examined further by a 
public committee.

In its report (NOU 1985:26), the 
committee argued for greater fairness 
between persons with formal education 
and those with working life experience 
and recommended a number of 
schemes. The recommendations from 
the committee did not, however, lead to 
any immediate results. As indicated by 
the secretary of the committee ten years 
later, two different views on knowledge 
collided; one perceiving learning as 
something acquired through studies, 
the other as something acquired 
through doing, i.e. through the practi-
cal exercise of vocational work at the 
workplace (Dalin, 1996).

Working life
Since 1952, the Vocational Training Act 
has allowed individuals to take a craft 
certifi cate examination provided they 
had 25 per cent more working experi-
ence than the normal apprenticeship 
(usually three years). This meant that 
an employee could have his or her main 
training and practice at the workplace 
and take the theoretical exam required 
for the craft certifi cate whenever he or 
she wanted. In the following years, 
many believed that the educational in-
stitutions would be able to cope with 
the new challenges regarding skills 
training and technological and industri-
al development. Accordingly, it was 
thought that the old apprenticeship pro-
grammes would be phased out. This as-
sumption proved wrong. In 1981, a 
new Act relating to craft training in 
working life made the apprenticeship 
schemes more attractive and stated that 
the craft certifi cate should be the prima-
ry aim of all vocational training wheth-
er it occurred in schools or in working 
life (Hagen & Skule, 2007). The same 
year a report to Parliament, Education 
and Work (no. 45, 1980–81), pro-
claimed the workplace as the most im-

portant learning arena. A large number 
of apprentices continued to choose this 
practical way to achieve the craft certifi -
cate, and from approximately one-third 
to one-half of the candidates for the 
craft certifi cate examinations each year 
took this route (Ure, 2007, 38).

In the 1990s, this practical opportu-
nity was questioned by the initiators of 
the new upper secondary education re-
form (Reform 94). They placed more 
emphasis on general knowledge rather 
than the specifi c vocational and practi-
cal subjects and argued principally that 
the apprentice candidates should be 
tested in the same general subjects as 
the school participants. However, these 
new requirements were strongly resisted 
by both trade unions and employer as-
sociations (Skule et al., 2002). Moreo-
ver, the employers and the candidates 
themselves have been very satisfi ed with 
this way of acquiring a craft certifi cate 
and it has been retained (Reichborn et 
al., 1998).

Higher education
In the 1970s, Norway introduced a 
number of models for access to higher 
education, with three alternative en-
trance requirements: I) Access through 
accepted formal education, in practice 
completed upper secondary education; 
II) access through accepted formal edu-
cation, but with additional criteria; and 
III) access through the individual route, 
based on the institution’s assessment of 
the individual applicant’s real compe-
tence (Grepperud, 2005, 126). This 
third entrance scheme recruited many 
students in particular to the recently 
founded regional colleges in the 1970s. 
These were based on the philosophy of 
giving new groups of adults better ac-
cess to higher education, assisting in 
the provision of adult education and 
complying with the regional need for 
professionals. To begin with, the colleg-
es also complied with this philosophy 
as a large proportion of those admitted 
to the institutions were part-time stu-

dents, a third were over 30 years of age 
and a fi fth had not completed upper 
secondary education. These features 
changed, however, as the regional col-
leges strived to be accepted as universi-
ty colleges rather than providers of 
adult education (Tøsse, 2005, 166).

NEW INITIATIVES

The impetus for the new initiatives in 
the 1990s is linked to several trends. 
One is the vocational trend in adult ed-
ucation provision, practice and re-
search, including a revitalized interest 
in informal learning, the social dimen-
sion of competences and the tacit di-
mension of knowledge. The second is 
the general shift of focus from educa-
tion to learning which coincides with a 
change in focus from provision to de-
mand and from input to output. Third-
ly, the changes in the political climate 
and economic development revived hu-
man capital thinking and put more em-
phasis on quality, effi ciency and re-
source exploitation. This meant that 
forging partnerships in education, as 
well as the joint efforts combining for-
mal and informal learning at all levels 
and in different arenas, became increas-
ingly urgent. In short, a larger vision of 
the learning society emerged in the 
1990s (Coffi eld, 2000, 4). 

THE COMPETENCE REFORM

In Norway, the unions and the Labour 
Party took the leading role in making 
lifelong learning a reality for all. In 
1995, the Norwegian Federation of 
Trade Unions (LO) passed a Plan of 
Action for Continuing Education and 
Training, with the following main pri-
orities: paid education, a leave of ab-
sence for education and the recognition 
of prior learning CTeige, 2007, 109). 
These requirements led to the appoint-
ment of a governmental committee to 
further outline an action plan, and its 
fi ndings were presented in New Com-
petence (NOU 1997:25). This time the 
recommendations were immediately 
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followed up by a report to Parliament 
(no. 42, 1997–98). In the beginning of 
1999, the Norwegian Parliament sub-
scribed to the main ideas of what was 
entitled The Competence Reform. One 
of its aims was to develop a system for 
validating prior learning in a way that 
would equalize work experience with 
formal education.

Both economic and political reason-
ing were behind this initiative. The ini-
tiators from the political left argued 
that the widening skills gap put the 
low-skilled and low-educated at risk 
and feared that this development would 
broaden the class divide based on com-
petences and access to education. The 
political left traditionally emphasize the 
value of practice and work experience. 
In the 1990s they incorporated the doc-
umentation of prior learning into a so-
cial democratic policy of equality. As 
human capital has become the main 
force of production, workers have in 
fact managed to become empowered as 
the owners of their own competences, 
the Labour spokesmen explained. 
Hence, education and formalising ex-
periential knowledge were in tune with 
the traditional class struggle towards a 
more just and equal society (Tøsse, 
2005, 252–254). From a state perspec-
tive, documentation of prior learning 
could be an economic benefi t for the 
public as well as the individual. The 
employers’ association (NHO) agreed 
with the general emphasis on the im-
portance of competence development. 
The ensuing discussions and negotia-
tions with the societal partners, ap-
plauded by the Government, therefore 
agreed on the importance of developing 
a system of documentation of prior 
learning to increase the mobility of the 
workforce and to place the adult learn-
er into the right level of education. The 
social partners assumed that such a sys-
tem could be a bridge builder and inte-
grator between the two major learning 
systems, working life and formal edu-
cation (Skule, 2000, 2).

These perspectives also coincided 
with the needs and experiences of the 
workers. In a representative survey, 65 
per cent of 1,000 employees reported 
that their most important knowledge 
and competence had been acquired at 
the workplace. Only 16 per cent felt 
that formal education was more impor-
tant. Even among the university edu-
cated, only 50 per cent considered their 
formal education to be the most impor-
tant source of skills and knowledge 
(Larsen et al., 1997; Reichborn et al., 
1998). It was also documented in an-
other study that more than 40 per cent 
of employees in both the private and 
the public sector felt that their compe-
tence acquired through workplace 
learning should be formally document-
ed (Skule, 2000, 2).  

THE NATIONAL VALIDATION 
PROJECT

In 1999, based on a broad agreement, 
the Parliament asked the Government 

to establish a system that gives 
adults the right to document their 
real competence without having to 
undergo traditional forms of testing 
(Parliamentary Proceedings, 1998–
99, 7b, 1545).
This system was to have legitimacy 

in the workplace and in the educational 
system. To accomplish this resolution, 
the National Validation Project was 
formed in 1999, and was run by the 
Norwegian Institute for Adult Learning 
(Vox) for its three years of existence.

Although in use for some time, the 
term ‘real competence’ was not a well-
defi ned or unambiguous concept. In the 
preliminary work on the Competence 
Reform, it was defi ned widely as the 
total sum of competences achieved 
through formal education and organ-
ized learning, as well as the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes acquired in non-for-
mal and informal ways through self-ed-
ucation, work, family life and social 
participation (NOU 1997:25, 124). In 
a more narrow way, it was to include 

all the competence which a person 
has built up through paid or unpaid 
work, continuing education, leisure 
activities etc. which supplements the 
competence this person has docu-
mented through basic education 
(Report to Parliament, no. 42, 
1997–98, 4).
Real competence, thus defi ned, is 

something a person has achieved out-
side the formal education system but 
has not been documented into a diplo-
ma or a written statement. Accrediting 
these achievements were also where the 
problem lay and the Ministry of Educa-
tion as well as the universities and col-
leges have mainly used this narrow defi -
nition (Søkerhåndboka, 2006, 93).

The National Validation Project also 
used this narrow defi nition when testing 
different validation models in working 
life, upper secondary and higher educa-
tion, and in the civil society. In working 
life, 150 enterprises from different busi-
ness sectors took part in the test involv-
ing 6,000 employees. One of the largest 
projects, tested in 24 enterprises, was 
the development of a computer-based 
scheme of documentation which was to 
provide an overview of the competence 
a worker had acquired through educa-
tion, work and voluntary activities. The 
scheme had two components, one fi lled 
in by the individual worker and the 
other by the enterprise, describing the 
areas the employee had worked in. It 
has been valued as a fl exible instrument 
mainly to be used in the workplace, but 
the employee can also use it to apply 
for a new job, for access to education 
or to shorten an apprenticeship pro-
gramme. The evaluation report also ob-
served that it contributed to making 
employees more aware of their factual 
competence and it stimulated training 
and competence development in the en-
terprises (Skule & Andersen, 2001). 
However, the scheme has not been 
adopted by all working life, neither has 
it been followed up by new national ini-
tiatives (Folkenborg, 2003, 41).
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In the education area, the testing of 
different models was related to the 
overriding aim of the Competence Re-
form to raise the general level of educa-
tion among adults by stimulating them 
to complete upper secondary education 
and also to continue with higher educa-
tion. At the upper secondary level the 
purpose of recognising prior learning 
was to 1) match learning with a formal 
qualifi cation and shorten the study pe-
riod, 2) give possibilities for more 
streamlined and tailor-made study pro-
grammes for each individual, and 3) 
provide the individual with an accred-
ited certifi cate or diploma (Mohn, 
2007, 26). During the project period, 
17,000 adults had their prior learning 
validated. All county administrations 
participated, and 600 persons were 
trained to undertake the process of val-
idation (Vox, 2002, 67–80). The test 
period also included various models for 
access to higher education based on the 
documentation of real competence. 

The need for the recognition of non-
documented learning has been felt es-
pecially by the folk high schools/experi-
ential schools and study associations. 
Norwegian folk high schools are prin-
cipally – for ideological reasons – non-
examination and non-syllabus institu-
tions. In the 1990s, different and alter-
native ways of assessment were tested. 
In 1996, Parliament complied with the 
schools’ request for some kind of ac-
creditation for giving their students 
special credits when applying for ad-
mission to further and higher educa-
tion. This was not the same as docu-
mentation of real competence but a 
normative judgement based on the folk 
high schools’ self-concept as providers 
of general education, personal develop-
ment and basic life competences, sup-
posed to be provided through work 
methods and a good learning environ-
ment, social education activities, sub-
ject studies and dialogue based on 
guidance and evaluation. A prerequisite 
for this public valuation is that the 
schools provide documentation show-

ing what the students have worked on 
and a minimum of 90 per cent attend-
ance (NOU 2001:16, 26).

The study associations are faced 
with much the same challenges of how 
to document the learning and wider 
benefi ts the participants may have 
achieved through non-examination 
courses. During the project period, the 
Norwegian Association for Adult Edu-
cation (VOFO), in cooperation with six 
study associations, tested some valida-
tion instruments (Vox, 2002, 59). 
Based on their fi ndings, VOFO devel-
oped a scheme which can be used as a 
personal competence document of ac-
cumulated information from working 
life, education, and leisure activities. 
This document is intended to help pro-
vide an overview of what is needed for 
competence development on the job or 
for further education and training, and 
it may be useful in preparing job inter-
views, job applications or applications 
for access to educational institutions 
(see http://www.vofo.no).

EXPERIENCES AND ACHIEVEMENTS 

A total of 24,000 persons participated 
in validation during the project period. 
The Ministry concluded that the results 
provide a foundation for establishing a 
national system for the documentation 
and validation of individual compe-
tence. Evaluation reports (Vox, 2002; 
Sundt Magelsen & Sørås, 2002; Agen-
da, 2003) showed that the main ele-
ments of the system had been devel-
oped and established. However, there 
was a need for further organisational 
development, especially more co-opera-
tion and communication between the 
actors and the education providers. An 
information strategy was also needed, 
along with better opportunities for in-
dividuals to obtain counselling, support 
and help. As studies have demonstrat-
ed, many adults do not know about 
their rights, the practical schemes, or 
who to consult (Engesbak et al., 2003; 
Engesbak & Stubbe, 2005).

Upper secondary education
At the upper secondary education level 
the validation of prior learning is the 
responsibility of the county councils. 
Since adults have a statutory right to 
upper secondary education, this valida-
tion is free of charge. It is carried out 
by qualifi ed personnel and occurs 
through a communication process with 
professionals. The process is linked to 
two main issues: (i) the reduction in the 
length of the study period; and (ii) the 
provision of “tailor-made” education 
adapted to individual needs in terms of 
time, place, length and progression, 
and with due consideration for the in-
dividual’s learning disabilities, especial-
ly in reading and writing. Most recom-
mended in the validation process is the 
use of a dialogue-based methodology 
combined with portfolio assessment, 
self-assessment and vocational testing 
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2007). 
However, in a majority (82 per cent) of 
cases evaluation is based on written 
materials, while interviews are used 
with a third of the applicants (Enges-
bak & Stubbe, 2004, 27). In principle, 
approved prior learning should be re-
garded as equal to an examination cer-
tifi cate and it can be summarized in a 
competence certifi cate, a school report, 
or a course diploma which might even-
tually be included in a craft certifi cate. 
From 2000 to 2005, approximately 
60,000 persons underwent a formal 
validation procedure for the upper sec-
ondary level. Eighty per cent of this 
validation related to vocational sub-
jects, primarily the health and care sec-
tor (Mohn, 2007, 32).

Working life
In accordance with the present collec-
tive wage agreement between the social 
partners (LO and NHO), enterprises 
are required to provide a system of 
documentation for employees’ experi-
ences, training courses and practice 
that might be relevant to a worker’s 
employment relationship. In a 2006 
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questionnaire, 44 per cent of employers 
reported that they surveyed workers’ 
competences. However, it is not clear 
what this means exactly as these sur-
veys were widely defi ned and included 
appraisal interviews and informal chats 
(Vox-barometeret, 2006). Vox has de-
veloped two computer-based pro-
grammes for the documentation of real 
competence from work practice that 
may be used both by employees and 
employers (see http://www.vox.no). 
Moreover, a pilot project on voluntary 
documentation in agriculture, support-
ed by the State Agricultural Adminis-
tration, has been carried out. The in-
tention is to provide the farmers with a 
Competence Passport describing their 
total competence in a way that may be 
useful for their further development as 
farmers (Mohn, 2007, 40).

Higher education
Due to changes in regulations and laws 
in the late 1980s and in 1995, the vari-
ous schemes relating to the third indi-
vidual route to higher education (where 
access is based on real competence) 
were standardized in such a way that 
admission based on non-formal and in-
formal learning was in fact suspended 
(Grepperud, 2005, 129). The Compe-
tence Reform corrected this situation 
with the result that the University Act 
now gives applicants aged 25 (or older) 
admission to higher education, provid-
ed they can document the necessary 
qualifi cations for the particular study. 
They can also be granted exemptions 
from examinations if they have equal 
real competence. The act gives, howev-
er, no instruction as to how to imple-
ment these schemes, nor does it defi ne 
exactly what is meant by real compe-
tence. It is left to each institution to 
work out its own instructions and 
rules, and due to this, the intention of 
the act is practised differently. This is 
especially confusing when it comes to 
requirements for exemptions from ex-
aminations, and in fact very few have 
tried to apply for such an exemption 

(Brandt, 2005; Engesbak & Finbak, 
2008).

Studies show that the reform and 
schemes allowing access to higher edu-
cation on the basis of recognition of 
prior learning comply with the needs of 
a large proportion of the adult popula-
tion (NOU 1999:17). In the fi rst year 
after the implementation of the reform 
(2001), 5.4 per cent of all new students 
in higher education had passed an as-
sessment of their real competence 
(Helland, 2005, 11). In the period from 
2003 to 2006, almost 13,000 candi-
dates had applied for validation for ad-
mission purposes, and approximately 
three quarters of them were admitted 
to study programmes (Vox, 2008). 
Around 80 per cent of these candidates 
apply to university colleges, where 
health care and education science are 
particularly popular studies (Helland, 
2005; Samordna Opptak, 2006).

However, doubts and concerns have 
been expressed regarding the ability of 
this group to succeed in higher educa-
tion. Several Norwegian studies show 
that ‘real competence’ students attend-
ing professional studies at university 
colleges do as well as ‘ordinary’ stu-
dents, both in terms of grades and re-
tention (Abelsen et al., 2004; Helland, 
2005; Helland & Opheim, 2004; 
Samordna opptak, 2006). Studies also 
suggest that they acquire appropriate 
learning strategies and manage to cope 
with the implicit requirements for high 
quality learning. In conclusion, they 
appear to do well, succeed in adjusting 
to the requirements and express posi-
tive mastery expectations despite their 
imperfect formal educational back-
ground (Rønning, 2008a; 2008b). 

CONCLUSIONS

The complex issue of validating infor-
mal and non-formal learning has been 
on the agenda for a long time in Nor-
way and was tackled by the Compe-
tence Reform. In 2000, a coherent na-
tional strategy was adopted with the 
aim of making informal and non-for-

mal learning equivalent to formal 
learning, even if it is not identical when 
it comes to curricula requirements and 
centrally administered examinations. 
Although Norway is one of the Euro-
pean countries at the forefront of 
adopting such a strategy, so far it has 
not managed to integrate validation of 
prior learning into the qualifi cation sys-
tem.

During a short period from 1999 to 
2002, different methods and tools were 
tested in enterprises, educational insti-
tutions and the voluntary sector. The 
OECD country report from 2007 con-
cluded that there were ‘both high 
achievements and reasons for some 
concern after fi ve years of experience 
with a recognition system’. However, 
there was still ‘a main challenge for the 
national recognition system to main-
tain, evaluate and develop its legitima-
cy within the educational and work-
place sectors’, and ‘a new mode of in-
formation is needed to access the per-
formance level of the Norwegian model 
of recognition of non-formal and infor-
mal learning’ (OECD, 2007, 65–66).

In working life, the tools which have 
been tested have not been developed 
further. Distribution throughout work-
ing life has been limited, partly because 
after some years LO began to lose in-
terest. There is also evidence that some 
employers consider the validation of 
prior learning to be an extra cost, and 
question the value from strictly a busi-
ness point of view (Payne, 2006). An-
other reason might be that there are 
contrasting interests between the em-
ployers and employees concerning mo-
bility and advancement in the labour 
market, and the basic criteria for the 
evaluation of job positions. Education-
al institutions, enterprises and public 
authorities deal differently with these 
questions (Skule, 2000). There are also 
different attitudes among stakeholders 
towards what Ellström (1999) dichot-
omizes as the world of work and the 
world of education, each linked to dif-
ferent cultures of knowledge and logic. 
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Studies show that teachers and educa-
tional professionals are very sceptical 
when it comes to accepting real compe-
tences as a foundation for shortening 
the length of studies (Røstad & Storli, 
2006, 49). Students in higher education 
have, for instance, been refused exemp-
tion from practical training if their pre-
vious working life practice has not 
been supervised and systematically con-
verted into a more acceptable compe-
tence (Engesbak & Finbak, 2008, 41).

Usually individuals must provide the 
documentation of prior learning, but it 
appears that the schemes for such doc-
umentation are not well-known and, 
accordingly, not used to a high degree 
(Basis, 2006). In a report on higher ed-
ucation, Brandt (2005) therefore sug-
gests that the provision of information 
and counselling to applicants on the re-
al competence schemes should be a 
normal procedure at every institution. 
The need for guidance and information 
is also supported by Røstad and Storli 
(2006) who point to the need for devel-
oping a better understanding of the 
purpose of validation and adapted 
learning. Moreover, another challenge 
is to create more organized and visible 
structures which provide predictability 
in adult learning. Finally, more work 
needs to be done to arrive at a more 
structured documentation of the com-
petence achieved in working life and 
the third sector.
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Anne Strauch

Adult educators, and trainers in particular, perform a 

broad range of tasks and activities. Due to the 

variety of adult educators’ competency profi les and 

qualifi cations, validation of competences and prior 

learning becomes necessary. The VINEPAC1 project 

responds to this need by developing an instrument 

that can be used across Europe. 

Validation
of 

adult
educators’

competences
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A
ccording to Communica-
tions by the European 
Commission (2001; 
2004), the recognition of 

informal and non-formal learning 
outcomes is one of the lifelong learn-
ing strategies. Many validation 
efforts exist in different countries 
and contexts because relevant com-
petences are often acquired in such 
learning contexts, for example in 
working life, and are not covered by 
traditional qualifi cations. 

The validation of competences is not 
restricted to specifi c occupations. Infor-
mal and non-formal learning is increas-
ingly relevant to nearly all occupations, 
including the fi eld of adult education. 
Many adult educators do not hold 
qualifi cations for the activities they car-
ry out as part of their work. Their 
competences frequently go unrecog-
nised as they are acquired at work, by 
informal exchange of experience, by 
reading etc. and not in formal learning 
settings that lead to a qualifi cation.

In the framework of the Copen-
hagen process (http://ec.europa.eu/
education/policies/2010/vocational_
en.html) and the Education and Train-
ing 2010 Work Programmes (http://ec.
europa.eu/education/policies/2010/et_
2010_en.html), professional develop-
ment and improving the quality of 
adult education staff have been recog-
nised as priorities at the European lev-
el.

Currently a lot of research is dealing 
with questions of professionalization in 
the fi eld of adult education. A European 
research group on competences in the 
fi eld of adult and continuing education 
set up by the German Institute for Adult 
Education (Deutsches Insttut für 
Erwachsenenbildung, DIE) defi ned sev-
en areas of activity that are relevant to 
professional development in the adult 
education sector in autumn 2005. A 
European conference in Bad Honnef 
(Qualifying the Actors in the fi eld of 
Adult and Continuing Education. 
Trends and Perspectives) dealt with the 
topic of how actors in adult and con-
tinuing education can be qualifi ed in 
May 2007 (Nuissl & Lattke, 2008). 
Different studies are being carried out 
concerning adult learning professions 
in Europe (for example, the fi nal report 

of European Commission funded re-
search on Adult Learning Professions 
in Europe is expected to be published 
soon on http://ec.europa.eu/education/
more-information/
moreinformation139_en.htm).

These studies and initiatives indicate 
the need for professional development 
in the fi eld of adult education. Adult 
educators, and trainers in particular, 
perform a broad range of tasks and ac-
tivities. Due to the variety adult educa-
tors’ competence profi les and qualifi ca-
tions, validation of competences and 
prior learning becomes necessary, re-
gardless of the contexts in which they 
have been acquired.

THE VINEPAC PROJECT

The VINEPAC (Validation of informal 
and non-formal psycho-pedagogical 
competences of adult educators) project 
responds to these needs by developing 
a specifi c validation instrument for the 
registration, assessment, and documen-
tation of adult educators’ competences. 
The project aims to provide tools for 
appreciating prior experimental learn-
ing (APEL) in the fi eld of adult educa-
tion. The project is an important at-
tempt towards professionalization in 
adult education as it provides the op-
portunity to validate and prove specifi c 
adult education competences which can 
lead to higher standards and towards 
increased quality. 

The distinctive feature of the 
VINEPAC validation instrument is that  
it takes into account the internationali-
sation of the adult education sector 
within the last years. VINEPAC re-
sponds to European needs by initiating 
and developing an instrument that can 
be used in all European countries and 
that is addressed to adult educators at 
the European level. 

In this article I will describe the 
project, its background, aim, and out-
comes as an example of a study in the 
fi eld of validation of non-formal and 
informal learning. The article will give 
an overview of how validation of com-
petences can be realized in the adult ed-
ucation profession. I will describe the 
validation process, including the devel-
opment of an adult education compe-
tency profi le for validation purposes, 
the set of standards and indicators, the 

concrete validation instrument as well 
as the different validation steps. 

OBJECTIVES AND AIMS OF VINEPAC

VINEPAC is funded by the European 
Union Leonardo da Vinci programme. 
The project started in October 2006 
and it will fi nish in September 2008. 
The project team consists of several 
partner institutions from different Eu-
ropean countries. The Romanian Insti-
tute for Adult Education (IREA) is the 
project coordinator. Other project part-
ners are the Centre for Research in 
Theories and Practices for Overcoming 
Inequalities (CREA) in Spain, the Na-
tional Adult Training Board (CNFPA) 
in Romania, the German Institute for 
Adult Education (DIE) in Germany, the 
National School of Higher Agronomy 
Studies (EDUTER Institute) in France, 
the General Worker’s Union (GWU) in 
Malta, and the University of Bucharest 
(UB, Faculty of Psychology and Educa-
tional Sciences) in Romania. 

The overall aim of the project is to 
develop a validation instrument that

• assesses important adult educators’ 
competences,
• facilitates the documentation of 
experiences,
• builds a basis for certifi cation 
based on the validation results,
• is broad enough to be established 
at the European level,
• documents a minimum standard of 
competences of adult educators,
• facilitates adult educators’ mobility 
in Europe, and
• is applicable in different contexts.
The project aims to create a concrete 

validation instrument package that will 
provide the opportunity to evaluate 
and document adult educators’ compe-
tences, whether acquired in formal, 
non-formal or informal learning con-
texts. This involves the development of 
an adult educators’ competency frame-
work with standards and indicators for 
evaluation. The fi nal product is a user-
friendly validation instrument. 

VALIDATION INSTRUMENT: 
VALIDPACK

Validpack is a concrete tool for the 
documentation and recognition of 
adult educators’ competences. It is a 
detailed process that includes a hand-
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book guiding adult educators through 
the validation process. The VINEPAC 
project team focused on trainers’ com-
petency profi le as this is the main and 
most frequent role performed by adult 
educators. A trainer is a person with 
teaching activities. 

Validpack can be used by all adult 
educators who have more than one 
year, or 150 hours, of trainer experi-
ence with adults. To start the whole 
process, an adult educator wishing to 
achieve validation has to go to an au-
thorized validating institution to re-
ceive the handbook and other relevant 
materials, and to arrange a date for ex-
ternal evaluation. The institution will 
also provide support and recommend 
an external evaluator.

Validation steps
The validation process is divided into 
three steps: self-evaluation, external 
evaluation and the consolidation of 
evaluation results. The steps are de-
scribed in more detail in the Validpack 
handbook. The validation process is 
based on a concrete competency frame-
work which is described below. 

Adult educators have to provide evi-
dence of the prescribed adult educa-
tors’ competences. This can either hap-
pen through self-evaluation or external 

evaluation. Some of the most impor-
tant adult education competences are 
not directly observable but can be evi-
denced through self-evaluation. Like-
wise, some competences cannot easily 
be self-assessed but can be observed by 
an external evaluator. Both steps are 
anticipated to take place in the valida-
tion process, with the additional con-
solidation step to increase objective-
ness. 

The fi rst step in the validation proc-
ess is self-evaluation (or self-assess-
ment). This step offers adult educators 
the opportunity to refl ect upon compe-
tences that have been achieved outside 
formal learning settings. The Validpack 
handbook includes a chapter on rele-
vant documents (such as certifi cates, 
qualifi cation papers, competency pro-
fi les, proof of relevant related activities) 
that can be included as evidence of spe-
cifi c competences or qualifi cations.

In the absence of a specifi c profes-
sional development pathway for train-
ers in the majority of European coun-
tries, trainers have to manage their 
own professional and personal devel-
opment which generally is the result of 
learning in non-formal and informal 
settings. The purpose of the self-evalua-
tion step is to encourage adult educa-
tors to build a clear picture of the ex-

tent and range of their competences 
and their performance. This will help 
adult educators for example when en-
rolling in a study programme or apply-
ing for a new job. The self-evaluation 
step includes: 

• refl ecting on biography, including 
learning contexts and learning out-
comes;
• refl ecting on competences;
• drawing a personal mind-map; and
• including relevant documents (for 
example qualifi cations and certifi -
cates).
The second validation step, external 

evaluation (or external assessment), in-
creases the objectivity of the validation 
results. The external evaluation in-
volves an external expert who observes 
two one-and-half hour training sessions 
and assesses the adult educator’s com-
petences with the help of a Validpack 
observation checklist and interview 
grid. 

The third and last step in the valida-
tion process is consolidation, which in-
volves consolidating the results from 
self-evaluation and external evaluation 
into a single validation outcome. This 
step is undertaken by authorized vali-
dating institutions. 

The validation process is complete 
once the adult educator has completed 

Picture 1. Validation steps
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all three steps. If the adult educator ful-
fi ls the minimum standard in the re-
quired competences, he or she will re-
ceive the Validpack validation sheet 
which proves his or her adult educa-
tor’s competences to external authori-
ties, for example employers or adult 
education institutions. The process 
builds a basis for certifi cation based on 
the validation results. For certifi cation 
that would be acknowledged by em-
ployers for example, the validated com-
petences would need to be compared to 
competency standards at the European 
level (for example the European Quali-
fi cation Framework, EQF). Further, the 
Validpack validation sheet would need 
to be accepted at national levels as a 
valid basis for certifi cation. Therefore, 
the Validpack tool needs to  be dissemi-
nated across Europe and institutions 
need to be encouraged to apply for per-
mission to use the instrument for vali-
dation and as a basis for certifi cation. 
Authorized validation institutions can 
currently be found in Romania (the 
Romanian Institute for Adult Educa-
tion, IREA, and the National Training 
Board, NATB), and institutions in oth-
er countries are expected to follow. 

Competency framework
The defi nition of relevant competences is 
an important step towards validation. 
Without a concrete understanding about 
the competences that are relevant for 

adult educators it would be impossible to 
decide whether or not an adult educator 
is competent to carry out training tasks.

The defi nition of the term ‘compe-
tence’ is not easy, particularly in an in-
ternational context. A common inter-
national understanding of the term fol-
lows the defi nition promoted by the 
OECD in the DeSeCo (Defi nition and 
Selection of Competencies: Theoretical 
and Conceptual Foundation) project. 
The project defi nes competence as 

the ability to successfully meet com-
plex demands in a particular con-
text. Competent performance or ef-
fective action implies the mobiliza-
tion of knowledge, cognitive and 
practical skills, as well as social be-
haviour components such as atti-
tudes, emotions, and values and mo-
tivations (OECD, 2003, 2).
There are a variety of approaches 

dealing with competency profi les for 
adult educators. The VINEPAC compe-
tency framework builds on the Europe-
an Commission approach (1995), ac-
cording to which competences relevant 
to the pedagogical fi eld consist of:

• Diagnostic competences, 
• competences relating to carrying 
out training tasks, 
• integration competences, 
• methodological and didactical 
competences, 
• group management competences 
combined with group dynamics,

• team work competences, 
• counselling competences,
• competences for managing organi-
zational and political conditions: 
scheduling, development, evalua-
tion, marketing, work context etc.
The VINEPAC adult education com-

petency framework was developed in 
refl ection with national reports on 
adult educators’ tasks and competences 
required from them in different coun-
tries. The framework creates a psycho-
pedagogical competency profi le of the 
adult educator as a trainer. It takes into 
consideration the importance of refl ect-
ing on the role and the characteristics 
of the training context and training 
tasks. Table 1 shows the way adult ed-
ucation competences are divided into 
competence clusters and standards.

Standards and indicators
In order to evaluate competences, the 
competence list has been complemented 
with standards and indicators for each 
competence. An indicator provides evi-
dence that a certain condition exists or 
certain results have or have not been 
achieved (Brizius & Campbell, 1991, 
15). The competence descriptions and 
performance indicators enable the 
adult educator and the evaluator to as-
sess specifi c competences on a scale 
from ‘very well’, ‘well’, ‘well enough’ 
to ‘not well enough’. 

The list of competences will be pub-

Competence 
group

Competence cluster Competence standard

Knowledge Initial knowledge of adult 
learners’ psycho-social 
profi le

Is able to use adult learners’ characteristics in the management of the 
educational programme.

Is aware of and sensitive to adults’ responsibilities as workers, family 
members, citizens and community members.

Applies knowledge of teacher-directed and learner-centred instruction.

Knowledge of group 
characteristics

Creates a physical and interpersonal climate that is conducive to learning 
by drawing on adult learning theory, knowledge of learners’ cultures, and 
interpersonal dynamics.

Is sensitive to and accommodates diverse learning styles, abilities, 
cultures, and experiences, including learners who have disabilities and 
other special needs.

Knowledge of the subject 
area

Table 1. Competence clusters
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Competence 
group

Competence cluster Competence standard

Educational 
Management

Preparation of the educational programme Identifi es and responds to learners’ individual and group 
needs, interests, and goals when developing instructional 
plans.

Plans instruction that is consistent with the programme 
mission and goals.

Is consistent with the management of the programme.

Design of the educational programme Employs individual, group and team learning.

Models communication, negotiation, decision-making and 
problem-solving skills for learners.

Sequences and paces lessons appropriately.

Provides frequent and varied opportunities for students 
to apply their learning.

Monitors and adjusts teaching strategies based upon 
student needs and performance.

Use of technology and resources (time, 
material, space, people)

Effectively integrates current and appropriate media and 
technology as tools for instruction.

Selects and uses a variety of resources for the learning 
environment (print, human, and technological).

Acquires, accesses, and uses technology for effective 
adult learning.

Assessment and 
valorisation of 
learning

Identifi cation of individual needs Works with learners to identify their needs, strengths 
and goals, and advises or refers them to appropriate 
programmes and levels of instruction.

Use of results of assessment data Uses results of (diagnostic and needs) assessment data 
on a regular basis to plan lessons, develop curricula, 
monitor progress towards objectives and goals, and to 
verify learning.

Monitoring learning Monitors learning beyond simple recall of information 
using a variety of assessment strategies.

Evaluation and feedback Structures and facilitates ways for learners and peers 
to evaluate and give feedback on their learning and 
performance, through refl ection and self-assessment.

Learner guidance Guides learners in the development and ongoing review 
of their educational plans.

Valorisation of learners’ progress Uses qualitative methods to valorise learners’ progress.

Motivation and 
counselling

Sharing information Shares information with learners and colleagues about 
additional learning resources, educational opportunities, 
and options for accessing support services. 

Referral to appropriate resources Makes referrals to appropriate resources when guidance 
and counselling needs are beyond own expertise.

Personal and 
professional 
development

Analysis of professional development needs Analyses professional development needs and 
opportunties.

Self-development Demonstrates interest for self-development.
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lished in the Validpack handbook in 
September 2008. Table 2 shows an ex-
ample of the way each cluster of com-
petences is broken down to single com-
petences, standards and performance 
indicators for each competence.

SUMMARY

Altough the validation of competences 
and the development of different vali-
dation instruments is already a very 
popular fi eld of adult education re-
search, there is a need to establish in-
struments with wide acceptance across 
Europe to allow European mobility 
and to increase quality in the fi eld of 
adult education across Europe. 

VINEPAC took up the task to set up 
an international approach for the vali-
dation of adult educators’ competences. 
It responds to a European need by of-
fering an instrument that can be used 
by all adult educators working as train-
ers in all European countries. 

After setting up the instrument it is 
important to disseminate it and to dis-
tribute materials to European adult ed-
ucators. Currently there are some insti-
tutions in Romania which are in the 

Clusters of 
competence

Competences Standards Indicators

Knowledge Initial knowledge 
of adult learners’ 
psycho-social 
profi le

Is able to use adult 
learners’ characteristics 
in the management 
of the educational 
programme.

– Plans and delivers learning activities which suit 
adult learning characteristics: problem-based 
activities etc.
– Justifi es his/her didactic choices by evoking 
characteristics of the adult learner.

Is aware of and sensitive 
to adults’ responsibilities 
as workers, family 
members, citizens and 
community members.

– Develops a fl exible learning framework in terms 
of time, place,  content etc.
– Gives reasonable / negotiated deadlines for study 
tasks and assessment.
– Recognises the prior experience of learners and 
accords appropriate exemption from (a part or the 
whole) programme
– Connects learning situations to learners’ every 
day duties / responsibilities / tasks and different 
roles.
– Invites learners to present experiences linked to 
the subject area.

Applies knowledge 
of teacher-directed 
and learner-centred 
instruction.

Justifi es his/her didactic choices by elements of 
theory.

Table 2. Standards and indicators – an example

process of being authorized as assess-
ment centres for trainers’ competences. 
The next step will be to implement the 
instrument in other countries as well. 
The existence of a legal framework for 
the validation of competences that have 
been acquired in non-formal and infor-
mal learning settings could make it eas-
ier to authorize institutions to use the 
validation instruments such as Valid-
pack and to increase the acceptance of 
the procedure.
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Visions on the introduction of a comprehensive national 

system for the accreditation of prior learning (APL) in 

the Netherlands were voiced in the mid-1990s but they 

were not fully implemented. However, the ambition to 

implement a high quality, transparent and easily 

accessible APL procedure for all individuals has been 

given new input in recent years. 

Valuing
learning 

in the Netherlands. 

Landmarks on the road to

accreditation of 

prior learning
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T he accreditation of prior 
learning (APL) is one of the 
instruments for valuing 
learning in the Netherlands. 

The aim of this instrument is to value 
and accredit competences irrespective 
of how, where and when they were 
acquired. This aim is based on the idea 
that learning and competences should 
be viewed in a positive way: through 
mapping competences, people are moti-
vated to further develop them. This 
way of thinking is in line with lifelong 
learning strategies which are being 
implemented in many countries. But 
how can we implement a fully embed-
ded, high-quality system of accredita-
tion of prior learning in the Nether-
lands? How far have we come on this 
road, and which challenges still lie 
ahead? With these question in mind, I 
will take a closer look at the principles, 
procedures and developments of APL 
in the Netherlands including some 
European refl ections. I will consider 
current challenges, with special atten-
tion to the APL quality code which was 
drawn up by all actors involved in APL 
in the Netherlands in 2006. 

MAKING TALENTS VISIBLE:  THE GLASS 
IS HALF FULL

The accreditation of prior learning ena-
bles individuals to present their experi-
ence, knowledge and skills in an inte-
grated way. With APL, all competences 
can be recognised, valued and accred-
ited to pave the way for further devel-
opment. However, accreditation of pri-
or learning is not merely an instrument, 
but a principle. It is a way of thinking 
that involves a positive appraisal of 
competences that have been acquired, 
instead of looking at what is still miss-
ing. Further, skills are assessed regard-
less of where or how they were ac-
quired. APL covers all forms of learn-
ing: formal, non-formal and informal. 

Accreditation of prior learning is not 
a new phenomenon. Implementation 
has been under way for some 15 years 

the formulation of a personal develop-
ment plan. The educational or certify-
ing institution has the expertise in 
learning and assessing competences and 
has the right to issue certifi cates or di-
plomas. The basic APL procedure in-
volves four steps which are presented 
in Table 1.

APL is not a goal in itself, but al-
ways seen in the context of a broader 
aim. We can distinguish fi ve contexts 
and aims in which APL is particularly 
used: 

1. individual career development
2. shortening the duration of 
training programmes
3. competence management in 
companies
4. reorganization of companies 
5. looking for a job
In these situations, the most impor-

tant outcome is the increased employ-
ability gained by accrediting acquired 
competences and the focus on further 
development. In some contexts (2, 4-5), 
the certifi cation or diploma is an im-
portant aim. In other contexts (1, 3, 5), 
an overview and assessment of the 
competences might be enough to attain 
the goal. 

in some European countries (France, 
Nordic countries), and well as in non-
European countries such as Australia. 
The identifi cation and accreditation of 
competences has become a key element 
in national strategies for lifelong learn-
ing. In the European Union Member 
States, the objectives at political level 
include an emphasis on individual 
learning needs and on economic issues. 
Accreditation of prior learning is part 
of a policy to strengthen competitive-
ness, raise individual employability and 
work security, and to improve econom-
ic performance. 

There is no single APL procedure, 
but a wide array of practices that have 
emerged in the Netherlands since the 
1990s. They have been analysed and 
developed into a basic guideline for 
APL procedures, and documented in 
the APL quality code (more on the 
quality code later in this article). 

Basically, three actors are needed for 
an APL procedure: a candidate, a com-
pany (or employment agency), and an 
educational or certifying institution. 
The candidate is central to the proce-
dure. The company guides him or her 
in the portfolio process and supports 

Intake, 
explanation, 
goal

The candidate formulates his or her personal goal (career 
development, upgrading qualifi cations, etc.). In general, 
an APL procedure is appropriate if the candidate has a 
minimum of 3 years relevant work experience.

Portfolio Listing all relevant competences for the selected job/
function. Collating proof of these competences.

Assessment An independent assessor (or assessors) from an 
educational or certifying institution assesses the 
competences in relation to recognised (occupational, 
branch or educational) standards. Certifi cation is given 
when competences meet the standard.

Further 
development

Depending on the goal, the candidate formulates (in co-
operation with the company or re-integration institution) 
a plan for further development. Sometimes more training 
is needed to improve competences in certain fi elds. 
Tailor-made training programmes combining learning and 
working can be offered.

Table 1.  APL steps
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THEORETICAL REFLECTION ON 
COMPETENCES

Over the years, visions have changed 
and terms shifted from qualifi cations to 
competences. ‘Qualifi cations’ now only 
refer to formal certifi cation (e.g. diplo-
ma). This shift of terminology was in 
line with the shift towards an individu-
al perspective on learning where com-
petences (acquired anywhere, anyhow 
or at any time) are compiled through-
out an individual’s life in his or her per-
sonal portfolio. The individual perspec-
tive on learning, with the learner and 
the learning process at its centre, has 
(slowly) found its way to the formal 
educational settings in the Netherlands 
as well as in other countries. Compe-
tence-based learning is being intro-
duced in senior secondary vocational 
education as well as in higher profes-
sional education in the Netherlands 
(see http://www.cinop.eu for more in-
formation). Other countries including 
Ireland, Finland, Norway, the United 
Kingdom and Portugal are adopting a 
competence-based approach to learning 
as well, with provisions for APL 
(Colardyn & Bjørnåvold, 2005).

A theoretical refl ection on compe-
tences is needed because the concept 
has been used in so many meanings 
and contexts. Competence refers to the 
ability to perform a certain task in a 
specifi c context. Competences are col-
oured by the person who acquires them 
as well as by the context in which they 
are acquired or used (Klarus, 2006). 
This holistic approach was illustrated 
by an assessor who once stressed that 
in APL procedures, the assessor and 
learner are in constant dialogue: Why 
are you doing this, how are you doing 
this and what knowledge is hidden be-
hind these skills? In assessing compe-
tences, the assessor looks for the learn-
ers’ abilities to combine all the aspects 
of their knowledge, skills and attitudes 
and how they refl ect on their personal 
character and values. 

A clear illustration of this vision on 
competences is Roe’s (2002) ‘architec-
tural model of competences’ (see Figure 
1 and Table 2), which is a widely ac-
cepted defi nition of competences in the 
Netherlands. 

In Roe’s model, competences are 
based on partial competences and in a 
next step on knowledge, skills and at-
titudes. Competences are developed in 
learning processes in actual (or simulat-
ed) work situations. Knowledge, skills 
and attitudes are developed in learning 
processes, partly on the job, partly at 
school or in daily life. What has been 
learned is based on the foundations of 
intellectual capacity, personality and 
other characteristics. 

Competence An ability, which has been learned, to perform a task 
or role adequately. Competences are shown by what 
someone can do. 

Partial 
competence

The ability to perform parts of a task or role in an 
adequate way. Partial competences can add up to 
competences.

Knowledge What someone has learned on facts, relations, 
techniques and procedures 
within a certain fi eld of practice.

Skills What someone has learned by practice and 
consequently is able to perform.

Attitude The way someone acts in relation to persons or objects 
in the combination of cognitive (knowing), action (doing) 
and affective (liking) aspects. 

Capacities Naturally given intellectual capacities, with which people 
are able to have insight in problems and solve them and 
learn new facts and relations.

Personality Naturally given characteristics of personal behaviour 
(small changes in a variety of settings).

Other 
characteristics

Other characteristics include: values, interests, aims, 
motives, style of behaviour, or biological or biographical 
characteristics.

Table 2. Defi nition of competences according to Roe (2002)

Figure 1. Roe’s architectural 
model of competences
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) HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

In the Netherlands, the fi rst experi-
ments with the accreditation of prior 
learning (APL) date from the 1990s. In 
March 1994, the government set up a 
working group to advise on a system of 
accreditation of qualifi cations acquired 
via informal learning (Wijnen, 1994). 
An important precondition for such a 
system was met in 1996 with the new 
qualifi cation structure for vocational 
education which included the aim of 
accrediting qualifi cations acquired 
‘elsewhere and earlier’. In higher pro-
fessional education, the implementa-
tion was more diffi cult since there was 
no such national structure and the 
competences were more complex. In 
general, the working group recom-
mended the implementation of the ac-
creditation of prior learning in pilot 
projects, guided by a national steering 
group. Unlike other countries such as 
France and Norway who included APL 
in the legal framework to provide citi-
zens with the right to have their com-
petences accredited once every few 
years, the Dutch government decided 
not to include APL in the legal frame-
work but to stimulate it with various 
supporting measures, fi nancial schemes 
and structural conditions (such as the 
qualifi cation structure). 

After experiments in the health and 
welfare sector, the instrument quickly 
spread to the technical and agricultural 
sectors. Later, experiments in volunteer 
organisations and in many educational 
establishments followed, mostly with 
the help of (European) subsidy 
schemes. However, all actors used their 
own instruments and assessment meth-
ods. This phase was characterised by a 
pragmatic bottom-up approach. With 
the action plan ‘A life long learning’ 
(Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en 
Wetenschap, 1998), the national gov-
ernment put the issue on the national 
agenda again, with a central place for 
APL in the context of accrediting com-
petences acquired in the working place 
or elsewhere outside the formal educa-

tional system. This action plan paved 
the way for the publication of De fl es is 
halfvol (‘the glas is half-full’) which 
provided a clear vision of a system of 
APL to be used in education and com-
panies alike (Werkgroep EVC, 2000). 
To support the implementation of this 
vision the working group recommend-
ed the creation of a Knowledge Centre 
for the Accreditation of Prior Learning 
which was to make full use of all exist-
ing practices and experiences and to 
bring the use of APL forward in the 
contexts of education, branches and 
companies. Created in 2001, the centre 
is managed by the Centre for Innova-
tion of Education and Training 
(CINOP) and employs APL experts 
from various backgrounds and organi-
sations. This centre is unique in Europe 
in the sense that it not only collects 
knowledge and shares good practices, 
but it is also a partner in developing 
new practices nationally and interna-
tionally, raising the quality of APL and 
advising companies, regions and other 
institutions on how to implement APL. 
The Knowledge Centre APL is included 
in the new governmental policy 
Strengthening Learning and Working 
(Projectdirectie Leren en Werken, 
2005). 

With this policy, national govern-
ment invested nearly 40 million Euros 
in APL (over the years 2005–2007) and 
will, in the coming years, continue to 
invest in APL and learning and work-
ing at senior secondary vocational edu-
cation level, higher professional educa-
tion level, in developing a regional in-
frastructure and in promoting the ac-
cessibility of APL. The Ministries of 
Education, Culture and Science; Social 
Affairs and Employment; Agriculture 
and Nature Management; Economic 
Affairs; Integration; and Finances are 
all involved. 

The number of candidates having 
completed an APL procedure was ap-
proximately 5,000 in 2006, and the 
numbers are rising. More and more 
companies (including Philips, 

Heineken, Friesland Foods, but also 
smaller companies) are exploring the 
possibilities of APL. New providers en-
ter the market, including private train-
ing institutions and higher education 
institutions. These developments mark 
a new phase in the implementation of 
APL in the Netherlands.

CHALLENGES 

The intentions laid out in the national, 
sectoral and regional policy documents 
to implement a comprehensive system 
of APL have not yet been realised. Al-
though rising impressively in recent 
years, the estimated number of APL 
procedures is by far lower than was ex-
pected some ten years ago. The context 
in which APL would be taken up is al-
so different than envisaged. Instead of 
companies and the labour market, it is 
more the educational institutions who 
are occupied with providing APL pro-
cedures nowadays. The focus of these 
institutions on certifi cation, or on en-
rolling students for (part of) education-
al programmes was only a part of the 
intentions. 

Lifelong learning is getting more and 
more tangible, but the most important 
(conditional) challenge is the paradigm 
shift which still needs to take place in 
many institutions and in many minds. 
It takes time to change deeper values 
and conditions in society. The early 
adaptors have been innovating since 
the early days and show results in inde-
pendent thinking and learner-centred 
orientation. To make lifelong learning 
work requires a culture shift in our 
whole society. We need to move from: 

– thinking in terms of one education 
and training programme for all to 
individually tailor-made training 
programmes;
– an institutional perspective to an 
individual perspective on learning 
throughout life;
– focusing on the content of learning 
programmes, to focusing on profes-
sional performance and competences;
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– thinking in terms of examination 
in formal settings to valuing learning 
in different contexts (Dungen, 
2007).
A truly embedded, comprehensive 

system of accreditation of prior learn-
ing in all contexts and for all individu-
als would require tackling further pre-
conditions. Firstly, the demand for val-
uing learning and experience should be 
made more visible. Especially in labour 
organisations it is diffi cult to focus on 
long term policy including personnel 
development. Regional networks of 
stakeholders (employers’ organisations, 
educational institutions, centres for 
work and income, intermediary organi-
sations) have taken up the challenge to 
express demand and match it with lo-
cal education providers.

Secondly, if demand is voiced, the 
providers of APL (public and private 
educational institutions) should be 
ready to provide the requested services. 
The national investment programme 
has stimulated the majority of educa-
tional institutions to set up APL proce-
dures in senior secondary vocational 
and higher professional education. The 
Knowledge Centre APL publishes a list 
of recognised providers of APL and 
training programmes for which APL is 
available. This list has grown dramati-
cally since its introduction. The chal-
lenge is to provide the full range of 
training programmes in all regions and 
at the different educational levels. Time 
will tell whether APL will, at a strategic 
level in these institutions, be a catalyst 
to competence-based learning and ex-
amination, to a better cooperation be-
tween labour market and education, 
and make the organisation of learning 
more fl exible and learner oriented. The 
cultural shift from the institutional per-
spective to an individual perspective on 
learning throughout life still remains a 
vision. Ideally, this involves tailoring 
training programmes to individual 
learners’ needs. The high costs of this 
type of learning still prevent its realisa-

tion. The most important thing is to 
maintain the quality of providers and 
APL procedures. 

RAISING THE QUALITY:  THE APL 
QUALITY CODE

The same conditions apply to APL as 
to regular examinations in formal edu-
cation. Competences are related to the 
same standards and lead to offi cially 
recognised diplomas. All stakeholders 
in education and labour market have to 
be able to rely on the quality of the 
procedure in order to attach the same 
value to the outcomes of APL proce-
dures as to the outcomes of formal 
learning. The absence of regulations on 
quality assurance and the diverse prac-
tices throughout the Netherlands led to 
formulating minimum standards for 
the quality of APL. In 2005, the Dutch 
cabinet and government, employers 
and trade unions therefore agreed as 
follows: 

The Cabinet will promote the APL 
Knowledge Center’s development of 
a quality framework for the APL 
procedure with broad support from 
all relevant parties and resulting in a 
covenant between the government 
and the parties on the use of this 
framework (Ministerie van Sociale 
Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, 2005).
The framework is among others in-

spired by the Common European Prin-
ciples for the Validation of Non-formal 
and Informal learning (European Com-
mission, 2004) and can be used to as-
sess procedures, create more transpar-
ency and set a minimum standard for 
APL procedures. Although interest in 
quality issues is high in other European 
countries, the framework is unique in 
Europe. Most attention is paid to the 
quality of assessment, which includes 
the assessors’ methods and competenc-
es. In France, for example, the quality 
of the jury validating the experiences 
remains an issue. The quality of the ju-
ry members as well as the combination 
of the backgrounds of the jury mem-

bers (from practice and from educa-
tion) are a concern. In the United King-
dom, several projects have been imple-
mented on quality and assessor train-
ing.

In November 2006, a covenant 
(Kenniscentrum EVC, 2006) was 
signed by the stakeholders (including 
the biggest trade union federations and 
employers’ associations; associations of 
private educational institutions, munic-
ipalities and vocational education and 
training centres; all government funded 
universities of applied sciences; and 
The Open University) who agreed on 
the following:

– The use of the code is voluntary, 
but the signing parties dedicate 
themselves to promoting APL. Mak-
ing its use mandatory would detract 
from the motivation to abide to the 
APL code.
– Rather than a standard process, 
APL is customised to individual 
needs.
– APL procedures result in an APL 
report which documents the individ-
ual’s competences.
– Accredited APL providers are list-
ed in a directory.
– The competences of individuals su-
pervising these procedures and per-
forming the assessments are docu-
mented. Only professionals can be 
supervisors or assessors.
– The quality of APL procedures is 
always being improved, both at the 
level of quality assurance of the APL 
procedures and at the level of the 
APL code itself. 
The quality code for APL1 aims to 

achieve more transparency and compa-
rability and make APL more accessible. 
It contains the following items:

– The goal of APL is to defi ne, eval-
uate and accredit individual compe-
tences
– APL primarily answers to the need 
of the individual. Entitlements and 
arrangements are clearly defi ned and 
guaranteed.
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– Procedures and instruments are re-
liable and based on solid standards.
– Assessors and supervisors are com-
petent, impartial and independent.
– The quality of the APL procedure 
is guaranteed and is being improved 
on an ongoing basis.
The full English version of the qual-

ity code can be downloaded from the 
website http://www.kenniscentrumevc.nl

TRANSPARENCY AND 
COMPARABILITY 

An APL procedure results in an APL 
report, which gives an overall compari-
son of the individual’s competences 
against the standard levels of those 
competences. These standards can be a 
job standard, educational standard or 
professional (branch) standard. The 
APL report has an independent value 
to the individual and can result in im-
provement of his or her position in the 
labour market, exemptions for parts of 
public or private training programmes, 
or a diploma accredited by the national 
government or a relevant sector. A uni-
form format for this report was added 
to the APL quality code in 2007.

A study in the child care sector 
(FCB, 2007) shows that not all APL 
providers come to the same results at 
the end of an APL procedure, even if 
they use the same APL methodology. 
Sixty per cent of the participants in the 
study attained a nationally recognised 
child care diploma without further 
training. However, the success rate var-
ied between APL providers from those 
who awarded 90 per cent of the candi-
dares a diploma without further train-
ing to those who awarded none. There-
fore, the use of the same methodology 
does not guarantee the same conclu-
sions. 

The APL quality code and the uni-
form format for the APL report are a 
start, but more is needed to make APL 
more transparent and comparable. The 
aim is to have the APL reports accepted 
in every educational institution in the 

Netherlands, without further assess-
ments or testing. This requires trust 
among the institutions that the APL 
procedure is of high quality and takes 
into account the same principles, quali-
fi cation profi les and comparable assess-
ment codes. Questions are still raised 
on the comparability of the assessments 
of informally acquired competences 
(APL) and assessments in formal con-
texts (examination). The question is 
even more complex because APL pro-
cedures are realised in various contexts 
using various standards (national 
standards, occupational profi les, secto-
ral standards) and with various aims 
(attaining a nationally recognised di-
ploma or individual career planning) 
(Dungen, 2007). 

ASSESSORS AND CRITERIA

The work of the supervisor and asses-
sors is crucial in the light of compara-
bility. In the quality code and in prac-
tice, a lot of attention is paid to the 
competences of the independent super-
visors and assessors, training and certi-
fi cation programmes for assessors, and 
internal, regional or even sectoral 
standards for assessment procedures. A 
competence profi le for supervisors and 
assessors is included in the APL quality 
code.

Two highly experienced APL experts 
and assessor trainers from the APL cen-
tre of the Hogeschool van Amsterdam 
refl ected on the above mentioned re-
search (FCB, 2007) and the role of the 
assessors (Berkel & te Lintelo, 2007). 
When assessing competences, assessors 
start from the most typical tasks and 
critical situations in professional prac-
tice. A set of criteria supports them in 
the defi nition of competent behaviour 
in these situations. They call these cri-
teria the assessment standard. This 
standard is the same for all candidates. 
The diffi cult part is the evidence pro-
vided by the candidate, who is respon-
sible for providing relevant, actual and 
recent evidence for these typical tasks 

and critical situations. The assessor is 
responsible for assessing the evidence 
in relation to the set criteria. This step 
is crucial to the outcome of the APL 
procedure. Assessors should have a 
minimum set of competences them-
selves to perform this task. Most im-
portantly, they should have up-to-date 
and in-depth knowledge of the profes-
sional practice in order to relate the 
competences to real-life situations and 
behaviour. Furthermore, they should be 
experienced in assessing competences 
and have knowledge of training pro-
grammes. In practice, the best combi-
nation is an assessment by two asses-
sors: an external assessor coming from 
professional practice, and a second one 
from a training institution. Together 
they cover the whole set of require-
ments. 

In the process of assessment, several 
aspects turn out to be crucial (Berkel & 
te Lintelo, 2007). The set of assessment 
criteria should be specifi c enough, but 
not too strict because otherwise the 
uniqueness and diversity of every can-
didate and situation cannot be taken 
into account. According to Berkel and 
te Lintelo, more experienced assessors 
can handle this ‘grey’ area on the basis 
of their expertise, whereas junior asses-
sors can be insecure about the criteria 
in this step. Training assessors is im-
portant, but their experience is the key. 
To reduce subjectivity, the APL quality 
code strongly recommends the use of at 
least two assessors. Communication 
between assessors from various institu-
tions or sectors (such as child care) on 
a regular basis is necessary for creating 
a solid and common base for interpret-
ing the set of criteria. Interaction is a 
key aspect in APL procedures. The 
higher the level of competences, the 
more important it is that candidates re-
fl ect on their knowledge, skills and at-
titudes, can reason and relate them to 
(internal) values. Simulations or portfo-
lios do not capture this aspect, so an 
interview is always part of the assess-
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ment. The quality of the assessment is 
raised when the right mix of assess-
ment methods is used, the aims and 
characteristics of the target group and 
the competences to be assessed taken 
into account. Usually, a mix of meth-
ods is used in APL procedures because 
every situation and individual is differ-
ent. 

EVALUATION OF THE QUALITY 
CODE

A year after the signing of the covenant 
on the APL quality code, an evaluation 
was undertaken by the Knowledge 
Centre APL under the auspices of an 
independent researcher (Sikkel, 2007). 
Although this was maybe too early, 
some issues were highlighted. The im-
plementation of the quality code trig-
gered APL providers to start new pro-
cedures, evaluate existing procedures, 
train and certify assessors and supervi-
sors, and promote the use of APL 
among a bigger audience than before. 
Up to now, the quality code has not at-
tributed greatly to the comparability, 
transparency and accessibility of APL 
procedures in the Netherlands. To 
achieve these aims, the exchange and 
communication between APL providers 
needs to be enhanced, and examination 
committees’ acceptance of APL reports 
from other APL providers needs to 
grow considerably. The APL report and 
the comparability of assessment proce-
dures is seen as a key in this accept-
ance. The quality code defi nes the ref-
erence framework to which all provid-
ers should connect. It sets the standard 
for some elements of the APL proce-
dure such as products, methodologies 
and professional competences. Howev-
er, the differences between organisa-
tions regarding the quality of the whole 
process still need to be addressed. 

The effort of the covenant to create 
more unity in the quality of APL has 
also resulted in fi nance mechanisms 
and subsidy schemes. The national gov-
ernment has implemented a tax scheme 

to support APL procedures that are 
provided by accredited APL providers. 
In some sectors employers who offer 
APL to their employees can be refund-
ed for the cost, and in collective labour 
agreements, paragraphs on personal 
development sometimes include APL as 
one of the possible instruments to be 
used and refunded.

OUTCOMES OF APL  AND 
CONCLUSION

Apart from the quoted study in the 
child care sector, structural research on 
the outcomes of APL has not been car-
ried out yet. On the other hand, a lot 
of information on the outcomes and re-
sults has been published in various 
publications, articles and good practic-
es. These sources indicate outcomes on 
different levels: the individual, the com-
pany and society as a whole. The out-
comes are mostly defi ned in ‘soft terms’ 
such as improved employability, status, 
self-confi dence and motivation. More 
tangible outcomes include fi nancial 
benefi ts and cost and time effi cient 
training, but fewer facts and fi gures ex-
ist on these subjects. 

Experiences show that APL has of-
ten a huge impact on individuals’ lives, 
especially during transition phases. For 
example, the transition of a job seeker 
to paid employment by means of APL 
and career guidance makes a big differ-
ence for both the individual and the so-
ciety in terms of inclusion in the labour 
market and reduced social benefi t costs. 
Another example of a transition is an 
employee with low level (or no) formal 
qualifi cation but several years of work-
ing experience. Gaining recognition for 
his or her experience with APL and fol-
lowing a short tailor made training 
programme can upgrade a person’s 
qualifi cation, improve employability 
and open the way to work at a higher 
level. Experiences of APL projects in 
companies show that after fi nishing an 
APL procedure, employees are more 
self-confi dent, feel rewarded for the 

recognition of their skills, have their 
experience assessed and sometimes cer-
tifi ed at a higher level and are much 
more motivated to use and develop 
their talents. Return on investment 
studies are being carried out to defi ne 
the material and non-material results of 
the companies’ investments.

All these outcomes contribute to 
aims at the societal level, such as up-
grading the skills of the working popu-
lation, making use of talent, inclusion 
of the unemployed in the labour mar-
ket, and improving the match between 
demand and supply on the labour mar-
ket. Society as a whole benefi ts from 
these efforts, but more research should 
be done to capitalise on these out-
comes. 

In conclusion, big steps have been 
made in the past few years in the Neth-
erlands to promote APL. The challeng-
es include raising the quality, visibility 
and accessibility of APL, as well as the 
match between the demand and supply 
of APL services. Most importantly, par-
adigm and cultural changes are a pre-
condition for making it all work. It will 
take some more time to incorporate 
these desired cultural changes in strate-
gic policies, at workplaces and in the 
minds of those working in education, 
guidance and human resources. We can 
see positive results in environments 
where experiences of lifelong learning, 
personal development policy, employ-
ability and fl exible programmes of (ac-
crediting) learning and working have 
been gained over the past years. The 
challenge is to embed these results in 
the whole society and to pave the way 
for every individual to work on his or 
her personal development and employ-
ability.
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Raquel Oliveira

The last decade of the twentieth century was a 

turning point for lifelong learning. It was no longer 

just a slogan promoted by intergovernmental 

organizations, but increasingly became an instrument 

of reform and modernization within national systems 

of education and training. 

The National System
of Recognition,

Validation and

Certification 

of Competences in 

Portugal
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P ortugal was no exception 
and some changes were 
introduced in the adult 
education system at the 

start of the new century, namely the 
establishment of a National System of 
Recognition, Validation and Certifi ca-
tion of Competences.

NATIONAL SYSTEM OF 
RECOGNITION, VALIDATION AND 
CERTIFICATION OF COMPETENCES: 
THE WHAT AND THE WHY

The Portuguese National System of 
Recognition, Validation and Certifi ca-
tion of Competences consists of a na-
tional network of New Opportunities 
Centres (formerly called Centres of 
Recognition, Validation and Certifi ca-
tion of Competences), where adults, 
aged eighteen and over, can be oriented 
through a process of recognition, vali-
dation and certifi cation of competences 
acquired in different contexts, whether 
formal, non-formal or informal. The 
system was created to deal with the 
low levels of certifi cation and qualifi ca-
tions of the Portuguese population.

At this stage it is important to point 
out some past developments that clear-
ly infl uence the present situation and 
actions in Portugal. First of all, one 
needs to stress that it is somewhat dif-
fi cult to talk about education and train-
ing of adults in Portugal before 1974. 
Until that time a conservative educa-
tional system provided by a repressive 
and dogmatic political regime did not 
allow the development of an adult edu-
cation system. Education was undoubt-
edly an instrument for social integra-
tion and enforcing conformity.

After the revolution on 25 April, 
1974, in the new democratic dawn, 
‘the fearless plunge into popular educa-
tion activities’ (Silva, 1990, 18) led to 
the emergence of adult education as a 
specifi c fi eld of social action. Although 
the road to adults’ participation in edu-
cational processes seemed open, it 
proved a diffi cult one to follow. 

During the second half of the 1990s, 
a national survey on literacy in Portu-
gal (Benavente et al., 1996)  was car-
ried out and its results led to a public 
realization of a serious problem: not 
only were the levels of school attend-
ance and qualifi cation low, but they 
were also insuffi cient in providing peo-
ple with capacities to function in the 
society. 

As a result of this study together 
with the Portuguese participation in the 
5th International Conference on Adult 
Education held by UNESCO (in Ham-
burg, July 1997), a Task Force for the 
Development of Adult Education was 
formed. Aiming to revitalize adult edu-
cation in Portugal, in its report the 
Task Force acknowledged that it was 

necessary and urgent not only to 
prepare the future but also, and si-
multaneously, to correct the past. 
[And that would] require the promo-
tion of adult education as a real po-
litical priority for the Government of 
the Nation. (Melo et al., 1998, 13)
In order to develop a strategy, a spe-

cifi c programme, Know+: Programme 
to the Development and Expansion of 
Adult Education and Training, was put 
forward (Melo et al., 2001). As a con-
sequence of the programme, an inde-
pendent structure for adult education 
and training was for the fi rst time cre-
ated in Portugal in 1999. Under fa-
vourable circumstances provided main-
ly by the European Union funding, this 
public institute, The National Agency 
for Adult Education and Training 
(ANEFA), was controlled by the Minis-
try of Education and the Ministry of 
Labour and Solidarity. After outlining 
its theoretical foundations, organisa-
tion and the guidelines to key-compe-
tences, ANEFA launched the National 
System of Recognition, Validation and 
Certifi cation of Competences in No-
vember 2000, coinciding with the 
opening of the fi rst six centres of recog-
nition, validation and certifi cation of 
competences in the country. 

NATIONAL SYSTEM OF 
RECOGNITION, VALIDATION AND 
CERTIFICATION OF COMPETENCES: 
THE WHO

After some periods of turmoil that en-
dangered the National System of Rec-
ognition, Validation and Certifi cation 
of Competences, it is presently admin-
istered by the National Agency for 
Qualifi cation (Agência Nacional para a 
Qualifi cação, ANQ).

The establishment of ANEFA had 
led to the rise of new hopes regarding 
the growth of adult education and 
training activities, even though some 
doubts remained about the real politi-
cal involvement in the development 
and widening of adult education and 
training in Portugal. After only a short 
existence, ANEFA was abolished in 
2002 due to the change of government 
which brought a right wing coalition 
(the right wing Social-Democratic Party 
and the ultra right Popular Party) into 
power. Closing down ANEFA demon-
strated the lack of concern of some 
parts of the society over the low levels 
of qualifi cation and certifi cation of the 
adult population in Portugal, and its 
consequences on the development of 
the country.

The question of the low levels of cer-
tifi cation and qualifi cation were 
brought back into the spotlight only 
when the centre-left Socialist Party won 
the election in 2005. At the beginning 
of 2006, the government launched the 
New Opportunities Initiative which 
aimed to raise the minimum level of 
qualifi cations for youngsters and adults 
to secondary school level, mainly by of-
fering more technological and voca-
tional courses, and to qualify a million 
adults by 2010.

The ANQ was established within 
this political framework in 2007. This 
public institute has administrative, fi -
nancial (including the right to inherit), 
scientifi c and pedagogical autonomy 
and it is controlled by the Ministry of 
Education and the Ministry of Labour 
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and Social Solidarity. ANQ’s mission 
goes beyond the management and de-
velopment of the National System of 
Recognition, Validation and Certifi ca-
tion of Competences as it also coordi-
nates the implementation of policies 
concerning the vocational education 
and training of youngsters and adults. 
The slogan ‘an opportunity new for the 
youngsters and a new opportunity for 
adults’ claims a strong impulse is being 
given to the qualifi cation of the Portu-
guese population, in order to overcome 
the low levels presented by the country 
in international statistics. The notori-
ous discourse shift into the qualifi ca-
tion theme is clearly linked to a glo-
balized paradigm of lifelong learning 
and to the continuous need for people 
to have competences for dealing with 
the challenges of modern life, in partic-
ular those concerning technological is-
sues. 

The National Agency coordinates 
and supervises the System, but the ac-
tions are implemented by other organi-
zations which can be public or private, 
as long as they are solidly rooted in the 
area of their activities. In this sense, 
these organisations are quite diverse, 
and include business associations, en-
terprises, local development associa-
tions, municipal associations, voluntary 
associations, vocational training cen-
tres, schools (there is a growing 
number of New Opportunities Centres 
within schools, mainly in the secondary 
and third levels of basic education) and 
so on. These organisations have to be 
accredited by the National Organisa-
tion Accreditation System, which deter-
mines who is best able to provide the 
service and fulfi ll the needs of the local 
public. 

This diversity of local organisers is 
in contrast with the lack of funding 
sources; the majority of the New Op-
portunities Centres depend on Europe-
an Union funding. Therefore, these 
centres are created in accordance with 
specifi c EU criteria, namely, demo-

graphic density and geographic disper-
sion. Other criteria include the ratio of 
population with a low level of educa-
tion and qualifi cations, accessibility 
conditions and the diversity of the pub-
lic. At the present time the network of 
New Opportunities Centres consists of 
a total of 425 centres in mainland Por-
tugal and Madeira (besides its conti-
nental territory, Portugal has two au-
tonomous regions: the Madeira Island 
and Azores Islands).  

NATIONAL SYSTEM OF 
RECOGNITION, VALIDATION AND 
CERTIFICATION OF COMPETENCES: 
THE HOW

The New Opportunities Centres seek 
to welcome and guide adults aged 18 
or over who have not completed four, 
six, nine, or twelve years of school edu-
cation or are seeking a professional 
qualifi cation. 

The fi rst step for someone interested 
in the services offered by the Centres is 
to sign in at a Centre. Their details will 
be entered into SIGO (Sistema Integra-
do de Informação e Gestão da Oferta 
Educativa e Formativa), an integrated 
management system that connects the 
network of Centres and the NAQ. 
From that moment onward it is possi-
ble, at any moment, to see the records 
of actions and paths taken by the indi-
vidual within the System.

The second step is the diagnosis of 
the situation and orientation to the best 
path. With the help of curriculum anal-
yses, individual interviews and group 
sessions, a specialised technician helps 
adults to describe their situation, clari-
fy their aims and identify their options. 
Once the most suitable path for the 
adult has been identifi ed, a Personal 
Plan for Qualifi cation is drawn. 

The personal plan can involve edu-
cation or training activities, such as 
evening classes, education and training 
courses, double certifi cation training 
courses that combine school level certi-
fi cation and a professional qualifi ca-

tion, short-term modular education or 
training among other existing pro-
grammes. Alternatively, the plan can 
lead to the process of recognition, vali-
dation and certifi cation of competenc-
es.

The process of recognition, valida-
tion and certifi cation of competences 
has been developed at the New Oppor-
tunities Centres. The process of recog-
nition involves the personal identifi ca-
tion of previously acquired competenc-
es. The process allows individuals to 
refl ect and evaluate their life experienc-
es and to document them in a Refl exive 
Portfolio of Learning.  Between recog-
nition and validation, the New Oppor-
tunities Centres can provide some (a 
maximum of 50 hours per adult) com-
plementary training in key competences 
areas.

Validation involves the evaluation of 
competences acquired by individuals in 
the course of their lives, based upon the 
defi ned key competences areas (see in-
sert for more information) for each of 
the certifi cation levels. Validation com-
prises self-evaluation of the Refl exive 
Portfolio of Learning, as well as evalu-
ation by a professional of recognition, 
validation and certifi cation of compe-
tences and trainers of the relevant key 
competences areas. One of the most 
signifi cant aims of this process is to 
help the adult to construct signifi cant 
personal and professional projects. 

Certifi cation is the offi cial confi rma-
tion of competences by a jury that con-
sists of the professional of recognition, 
validation and certifi cation of compe-
tences, trainers of the key competences 
areas, and an external examiner. The 
certifi ed competences, acquired through 
experience and/or training, are entered 
in a personal record of competences. 
The individual receives a Diploma of 
Qualifi cation when s/he reaches a cer-
tain level of schooling or qualifi cation. 
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SOME CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

The creation of an institution devoted 
to adult education and training at the 
start of the twenty-fi rst century arose 
from the hope that fi nally it would be 
possible to overcome the low level of 
schooling and professional qualifi ca-
tion in Portugal. The priorities pro-
posed by ANEFA were completely new 
and showed the need to develop quite 
an opposite approach to that emphasis-
ing formal education and “second 
chance” education. The innovative and 
effective alternatives proposed to raise 
adults’ participation in learning proc-
esses. Hence, they were based on the 
recognition of prior learning and re-
quired fewer hours of attendance than 
evening classes and in some cases even 
combined school certifi cation and pro-
fessional qualifi cation. Therefore, the 
recognition, validation and certifi cation 
of competences revealed to be more at-
tractive for adults as they may build an 
education and training path that best 
suits their needs. 

Moreover, the involvement of other 
institutions besides schools in these 
processes is appropriate for people who 

tion in the development of a democrat-
ic citizenship. The fragile Portuguese 
social structure is not yet prepared to 
deal with the ferocity of the free mar-
ket rules.

Also, the terms of funding of the 
majority of the New Opportunities 
Centres strongly constrain the profes-
sionals working there, impelling them 
to act not in the adults’ best interests 
but in a way that best and quickest 
achieves quantitative goals. Funding of 
the Centres is dependent of the number 
of certifi ed adults, which means that if 
the quantitative goals are not achieved 
the Centre will suffer fi nancial penal-
ties. Essentially, a process based on the 
recognition of prior learning, by defi ni-
tion, has to be centred on the individu-
al and it has to respect his or her pace 
and wishes. Even though one can rec-
ognise the richness that involvement in 
a group can bring to the process, the 
massifi cation and over-standardisation 
of the process may undermine the in-
clusive dimension that should be inher-
ent to it. 

Finally, what will the future bring 
us? Will we still have a National Sys-
tem of Recognition, Validation and 
Certifi cation of Competences after 
2013? Will it be state funded or self-fi -
nanced by the local organisations? Will 
it be free of charge for participants? 
Presently we are living a boom period 
in widening the System, with a spectac-
ular number (more than a hundred!) of 
Centres opening this year, which is very 
much related to the start of a new Eu-
ropean Union funding period. The past 
eight years have already showed us 
some good examples and practices. 
There is a place for the National Sys-
tem, which should exist side by side 
with other education and training op-
tions and programmes, as long as we as 
practitioners and policymakers are as 
refl ective as we ask of the participating 
adults. 

Key competences in Portugal
When the National System of Recognition, Validation and Certifi cation of 
Competences was fi rst established there was only a set of guidelines to key-
competences equivalent to the basic level of education. Those guidelines 
are still the basis for the process of recognition, validation and certifi cation 
of competences on the basic level (equivalent to four, six or nine years of 
schooling) and comprise four areas: Language and Communication; Mathematics 
for Everyday Life; Information and Communication Technologies; and, Citizenship 
and Employability. 

In 2006, the process of Recognition, Validation and Certifi cation of 
Competences was launched on the secondary level (equivalent to twelve 
years of schooling) comprising three key competences areas: Citizenship 
and Professionability; Society, Technology and Science; and, Culture, Language, 
Communication.

Since 2006, it has also been possible to undertake a process of recognition, 
validation and certifi cation of competences in order to achieve a professional 
qualifi cation. In this case the process it is carried out with reference to the 
National Catalogue of Qualifi cations, which currently lists thirteen different 
qualifi cations.

in many cases have had unpleasant ex-
periences as students and may resist a 
traditional approach to education. 
These institutions are able to supply a 
more suitable education and training 
for adults. Therefore, adults’ participa-
tion is widened and their motivation 
for learning is increased.

Furthermore, educational pro-
grammes involving recognition and val-
idation processes focus on adults, giv-
ing them a central role. These pro-
grammes provide training tailored to 
adults’ needs. They represent an effort 
to raise adults’ self-esteem and to in-
volve them in the drawing of their own 
educational paths. They also foster the 
participation of those who were ex-
cluded from formal education they did 
not relate to.

However, there are some doubts re-
garding these initiatives as a specifi c 
and urgent measure to overcome low 
levels of qualifi cation in Portugal. For 
example, they clearly favour a market-
oriented approach, whereby participa-
tion in educational programmes has its 
own price. This creates inequalities and 
consequently harms active participa-
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Paulo Santiago

As the most signifi cant resource in schools, teachers 

are central to school improvement efforts. Improving 

the effi ciency and equity of schooling largely depends 

on ensuring that teachers are highly skilled, well 

resourced, and motivated to perform at their best. 

Promoting
teacher

effectiveness

through
teacher

motivation
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T here has been substantial 
research and policy devel-
opment on teacher educa-
tion and skills develop-

ment, and resourcing in schools. Much 
less attention has been paid to teacher 
motivation, in particular the role of 
policy in meeting the aspirations and 
enhancing the motivation of teachers as 
a vehicle for promoting teacher effec-
tiveness. This is a key priority for pol-
icy-makers given the evidence that indi-
cates that raising teaching performance 
is perhaps the policy direction most 
likely to lead to substantial gains in 
student learning (OECD, 2005). A 
motivated teacher is not only one who 
feels satisfi ed in school but is also one 
who is determined to strive for excel-
lence and professional growth.

Given the research results on effec-
tive teachers and the changing demands 
on teachers, many educational systems 
are concerned about the quality, moti-
vation and characteristics of some of 
those attracted into teacher education. 
Information from several countries sug-
gests that, in the past the teaching pro-
fession has often been chosen, at least 
partly, on the basis of the continuity, 
the comparative job security and the 
stability it potentially provides, where-
as the teaching profession calls for the 
very opposite, i.e. a sense of mission, 
an entrepreneurial spirit and the will-
ingness to take risks. There is evidence 
that enrolment in initial teacher educa-
tion programmes is often a second or 
third choice, or a fall-back option in 
case the graduate labour market dete-
riorates (OECD, 2006). In addition, 
completion rates are strikingly low in 
some teacher education programmes 
and the proportion of graduates start-
ing a career in teaching is often below 
expectations. The fact that in many 
countries access to teacher education is 
open, in comparison to the limited ac-
cess into professions such as medicine 

and law, might contribute to the rela-
tively lower status of the teaching pro-
fession in the perception of the public. 
Therefore, attracting motivated indi-
viduals into teaching, meeting their as-
pirations and keeping them motivated 
while in the profession are key policy 
goals as a means to reach student 
learning objectives. They are also likely 
to raise the attractiveness of the profes-
sion.

The research and experiences avail-
able provide useful insights about how 
teachers may become more motivated 
to excel in schools, develop skills, seek 
new challenges, and assist in school re-
forms. This article draws attention to a 
number of responses which have re-
ceived less policy emphasis in OECD 
countries but which appear promising 
as means of enhancing teacher motiva-
tion (thus improving teaching perform-
ance) and promoting the status of the 
teaching profession (thus attracting 
better candidates to teaching). These 
particular responses are: transforming 
teaching into a knowledge-rich profes-
sion; supporting and guiding teachers’ 
work; evaluating and rewarding effec-
tive teaching; fostering a sense of group 
identity among teachers; and making 
proper use of rewards. The fi ndings 
summarised in this article build mainly 
on the conclusions from the OECD 
project Attracting, Developing and Re-
taining Effective Teachers, in which 25 
countries took part (OECD, 2005).

EVIDENCE ON TEACHERS’ 
MOTIVATION

A strong conclusion from studies is 
that teachers are highly motivated by 
the intrinsic benefi ts of teaching – intel-
lectual fulfi lment, working with chil-
dren and young people, helping them 
to develop, and making a contribution 
to society – and that educational sys-
tems and schools as workplaces need to 
ensure that teachers are able to focus 

on these tasks (OECD, 2005). There is 
evidence that teachers enter teaching to 
help young people learn, that their 
most gratifying reward is accomplish-
ing this goal, and that work-related 
factors most important to teachers are 
those that allow them to practise their 
profession successfully (Frase, 1992). 
Teachers who leave the profession of-
ten report that the factors which at-
tracted them to teaching – working 
with students and colleagues, profes-
sional autonomy, and opportunities for 
personal and intellectual growth – were 
increasingly diffi cult to achieve in the 
day-to-day realities of the job. This is 
in agreement with some studies that 
suggest that the for-profi t or not-for-
profi t character of the institution is cor-
related with the degree of intrinsic mo-
tivation of its employees. Segal et al. 
(1994) found that employees and man-
agers of non-profi t fi rms are more in-
trinsically motivated than those in prof-
it-oriented fi rms. 

Studies also indicate that extrinsic 
factors become more important once 
the teacher has started in a teaching 
position. Extrinsic motivation, in con-
trast to intrinsic motivation, requires a 
connection between the activity and 
some separable consequences, so that 
satisfaction comes not from the activity 
itself but rather from the consequences 
to which the activity leads, such as 
praise, status, job security, vacation 
time or money (Gagné & Deci, 2005). 
Compared to those at the beginning of 
their careers, experienced teachers put 
greater weight on their personal cir-
cumstances, and identify factors that 
hinder job satisfaction such as a lack of 
recognition, inadequate working condi-
tions, and few career prospects. How-
ever, the importance of extrinsic factors 
is likely to appear understated in teach-
er surveys as a result of the tendency to 
provide “socially desirable” answers 
and because the surveys focus generally 

on jo
form
are p

T
supp
sion
teach
tion 
that 
er, th
tanc
two.
crea
ing c
form
tivat
ing t
moti
their
facto
trins
teach
so th
(OE
polic
and 
high

TRA
KNO

In to
teach
whil
dram
prof
lives
a rol
searc
duri
searc
yet t
indic
teach
amo
of th
(OE
seen
a car

3_08_lline_taitto.indd   2023_08_lline_taitto.indd   202 22.9.2008   09:34:4722.9.2008   09:34:47



LIFELONG LEARNING IN EUROPE   3 |  2008          203

T
E

A
C

H
E

R
 E

D
U

C
A

T
I

O
N

 I
N

 E
U

R
O

P
E

e is 
g to 

h-

are 
eir 
). 

of-
-

s-
 for 

were 
he 
is 

t 
r-
cor-

mo-
l. 

man-
n-
prof-

ic 
ce 
g 
on-
es a 
d 
at 
ivity 
nces 

5). 
g of 
put 
-
at 
k of 
ndi-
w-

ctors 
ach-
y to 
s 

rally 

on job satisfaction and not on job per-
formance, for which extrinsic factors 
are possibly more infl uential.

The review by Johnson et al. (2005) 
supports the view that teachers’ deci-
sions to remain in their schools and in 
teaching are infl uenced by a combina-
tion of intrinsic and extrinsic rewards 
that they receive in their work. Howev-
er, the review brings to light the impor-
tance of the interaction between the 
two. For example, pay can take on in-
creased importance when other work-
ing conditions make it diffi cult to per-
form well. This profi le of teachers’ mo-
tivation suggests that policies for meet-
ing the aspirations and enhancing the 
motivation of teachers to perform at 
their best need to capitalise on intrinsic 
factors, make appropriate use of ex-
trinsic motivators, and ensure that 
teachers have good working conditions 
so that their motivation is maintained 
(OECD, 2006). Next, a selection of fi ve 
policies to enhance teacher motivation 
and promote the teaching profession is 
highlighted.

TRANSFORMING TEACHING INTO A 
KNOWLEDGE-RICH PROFESSION

In today’s knowledge-based societies, 
teaching remains largely unchanged 
while other forms of work have been 
dramatically transformed. Many other 
professionals commence their working 
lives with a sense that they are entering 
a role that has been shaped by past re-
search and that will be transformed 
during their working lives by future re-
search. In most countries, teaching is 
yet to offer such excitement. There are 
indications that resources allocated to 
teachers’ professional development 
amount to only a very small proportion 
of the total expenditure on schools 
(OECD, 2005). Teaching is increasingly 
seen as a professional activity requiring 
a careful analysis of each situation, 

choice of objectives, development and 
monitoring of suitable learning oppor-
tunities, evaluation of their impact on 
students’ achievement, responsiveness 
to students’ learning needs and a per-
sonal or collective refl ection on the 
whole process.

It is essential to provide opportuni-
ties for teachers to maintain a research 
role alongside their teaching role; with 
teachers engaging more actively with 
new knowledge; and with professional 
development focused on research re-
sults for improved practice. A good ex-
ample is action research, a systematic 
inquiry by practitioners to improve 
teaching and learning. The products of 
the inquiry are made public, adding to 
the knowledge base of teaching and 
learning, and open to peer critique. 
Teachers as researchers study their own 
methods of instruction and assessment, 
examine the cognitive processes of 
learning, or participate in the process 
of curriculum research and develop-
ment. Peer refl ective groups and coach-
ing encourage teachers to challenge ex-
isting theories and their own precon-
ceived views of teaching, and offer 
ways for teachers to share their exper-
tise and experience more systematically. 
This is likely to raise the intellectual ex-
citement teaching can generate and 
therefore both increase the intrinsic 
motivation of teachers and improve the 
attractiveness of the profession.

Consequently, initial teacher educa-
tion not only needs to provide sound 
basic training in subject-matter knowl-
edge, pedagogy related to subjects, and 
general pedagogical knowledge, but al-
so needs to develop the skills for refl ec-
tive practice and research on-the-job. 
Traditionally, teacher preparation has 
focussed on teachers’ role in the class-
room only. Increasingly, however, 
teachers are seen to have much broader 
roles, taking into account the individu-
al development of children and young 

people, the management of learning 
processes in the classroom, the devel-
opment of the entire school as a “house 
of learning” and connections with the 
local community and the wider world. 

Developing a full range of necessary 
professional expertise requires periods 
of professional growth, a key element 
for sustaining intrinsic motivation 
throughout the career. This implies that 
much more attention needs to be fo-
cused on supporting teachers in the 
early stages of their career, and in pro-
viding the incentives and resources for 
professional development.  Effective 
professional development is ongoing, 
includes training, practice and feed-
back, and is given adequate time and 
support. Successful programmes in-
volve teachers in learning activities that 
are similar to those they will use with 
their students, and encourage the devel-
opment of teachers’ learning communi-
ties. Professional growth can also be 
promoted throughout the career by 
providing opportunities for gaining ex-
perience outside schools through sab-
batical leave, extended leave without 
pay, and job exchanges with industry. 
Increasing the mobility of teachers be-
tween schools, and between teaching 
and other occupations, broadens the 
spread of new ideas and approaches, 
and results in more opportunities for 
diverse career experiences.

SUPPORTING AND GUIDING 
TEACHERS’ WORK

Research literature supports the propo-
sition that having one’s views acknowl-
edged, and opportunities for self-initia-
tive, being offered choice and relevant 
information in a non-controlling way, 
and understanding the reasons why 
certain tasks need to be undertaken, 
promotes motivation and leads to posi-
tive work outcomes (Deci et al., 1989; 
Gagné et al., 2000). The fi eld experi-
ment by Deci et al. (1989) revealed that 
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training managers to maximise employ-
ees’ opportunities to take initiative and 
acknowledge their perspectives in-
creased their trust in the organisation, 
and more positive work-related atti-
tudes. For the teaching profession, a 
study by Blase and Blase (1994) shows 
that when principals effectively used 
shared governance strategies and par-
ticipatory management, teachers felt 
motivated and their sense of ownership 
and empowerment increased. A study 
by the National Center for Education 
Statistics (1997) based on a compren-
hensive database of over 40,000 teach-
ers in the United States found that 
workplace conditions constitute a dis-
tinguishing factor between the most 
satisfi ed and the least satisfi ed teachers: 
‘The most satisfi ed teachers worked in 
a more supportive, safe, autonomous 
environment than the least satisfi ed 
teachers.’

School principals and other leaders 
are the key in providing support to 
teachers. They can help foster a stimu-
lating and supportive school culture, as 
well as help buffer teachers against 
mounting and sometimes contradictory 
external pressures (Mulford, 2003). 
Skilled leaders can help foster a sense 
of ownership and purpose in the way 
teachers approach their job, provide 
professional autonomy to teachers, and 
help teachers achieve job satisfaction 
and continue to develop professionally. 
School leadership is therefore a priori-
ty, and requires improved training, se-
lection and evaluation processes for 
school leaders, upgraded support serv-
ices, and the provision of more attrac-
tive compensation packages (OECD, 
2008). A key requirement is that prin-
cipals and other school leaders are 
trained and supported when conduct-
ing teacher evaluations and linking this 
to professional development planning. 
Training of school leaders should em-
phasise shared leadership strategies, 

participatory management, openness to 
teachers’ initiatives and the ability to 
acknowledge teachers’ views. Given the 
range of responsibilities that principals 
have, it is important that there is a 
leadership team in each school that 
shares the load and ensures effective 
delivery (OECD, 2008). This would en-
able the principal to focus on educa-
tional leadership for improving learn-
ing and teaching of students and staff, 
rather than concentrating mainly on 
administrative tasks.

Consequently, teachers should, in 
order to exercise greater responsibilities 
and opportunities for decision-making 
and leadership, develop competencies 
in areas such as team building, organi-
sational diagnosis and development, 
dealing with change processes, fi nding 
and using resources, managing projects, 
and building skills and confi dence in 
others.

EVALUATING AND RECOGNISING 
EFFECTIVE TEACHING

A number of studies have also high-
lighted the importance of feedback on 
performance to enhance motivation 
(Deci et al., 1989). In a survey of San 
Diego School District teachers in the 
United States, Frase and Sorenson 
(1992) found feedback to be the factor 
most strongly related to job satisfac-
tion. Similarly, Frase (1992) identifi es 
recognition and feedback as important 
motivators for teachers and calls for 
the use of evaluation as a vehicle for 
teachers’ professional growth and im-
provement.

When teachers receive little or no 
feedback it can send an implicit mes-
sage that their work is not important. 
Regular appraisal should be an inte-
grated, routine part of professional life. 
In many instances, there needs to be a 
stronger emphasis on teacher evalua-
tion for improvement purposes (i.e. 
formative evaluation). This can be low-

key and low-cost, and include self-evalu-
ation, informal peer evaluation, class-
room observation, and structured con-
versations and regular feedback by the 
principal and experienced peers. De-
signed mainly to enhance classroom 
practice, such appraisals would provide 
regular opportunities for teachers’ work 
to be recognised and celebrated, and 
help both teachers and schools to iden-
tify professional development priorities.

It is important for individual teacher 
appraisals to occur within a framework 
provided by profession-wide agreements 
of teachers’ responsibilities and stand-
ards of professional performance. Princi-
pals and other senior colleagues need to 
be trained in evaluation processes, and 
schools need to have the resources to 
meet teachers’ professional development 
needs. Evaluation frameworks and tools 
would assist principals and other senior 
staff, and also help teachers to better 
prepare for assessment – and to benefi t 
from it.

FOSTERING A SENSE OF GROUP 
IDENTITY AMONG TEACHERS

There is also evidence that identifi cation 
with a group is key to taking on values 
and regulations as it fosters feelings of 
relatedness. This is the basis for a recent 
theory of work motivation proposed by 
Ellemers et al. (2004), suggesting that 
strong identifi cation with a group facili-
tates individuals’ motivation in accord-
ance with the group’s goals and in turn 
facilitates the group’s performance. This 
has led some authors to suggest that 
structuring work to allow interdepend-
ence among employees and identifi cation 
with work groups, as well as being re-
spectful and concerned about each em-
ployee, may have a positive effect on 
motivation and work outcomes.

Giving schools more responsibility for 
personnel management (teacher selec-
tion, working conditions and develop-
ment) is critical for building a school 
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identity. School leaders could actively 
seek out the teachers that fi t the partic-
ular needs of their schools with teacher 
selection organised in more direct inter-
action between schools and candidates 
through personal interviews and visits 
to schools. This would be likely to im-
prove the match between applicants 
and school needs and help shape a 
school identity with which teachers 
identify. 

School leaders can also foster group 
identity by introducing shared leader-
ship and encouraging collegiality. Op-
portunities for team work, facilities 
which encourage teachers’ presence in 
schools, and a culture of sharing and 
peer reviews would also contribute to 
developing teachers’ sense of belong-
ingness. In some countries, there has 
been a visible paradigm shift from 
learning separately to learning together, 
in which practicing teachers are jointly 
responsible for their work in class-
rooms. This means that interdiscipli-
nary teacher teams work collaborative-
ly to develop and revise curriculum, 
plan schedules, discuss student learning 
and share successful practices. Staff 
members hold each other accountable 
through peer coaching, peer evaluation 
and teacher portfolio presentations. 
This change has important implications 
for how schools are organised as places 
for teachers to learn as well as to teach.

In addition, the creation of institu-
tions such as Teaching Councils would 
help strengthen the professional identi-
ty of teachers, raise the status of the 
profession and complement the role of 
the unions in bringing teachers togeth-
er. Teaching Councils provide teachers 
and other stakeholders both a forum 
for policy development and, critically, a 
mechanism for profession-led standard 
setting and quality assurance in teacher 
education, teacher induction, teacher 
performance and career development. 
Such organisations seek to obtain for 

teaching the combination of profes-
sional autonomy and public accounta-
bility that has long characterised other 
professions such as medicine, engineer-
ing and law.

MAKING PROPER USE OF REWARDS

Extrinsic rewards appear to be poten-
tially effective for raising motivation 
for unexciting and routine tasks and, if 
introduced in the appropriate context, 
can also raise motivation for inherently 
interesting activities (Komaki, 1982; 
McGraw, 1978).  However, extrinsic 
rewards can, under certain conditions, 
undermine intrinsic motivation and can 
thus be detrimental for job perform-
ance and satisfaction (Deci et al., 
1999). The challenge for policy is 
therefore to carefully introduce extrin-
sic rewards that raise motivation for 
certain tasks in a way that does not un-
dermine intrinsic motivation. Options 
for achieving this objective include the 
diversifi cation of rewards, their closer 
linkage to acknowledged performance, 
and the equitable treatment of individ-
ual teachers.

Research shows that extrinsic moti-
vators can be successfully introduced in 
many circumstances. Several studies 
have provided evidence that incentives 
can promote effort and performance in 
teaching (see Harvey-Beavis, 2003; 
Santiago, 2004). Given the dominance 
of intrinsic factors in motivating teach-
ers, one promising strategy is granting 
rewards in areas likely to foster the in-
trinsic motivation of teachers. Teach-
ers’ extrinsic rewards are generally lim-
ited to salaries, allowances, leave ben-
efi ts and future pension benefi ts. Re-
wards could be diversifi ed to include 
time allowances, sabbatical periods, fee 
support for post-graduate courses, or 
opportunities for ongoing professional 
development activities as ways of rec-
ognising the work of teachers. These 
rewards create extra possibilities for 

professional growth, with potential 
benefi ts for intrinsic motivation. In ad-
dition, the level of teachers’ compensa-
tion is typically associated only with 
qualifi cations, school sector and years 
of experience. It could prove useful to 
relate incentive structures more closely 
to the responsibilities teachers take on 
in schools (e.g. middle management, 
department head), which would pro-
vide a more transparent means to ac-
knowledge their contribution.

According to Frey (1997), extrinsic 
rewards undermine intrinsic motivation 
when the external intervention is per-
ceived to be controlling by individuals. 
By contrast, when the intervention is 
understood to provide positive feed-
back, intrinsic work motivation is un-
affected or may even rise. When the re-
ward is contingent on performance, ex-
tra risk exists that intrinsic motivation 
is undermined by rewards. For in-
stance, Deckop and Cirka (2000) 
found that the introduction of merit-
pay programmes in a non-profi t organ-
isation led to decreased feelings of au-
tonomy and intrinsic motivation. How-
ever, the effect depends on the context 
and the way rewards are applied. For 
example, the interpersonal climate in 
which rewards are administered has a 
signifi cant infl uence on their effects. 
Ryan et al. (1983) found that partici-
pants who received performance-con-
tingent rewards in a supportive climate 
showed higher intrinsic motivation 
than a control group that received no 
rewards and no feedback, while those 
who received performance-contingent 
rewards in a controlling climate 
showed lower intrinsic motivation than 
the same control group. Hence, linking 
rewards to performance needs to be in-
troduced in a supportive climate so 
that it is perceived to provide positive 
feedback. 

There is also evidence that rewards 
must be perceived as equitable in order 
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not to be detrimental to motivation.  
An example is the extent of differentia-
tion between individuals. As described 
by Frey (1997), the more uniform the 
provision of external rewards, the more 
negatively affected are those individu-
als who have above-average work mo-
rale. They feel that their contribution is 
not recognised by supervisors and 
therefore might adjust their intrinsic 
motivation downwards.

 In most countries teachers with sim-
ilar qualifi cations and experience who 
are working at a given level of school-
ing are paid according to a single salary 
scale regardless of their working condi-
tions or additional responsibilities. This 
raises concerns about the potentially 
inequitable treatment of teachers. Mov-
ing to a different concept of equity of 
teachers’ compensation, there could be 
benefi ts to introducing differential 
compensation to account for the specif-
ic conditions teachers face, and the ad-
ditional tasks for which they are re-
sponsible.

Systems in which teachers’ rewards 
are related to reviewed performance 
need to ensure that such schemes are 
perceived as fair by teachers and are 
endorsed by the teaching profession. 
Priority should be given to the develop-
ment of fair and reliable indicators, 
clear assessment criteria, and training 
programmes for evaluators, while en-
suring that assessment measures take 
into account the contexts in which 
teachers work.

CONCLUSION

Education policymakers, school leaders 
and the teaching profession face the 
challenge of motivating teachers to 
high levels of performance. This article 
proposes greater policy emphasis on 
fi ve main responses to this challenge: (i) 
transforming teaching into a knowl-
edge-rich profession; (ii) supporting 
and guiding teachers’ work; (iii) evalu-
ating and rewarding effective teaching; 
(iv) fostering a sense of group identity 

among teachers; and (v) making proper 
use of rewards. These imply bringing 
greater challenge and variety to teach-
ing, ensuring opportunities for profes-
sional growth, meeting the need for 
teachers to feel valued and supported 
in their work, involving teachers in de-
cision making and helping build a 
strong sense of professional identifi ca-
tion and worth. The analysis stresses 
that motivation underpins both the 
success of teachers’ work, and the in-
troduction of any renewal in schools.

Although attractive compensation 
packages are important for improving 
the appeal of the profession, teacher 
policy needs to address a lot more than 
pay. Analyses of what teachers value 
about their work provide insights 
about what needs to be emphasised: 
the social relevance of teaching, the 
quality of the relations with students 
and colleagues, the support by school 
leaders, the need for feedback and rec-
ognition, good working conditions, 
and opportunities for professional 
growth. OECD’s Teaching and Learn-
ing International Survey (TALIS, http://
www.oecd.org/edu/talis), a large scale 
survey which examines the learning en-
vironment and the working conditions 
of teachers in schools across 24 coun-
tries and whose fi rst results will be 
published in 2009, will make available 
detailed views of teachers and school 
principals and will suggest how these 
can inform teacher policy development. 

A key part of any general strategy 
must also involve reminding teachers 
that they are highly skilled profession-
als doing important work. General 
campaigns can enhance the image of 
the profession by highlighting its im-
portance for the nation as well as its 
sophistication and complexity, and the 
intellectual excitement it can generate.
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The network 
of 
teaching practice schools.

A partnership
for teachers’

professional
development

and

lifelong learning

Erja Syrjäläinen and Riitta Jyrhämä

The University of Helsinki network of teaching practice 

schools has become an important part of teacher 

education aiming at focused and strategic school-

university partnership. One of the applications of this 

collaboration is the research practicum in primary 

teacher education.
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T he network of teaching 
practice schools has been, 
since 2004, a project sup-
ported by the Finnish Min-

istry of Education and coordinated by 
the Faculty of Behavioural Sciences at 
the University of Helsinki. The net-
work has become an important part of 
teacher education for both educational 
and societal reasons. It guarantees the 
diversity of teaching practice experi-
ences and therefore prepares students 
for extended professionalism. The fact 
that some municipal schools offer 
teaching practice is a prime example of 
how universities, in addition to serving 
as research and teaching facilities, also 
infl uence society.

The network of teaching practice 
schools has an impact on the develop-
ment of both teacher education and the 
cooperating schools. As a result of this 
collaboration, everyday school reality 
can be considered as one basis of teach-
er development. Teacher students are 
prepared to confront reality and at the 
same time the up-to-date pedagogical 
and academic knowledge fl ows to the 
schools and refreshes teachers’ peda-
gogical practices. Our example – the 
case of the research practicum in pri-
mary teacher education – connects re-
search to this context. Student teachers 
collect their Master’s thesis data during 
their practice. Cooperation of this kind 
seems to open many possibilities both 
from the university’s and the school’s 
point of view. For the student it is a 
functional example of the teacher as a 
researcher and thus encourages him/her 
to take an investigative approach in 
his/her future work. At the same time, 
research carried out in the schools 
stimulates teachers working in them.

TEACHING PRACTICE IN FINNISH 
TEACHER EDUCATION

In Finnish teacher education pro-
grammes, teaching practice periods are 
advanced studies in both the Bachelor’s 
and Master’s degree studies (cf. Jakku-

Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006; Niemi, 
2008). On an organizational level, the 
cooperative partners involved in teach-
ing practice include the universities and 
the designated teacher training schools. 
The individuals in charge of supervis-
ing the process include general didac-
tics and subject didactics lecturers from 
the university faculty as well as the 
teachers of the university teacher train-
ing schools and municipal teaching 
practice schools (see Jyrhämä, 2006). 
At the University of Helsinki, teaching 
practice is organized so that student 
teachers gain experience of both uni-
versity teacher training schools and 
municipal teaching practice schools. 
Two university training schools receive 
a steady infl ux of student teachers (sev-
eral hundred per year) and cooperation 
between universities and these schools 
has become the norm. Therefore teach-
ers of these schools have a good con-
ception of the needs of student teach-
ers, and the quality of supervision is 
considered particularly high. 

Teaching practice schools in the lo-
cal area receive student teachers for 
teaching practice periods once or twice 
a year. Not all teachers in these schools 
become mentors, so only a few teach-
ers, approximately 3–5 per school, re-
ceive student teachers and are involved 
in the teaching practice. Therefore, the 
number of student teachers in teaching 
practice schools is relatively low, which 
means that teaching practice does not 
disturb the school’s normal routine and 
teacher students get an authentic view 
of everyday school life. This has been 
one of the principles in organizing the 
network. The practice and the context 
of university training schools compared 
to teaching practice schools is meant to 
be different in character and in that 
sense they complement each other.

The length of practical studies, or 
practicums, and their scheduling in re-
lation to the rest of the studies vary sig-
nifi cantly within teacher education pro-
grammes in different countries. In the 

Finnish system, student teachers have 
traditionally had several teaching prac-
tice periods of various lengths at differ-
ent stages of their studies. This practice 
differs from those systems that use 
longer practicums; in the US, for in-
stance, teacher students have the op-
portunity to acquire profi ciency in their 
profession by spending a full academic 
year in a placement (Sandholz, 2002) 
and by teaching in a paid internship 
position (Freese, 1999). 

Since 2004, special efforts have been 
aimed at developing cooperation be-
tween the University of Helsinki and 
municipal teaching practice schools. 
There has been teaching practice in lo-
cal schools before, but since 2004 the 
intention has been to organize it in a 
way that promotes interaction that has 
pedagogical value for both sides. The 
network of teaching practice schools 
can be considered a model of school-
university partnership cooperation. In 
systematizing this collaboration, 
schools were invited to apply to be-
come networking schools. At the same 
time, teachers were asked to apply to a 
supervision course. During 2004–2007, 
680 teachers from 204 schools or edu-
cational institutions submitted applica-
tions to join the network. When the 
current supervision course ends at the 
beginning of 2009, about 500 teachers 
will have attended supervision courses 
during these years.

The network of teaching practice 
schools (also called fi eld schools or 
partnership schools) at the University 
of Helsinki serves several teacher edu-
cation programmes: primary school 
teacher education (TE), subject TE, 
kindergarten TE, special TE and adult 
TE. This means that the network must 
encompass schools and educational in-
stitutions from day-care centres to pol-
ytechnics. Teachers are mostly needed 
for primary, secondary and upper sec-
ondary level education. In one academ-
ic year in all teacher education pro-
grammes, 46 different teaching practice 
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periods are arranged and over 2,000 
students need placements for teaching 
practice. About 64 per cent of these 
placements are arranged in local teach-
ing practice schools and the remaining 
36 per cent in the two university teach-
er training schools.

In systematizing the collaboration, 
school mentors have become very im-
portant partners in teacher education: 
it is they, part-time university teachers, 
who implement the curriculum of 
teacher education. They receive a salary 
for this task, and are also expected to 
take part in network meetings and con-
ferences.

 The terms ‘supervision’ and ‘men-
toring’ often defi ne mentors as teachers 
who supervise student teachers in 
schools. Figure 1 illustrates the posi-
tions of student teachers, school men-
tors and university supervisors. 

Student teachers and mentor teach-
ers encounter each other in teaching 
practice where academic knowing and 
professional knowing meet. The uni-
versity lecturer acts as a supervisor in 
this relationship, and also guides the 
student teacher in his/her practice. The 
mentor’s task is twofold: as a repre-
sentative of the school, the mentor 
teacher acts as an expert in school ped-

agogy; but at the same time he/she 
must be aware of the objects and tasks 
of teaching practice. In this respect, the 
mentor serves in a university pedagogi-
cal role (cf. Jyrhämä, 2006).

The practical studies in teacher edu-
cation play a key role in how future 
teachers will view their profession and 
everyday work as teachers. According 
to Zeichner (1990), the quality of 
teaching practice defi nes the quality of 
teacher education. This view supports 
the fact that practical studies are essen-
tial to the process and should, there-
fore, be given the attention they de-
serve. 

SCHOOL-UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIP – 
PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICAL 
ACTIVITIES 

The awareness of the ethical, practical 
and complex character of teachers’ 
work has brought about the collabora-
tion between schools and universities 
to research teaching, learning and edu-
cation. On an international level, the 
need to integrate teachers’ practical ex-
pertise into teacher education has been 
acknowledged (Sutherland et al., 2005; 
Hodkinson et al., 1999).  Three main 
objectives can be recognized in school-
university partnership: preparing pro-

spective teachers, enhancing the profes-
sional growth of practicing teachers, 
and encouraging research related to ed-
ucational practice (Sandholz, 2002; 
Winitzky et al., 1992; Stevens, 1999).

The idea behind the collaborative in-
frastructure between schools and uni-
versities is the creation of a new learn-
ing community. This has been one of 
the guiding principles when systematiz-
ing the network of teaching practice 
schools. The consistent and goal-ori-
ented education of mentors and the of-
fi cially ratifi ed contractual agreement 
between the University of Helsinki and 
the schools in the Helsinki metropoli-
tan area are the fi rst steps in bridging 
the gap between academic and profes-
sional knowing. The contractual agree-
ment and the procedures connected to 
developing the cooperation has helped 
the University of Helsinki TE pro-
gramme handle problems very often 
connected to student teacher place-
ments in municipal schools: the men-
tors’ inability to identify with the stu-
dent teacher’s situation as a novice, dif-
fi culties in connecting theory to prac-
tice, lack of information about the 
teacher education curriculum, the in-
consistent quality of supervision, and 
so on. (Christie et al., 2004; Wilson, 
2006). 

Sandholz (2002), whose study con-
centrated on professional development, 
summarized the most profound experi-
ences that infl uenced teachers’ teach-
ing: subject-specifi c conferences, teach-
ing and collegial interaction, and men-
toring student teachers. Based on Sand-
holz’s fi ndings, it is not insignifi cant 
what kind of activities are maintained 
in the cooperation.

In addition, as Bienzle and Jütte 
(2008, 8) note, trust is a prerequisite to 
network success and therefore it is nec-
essary to create a network culture in 
which trust can grow and is eventually 
rewarded (see also Zetlin et al., 1992; 
Rodgers & Keil, 2007; Rice, 2002; Tei-
tel, 2001). At the University of Helsin-

Figure 1.  Teaching practice at the intersection of academic 
and professional knowing
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ki, the execution and planning of the 
network of teaching practice schools 
has taken place both in broadly-based 
planning groups and in smaller ‘put-in-
to-action’ working groups. The net-
work coordinator has played a key role 
in this work (Syrjäläinen & Meri, 
2007). The most important activities 
have been the supervision courses, 
teaching practice symposiums, cooper-
ation seminars and meetings arranged 
for school principals. Also, different 
kinds of online support materials have 
been created, the most important of 
which is the Practicum Handbook (Syr-
jäläinen, Jyrhämä & Haverinen, 2004).

The supervision courses have been 
considered the most important form of 
cooperation, guaranteeing the quality 
of the practicums. At the University of 
Helsinki, the education of mentors has 
a longer tradition (Jyrhämä & Kron-
lund, 2003), but since 2004 the super-
vision course has been a larger entity (8 
credit points), taking one year to com-
plete. Essential working methods in the 
supervision course have included home 
groups and a peer group, in which dif-
ferent kinds of conversations and colle-
gial discussions about, for example, 
teacher’s growth and supervision expe-
riences, take place. The discussion 
themes integrate teachers’ experiences 
with given assignments and sessions ar-
ranged at the university and the univer-
sity teacher training schools. Discus-
sions take place both face-to-face and 
online.

The purpose of the teaching practice 
symposium, which is arranged once or 
twice a year, is to bring together teach-
er educators from networking schools, 
different TE programmes, university 
teacher training schools, and also from 
different faculties connected to subject 
teacher education. The symposium pro-
gramme consists of a keynote lecture 
and subject-specifi c group meetings. 
The lecture deals with the latest fi nd-
ings and experiences concerning men-
toring, and in the group meetings the 

participants discuss teaching practice, 
mentoring and other current issues. Be-
sides the teaching practice symposium, 
different cooperation seminars are ar-
ranged, usually bringing teachers to-
gether for some special programme or 
subject. The purpose of these meetings 
is to strengthen the network culture 
within each discipline. In addition to 
the meetings, symposia and seminars, 
mentors are supported by different ma-
terials, websites and connections.

The purpose of these practical activi-
ties is, fi rstly, to assure the coherence 
and quality of the student teachers’ ex-
periences. All the mentors and supervi-
sors should acquire the same kinds of 
views about supervision purposes and 
procedures. Secondly, the wider objec-
tive is to gain collaborative experiences 
on which the development of the teach-
er education curriculum and coopera-
tion between different partners can be 
based.

The most commonly experienced ad-
vantage in school-university partner-
ships is connected to the professional 
development of schools and teachers 
(Callahan & Marlin, 2007; Borthwick 
et al., 2003). Participants in a coopera-
tive project interviewed by Borthwick 
et al. (2003) listed professional devel-
opment, increased resources, support 
from collegiate interaction, and the 
benefi ts acquired by students as the 
main achievements of this type of co-
operation. When teachers and schools 
submitted their applications to the su-
pervision courses and to the network of 
teaching practice schools, we were nat-
urally interested in their reasons, espe-
cially the teachers’, for becoming men-
tors (Syrjäläinen & Jyrhämä, 2005; 
2008). For example, there was an 
open-ended question on the application 
form: ‘Why do you want to participate 
in a supervision course? Summarise 
your reasons. I’m interested in working 
as a mentor in teaching practice, be-
cause…’ Of 460 teachers only four 
failed to answer this question. Each ap-

plicant gave from one to eleven differ-
ent reasons. Altogether 1,644 answers 
formed the data which were the target 
of a content analysis. The descriptions 
of the applicants’ reasons were divided 
into twelve categories. A total of 58.8 
per cent of the descriptions focused on 
issues of professional development, 
sharing teaching experiences and inter-
action as the motivating factors for be-
coming a mentor.

Teachers applying to the network 
spoke of “grains of gold” that can be 
identifi ed through shared thoughts, ide-
as and stimuli. As mentors, teachers are 
exposed to new views and fresh per-
spectives concerning their teaching and 
their pupils. In addition, while mentor-
ing others, they must justify and ques-
tion their own work and ways of act-
ing. This expands their awareness, thus 
motivating them to refresh and update 
their knowledge (Syrjäläinen & 
Jyrhämä, 2008). 

A STEP TOWARDS A COLLABORATIVE 
LEARNING COMMUNITY:  THE 
RESEARCH PRACTICUM

In primary school teacher education we 
undertook an interesting experiment 
concerning inquiry-oriented teaching. 
This experiment – the research practi-
cum – took place during the academic 
year 2007–2008, when the research 
practicum course option was offered to 
students as an alternative to traditional 
separate courses. The Finnish research-
based teacher education programme 
can be viewed as culminating in two 
courses of study: the Master’s practi-
cum (the fi nal teaching practice period) 
and the Master’s thesis. A two-fold ide-
ology is implemented in these studies, 
meaning that both courses of study fo-
cus on practicing: the former on prac-
ticing teaching and the latter on prac-
ticing researching. In the research 
practicum the idea is to integrate 
knowledge, not separate it. Within the 
research aspect, it is possible to concen-
trate on specifi c subjects in a school 
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context. One of the authors, Riitta 
Jyrhämä, works as a university lecturer 
and has been the initiator of this exper-
iment as well as the person responsible 
for it.

The aims of the research practicum 
experimentation were to 1) integrate 
researching and teaching (the student’s 
point of view) and 2) connect academic 
studies with work (the university’s and 
schools’ points of view). The teacher 
students who took part in the experi-
mentation combined their practicum 
period and their Master’s thesis re-
search.

Jyrhämä et al. (2008) found that stu-
dents in teacher education appreciate 
the research-based approach. Teachers 
should be able to conceptualize prac-
tice and implement theory. Students 
who have worked as teachers have of-
ten found ideas for research topics 
from practice. The integration of theo-
ry and practice has been the aim of the 
research practicum. By theory-practice 
integration, teachers may adopt an in-
quiring attitude as well as develop their 
own meta-level thinking. Both academ-
ic as well as professional skills, inter-
locked with each other, are practiced. 

Cases
As part of the research practicum the 
students took part in a seminar to dis-
cuss general matters dealing with re-
search as well as the students’ own re-
searching processes. The research top-
ics were very practical, mostly types of 
action research. The length of the 
practicum together with the data gath-
ering varied from fi ve weeks to four 
months. If the practicum took longer 
than fi ve weeks, the purpose was to 
concentrate on data gathering and thus 
reveal possible changes in the evidence. 
Investigations were made in all age 
groups of primary level education, also 
including one special needs group. The 
research practicum did not solely in-
volve the research theme and data 
gathering; teacher students also had to 

teach other subjects. The experimenta-
tion proved successful. The Master’s 
theses, as well as the practicum peri-
ods, were successfully completed on 
time. All the ideas for research topics 
came from the students who were 
helped with the planning of the re-
search and the practicum. The topics 
and methods of the MA theses research 
and the realization of the practicum in 
the pilot seminar group included the 
following:

• Developing the school community. 
A case study of how one school 
community works
• Developing the mathematical skills 
of special needs children
• The development of the concep-
tion of maps
• January: One month of intense 
reading
• Improving the social atmosphere 
of the classroom
• First and second graders’ relation-
ships to nature
• Getting to know each other 
through drama. Experiences about 
the progress of interaction in a new 
class
• The charm of dance: A folk dance 
project with fourth and fi fth graders
As in all Master’s thesis research, the 

prerequisites for the fi nal paper includ-
ed the theoretical frame of reference 
arising from the topic, the setting of the 
research problem, description of data 
gathering, analysis and discussion.

Findings and opportunities
The students’ experiences of research-
ing their own practice seemed to be 
successful. Also, the practicums, the re-
search practicum in particular, had a 
refreshing and inspiring effect on the 
schools. It is very important that stu-
dents are motivated to research topics 
that deal with teaching concretely. This 
often speeds up graduation. The stu-
dents’ attitude towards researching 
teaching has been positive, and their 
desire and capability to undertake re-

search may have increased. The combi-
nation of MA thesis research and prac-
ticing seems to be a successful way of 
integrating theory and practice, and 
opportunities for these kinds of studies 
should be provided. This method seems 
to be especially suitable when conduct-
ing the practicum in the student’s own 
classroom. This is the case in our mul-
timode teacher education, which has 
offered the possibility to study and 
work at the same time (see Kynäslahti 
et al., 2006; Krokfors et al., 2006; 
Maaranen et al., 2008). Further, plenty 
of topics or ideas for research can be 
found in university practicing schools 
as well as in fi eld schools (partnership 
schools). Research topics may concen-
trate on general educational issues or 
on multidisciplinary themes. It is inter-
esting to note that some of the teacher 
students’ mentors also became interest-
ed in doctoral studies.

FROM A TEACHING PRACTICE 
NETWORK TO A COLLABORATION 
IN LIFELONG TEACHER 
DEVELOPMENT

The network of teaching practice 
schools has, along with the university 
training schools, an important role in 
educating teacher trainees. In this net-
work the contacts that different kinds 
of schools and teachers can offer are 
especially valuable. For example, when 
the university is looking for research 
cooperation, an appropriate partner 
can always be found. In the practice 
schools cooperation with the university 
students and teachers is experienced 
positively and for the pupils the pres-
ence of the teacher students is a refresh-
ing change.

Teaching practice is an evident part 
of the school-university partnership. It 
works as a bridge between a student’s 
academic studies and his/her future 
work as a teacher. Teaching practice 
creates implicit and practical knowl-
edge about teaching that cannot be at-
tained any other way. Tynjälä (2004; 
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2007) points out that expert knowl-
edge, in addition to consisting of theo-
retical (conceptual) and practical (expe-
riential) knowledge, also consists of 
knowledge concerning self-regulation. 
This third form of knowledge becomes 
apparent in mentoring situations be-
tween expert and novice. The expert’s 
informal knowledge about theory and 
practice in different kinds of problem-
solving situations generates knowledge 
about self-regulation. Tynjälä (2007) 
argues for a connective educational 
model in which educational institutions 
and working life could together create 
learning environments in order to im-
prove and develop working life in it-
self. This kind of model executes inte-
grative pedagogy where research and 
development is fundamentally linked to 
everyday working life and cooperation 
in general. Accordingly, teaching prac-
tice cooperation can grow more sys-
tematically to include continuing and 
long-term development and research 
activities. At the same time, new infra-
structure for teachers’ in-service educa-
tion is created.

Figure 2 shows an organizational 
model where pre- and in-service teacher 
education together with research-based 
teacher education build an appropriate 
continuum for teachers’ professional 
development and lifelong learning. The 
genuine interaction (interplay) based 
on research-based teacher education 
opens up new insights concerning both 
pre- and in-service teacher education.

One of the objectives of this article, 
besides describing the activities of or-
ganizing the network of teaching prac-
tice schools, was to illuminate the prin-
ciples and visions connected to this 
kind of partnership collaboration. This 
provides the opportunity to establish 
cooperation especially in research and 
in the in-service education of teachers. 
In all these areas –  the practice of stu-
dent teachers, the research on teaching 
and learning as well as teachers’ in-
service education –  the focus is on ‘the 
practice of teaching’, above all the de-
velopment of it. And behind this is the 
target group of all education: learners 
of all kinds – and their lifelong learn-
ing.
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DEATH BY BULLET POINTS – 
EXECUTION BY EXAMPLE?

Davies’ model of experiential learning 
is intended for ‘people who, in manag-
ing their lives, want to make the best 
use of their experiences’. At the outset, 
he points out that his model, contrary 
to being specifi c to any particular disci-
pline, is general in nature. He does not 
aim at a universal, fi nal model, but de-
scribes his version as ‘more comprehen-
sive than models of learning already 
published’. 

Davies begins by introducing the ele-
ments of his model of experiential 
learning, which include expectations, 
emotions, opportunity, learning orien-
tation and memory. He goes on to ana-
lyse our observations of experience, 
compares them to formal knowledge, 
and describes the processes of refl ection 
and insight as well as credibility check-
ing. Davies writes in a text-book man-
ner and offers clear diagrams in sup-
port of the structure of his book. What 
may alienate some readers, however, is 
the seemingly endless array of illustra-
tive examples, some straight out banal. 
Davies derives them from his own ex-
perience, as well as his research mate-
rial which consists of interviews on 
people’s experiences of exceptional 
events.  

EXPERIENTIAL, INFORMAL AND 
FORMAL LEARNING?

Davies’ model is based on Kolb’s 
(1984) model of experiential learning 
and Jarvis’ learning cycle (1994). It fo-
cuses on experiential learning, although 

The practice of learning 
from experience

the title of his book is informal learn-
ing. What remains unclear is the rela-
tionship between these two. It seems 
that according to Davies, experiential 
learning encompasses formal learning 
since formal knowledge is an element 
of his model. But how this stands in re-
lation to the title of the book he does 
not explain.

Neither does Davies account for the 
role of experiential learning within for-
mal education. Instead, he makes a 
stark contrast between the two. Ac-
cording to him, formal learning usually 
confi rms expectations, whereas learn-
ing from experience brings about a 
shift in expectations (p. 36). He defi nes 
formal knowledge rather widely, in-
cluding what we see on TV, posters and 
even graffi ti, hear on the radio, from 
friends and colleagues, and overhear in 
public places (p. 107). This deviates 
somewhat from how formal knowledge 
is usually defi ned and becomes prob-
lematic when – presumably – experien-
tial learning is equated with informal 
learning. Davies states that as formal 
knowledge tends to merge (in time) 
with our own experience, and people 
fi nd it diffi cult to differentiate between 
the two, it is preferable that they are 
treated together in the model. 

THEORY AND PRACTICE?

Davies promises a new, comprehensive 
model for making sense of experience, 
but does he deliver that promise? He 
points out that academic disciplines 
have their own philosophies, bodies of 
knowledge and research methods, and 
practitioners are often reluctant to 
move outside them and embrace the 
work of others. Davies’ work, in con-
trast, is not rooted in any particular 
branch of study, and draws on a 
number of disciplines (p. 9), which 
leads to another kind of problem. The 
model draws on a variety of literature, 

ranging from established writers to 
more controversial theories of intelli-
gence, as well as practical guides. In be-
ing comprehensive, the model is highly 
ambitious, and encompasses such a wide 
set of elements related to learning and 
human cognition that all readers may 
not subscribe to its theoretical implica-
tions.

The merits of the book, however, lie 
in its practical use. Davies offers a list of 
possible uses for the model, including, 
briefl y, mentoring and counselling. He 
also provides the reader with useful 
points for exploration at the end of each 
chapter, stressing the importance of 
writing and sharing of experiences, i.e. 
articulating and thus processing further 
one’s refl ections. The book makes for re-
freshing reading for those interested in 
developing their skills for learning from 
experience. It provides a welcome exam-
ple of the popularization of theoretical 
knowledge which beckons readers from 
different backgrounds, as long as one 
isn’t too picky about the theories.  
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