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Policy Recommendations for Recognizing Prior Learning 

 

In the context of rapid globalization and evolving labor markets, recognition of prior learning 

(RPL) becomes an essential tool for facilitating access to education and professional opportunities. 

This approach not only values the skills and knowledge individuals have acquired in various 

environments but also contributes to promoting a knowledge-based economy and enhancing social 

cohesion. Therefore, it is crucial to formulate and implement concrete policies that support such 

initiatives. In this document, we will explore and strengthen policy recommendations aimed at 

improving how prior learning is recognized and validated, thereby encouraging personal and 

professional development for individuals across all sectors of society. 

Validation of prior learning (VPL) in higher education is a process that assesses and recognizes 

the knowledge and skills individuals have obtained through various experiences outside traditional 

classroom settings. This can include professional experience, military service, volunteer activities, 

or self-directed learning. The goal of VPL is to provide a more flexible and personalized 

educational pathway, allowing learners to earn academic credits for their existing competencies. 

By recognizing prior learning, institutions can promote lifelong learning, enhance student 

motivation, and facilitate faster progression toward degrees or certifications, ultimately increasing 

the overall value of higher education. 

In the context of the European Union (EU), legislation regarding prior learning primarily focuses 

on RPL as an essential component in validating skills and knowledge acquired through various 

means outside formal education. The main objectives are to improve employment opportunities, 

facilitate lifelong learning, and support transparency of skills. 

Key components of EU legislation and policy on prior learning include:  

a. European Qualifications Framework (EQF): The EQF promotes the comparison of 

qualifications across different countries and education systems. It encourages member states to 

integrate RPL into their national qualification frameworks. 

 b. Recommendation on the Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning: Adopted by the 

European Council, this recommendation encourages member states to implement procedures for 



validating skills acquired outside formal education. This includes creating a legislative framework 

for RPL to ensure that individuals can recognize their skills.  

c. Lifelong Learning Policies: The EU promotes lifelong learning as a key principle. By 

recognizing prior learning, individuals can leverage further education and enhance career 

prospects, contributing to personal development and economic growth. d. EU Funding Programs: 

Various EU funding programs, such as Erasmus+, support initiatives aimed at improving RPL 

systems across Europe. 

 

 

A. Generic Policy Recommendations for Recognizing Prior Learning at the EU Level 

 

In the dynamic context of education and vocational training, recognizing prior learning becomes 

an essential factor for promoting mobility and European integration. Within the European Union, 

identifying and validating competencies acquired through prior experiences not only facilitates 

access to educational and professional opportunities but also develops a more agile workforce 

tailored to market demands. These Generic Policy Recommendations aim to provide a coherent 

framework for member states, considering the diversity of educational and cultural systems, and 

support the implementation of effective recognition practices. By fostering a culture of continuous 

learning and recognizing each individual's role as an active agent in learning, these initiatives will 

contribute to building an inclusive and competitive Europe. Here are some broadly applicable 

recommendations. 

Establish Clear Standards  

Develop consistent criteria and standards for evaluating prior learning experiences within 

institutions. These standards should be transparent and equitable to ensure fair assessment 

for all learners. 

Create Comprehensive Assessment Tools  

Implement diverse assessment methods, such as portfolios, interviews, and competency 



exams, to accommodate different learning styles. This will enable a more accurate 

understanding of an individual's specific prior learning. 

Integrate into Credit Systems  

Institutionalize validation of prior learning within existing credit transfer systems to grant 

appropriate academic credits for validated experiences. Higher education institutions 

across countries could collaborate to create frameworks for mutual credit recognition, 

facilitating credit transfer between programs and universities. This could lead to a more 

fluid and accessible educational system. 

Professional Development for Educators  

Provide training and resources for educators on effective strategies for assessing prior 

learning. This will enhance their ability to evaluate and recognize diverse learning 

experiences. 

Inclusive Policies  

Ensure that policies related to validating prior learning consider the needs of marginalized 

and non-traditional students, including adults returning to education and individuals with 

low incomes or disabilities. Implement standardized methods to assess and recognize 

informal and non-formal learning experiences, such as volunteer activities, work 

experiences, or online courses. These methods should be accessible and tailored to the 

needs of various groups, particularly non-traditional students and those with special needs. 

Stakeholder Involvement  

Involve employers, educational institutions, and industry representatives in developing 

validation processes to ensure they meet workforce needs and enhance employment 

opportunities. 

Awareness Campaigns  

Conduct informational initiatives to educate potential learners about opportunities for 

validating their prior learning, highlighting its importance for career advancement and 

lifelong learning. 

 



Data Collection and Research   

Implementing a robust framework for data collection to monitor the effectiveness of prior 

learning validation policies. Using this data to continuously improve practices and share 

best practices among institutions. 

 

Facilitating Collaboration Between Institutions  

Encouraging partnerships between educational institutions to share resources and best 

practices concerning prior learning validation, promoting a more unified approach. 

 

Support for Legislation  

Government support and funding for initiatives that promote prior learning validation, 

recognizing its potential to improve educational access and equity. Legislation should 

clearly define what prior learning validation means, including assessment methods and 

criteria for recognizing informally or non-formally acquired competencies. Moreover, it is 

essential for the government to allocate funds for initiatives that facilitate validation 

programs, such as developing assessment platforms, training for competence assessors, and 

educational resources. The law should contain measures ensuring equitable access to 

validation processes for disadvantaged groups and individuals from diverse backgrounds, 

including people with disabilities and immigrants. 

 

 

B. National Recommendations for Recognizing Prior Learning  

 

Formulating national recommendations regarding prior learning recognition is essential for 

developing an inclusive educational system tailored to citizens' needs. These guidelines aim to 

facilitate the integration of knowledge and skills acquired by individuals through non-formal 

and informal experiences, thus promoting equitable access to education and professional 

development opportunities. In this context, it is vital to focus on several key areas, including 

the standardization of assessment criteria, evaluator training, inter-institutional collaboration, 

and promoting awareness through information campaigns. These aspects can contribute to 



better recognition of prior learning and harnessing human potential in various fields. Here are 

some benchmarks we propose: 

a. Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL): Establishing a national framework for recognizing prior 

learning to ensure that skills and knowledge acquired outside formal education are recognized and 

valued. This can help individuals access further education or various jobs. 

b. Standardized Assessment Tools: Developing standardized assessment tools that can evaluate the 

skills and competencies acquired through non-formal and informal learning. These should include 

various learning experiences, such as volunteering, work experience, and self-directed learning. 

They should be agreed upon by all higher education institutions in a country and be compatible 

with European standards. 

c. Integration into Educational Systems: Integrating RPL into the curriculum and national 

educational systems, allowing flexible pathways in higher education that consider prior learning. 

This approach can help students save time and resources. 

d. Support through Policies and Legislation: Creating policies and legislation that support RPL 

practices across various sectors. Government involvement can encourage institutions to adopt RPL 

measures. 

e. Awareness and Training: Increasing awareness among students, employers, and educators about 

the benefits of RPL. Programs should be established to train educators and assessors in the 

effective implementation of RPL processes. Raising awareness and understanding of RPL among 

students, employers, and educators is crucial for facilitating its effective implementation in the 

educational environment. Thus, students should be informed about the benefits of RPL in their 

careers and how it can accelerate their access to educational programs, employers should be 

sensitized about the importance of RPL in recognizing employees' professional experience and 

their potential, and educators and assessors should be trained to implement and evaluate RPL 

processes. In this regard, awareness campaigns can be very helpful, through organizing seminars, 

workshops, and presentations in educational institutions and professional organizations. These 

may include case studies and RPL successes. Through these activities, a culture of recognition and 

valuing knowledge and skills obtained through experience will be promoted, contributing to 

individuals' personal and professional development and increasing efficiency in education and 

employment. 



f. Collaboration with Industry: Encouraging partnerships between educational institutions and 

industries to ensure that prior learning assessments align with labor market needs, helping 

individuals transition to employment. Educational institutions could collaborate with companies 

to identify the skills and knowledge necessary in various fields. This could include surveys, focus 

groups, or partnerships on joint projects. Furthermore, vocational training programs could be 

developed in collaboration with various companies to prepare students for the specific industry 

requirements based on prior learning assessment. 

g. Accessibility and Social Inclusion: Ensuring that RPL processes are accessible to all individuals, 

regardless of their background or circumstances. This includes providing resources for 

underrepresented groups to facilitate their participation. Furthermore, accessibility and social 

inclusion are essential concepts for building an equitable society, where every individual has the 

chance to develop and contribute to the community. In this regard, financial support programs and 

counseling can be created to help individuals from disadvantaged groups access higher education 

and/or vocational training. 

h. Continuous Improvement: Regularly reviewing and updating RPL policies and practices based 

on feedback from stakeholders and changes in the labor market to ensure they remain relevant and 

effective. Creating a clear protocol for the periodic review of RPL policies, including an evaluation 

calendar, success criteria, and necessary resources. Active involvement of all stakeholders, 

including employers, students, educators, and regulatory bodies, is also required to obtain diverse 

perspectives on the effectiveness of current practices and identify areas for improvement. 

Additionally, it is essential to provide training courses and workshops for RPL assessors to keep 

them 

These recommendations, intended for the national plan, can lead to a more inclusive and equitable 

educational and working environment, ultimately benefiting the economy and society as a whole. 

 

 

 

 

 



C. Concrete recommendations for higher education institutions 

 

 

In the context of modern higher education, the recognition and validation of prior learning 

experiences (PLA) become essential for facilitating access to university studies and supporting the 

ongoing development of competencies. Higher education institutions have the responsibility to 

provide effective and accessible opportunities for assessing knowledge and skills acquired through 

non-formal and informal experiences. In this direction, we present several concrete 

recommendations, supported by examples of best practices, that can help universities implement 

effective processes for validating prior learning, thus ensuring a more inclusive education that 

meets the diverse needs of students. 

a. Universities with clearly established PLA programs 

• Thomas Edison State University (TESU) is a higher education institution in New Jersey, 

known for its flexibility and programs tailored to the needs of adult students. One notable 

aspect of TESU is its Prior Learning Assessment (PLA) program, which allows adult 

learners to earn credits based on their documented experience. 

• Desire2Learn (D2L), also known as Brightspace, is an online learning platform used by 

educational institutions, organizations, and companies to provide online courses, training, 

and educational resources, offering innovative models for competency-based education. 

b. Community colleges  

Community colleges are higher education institutions that offer a variety of academic and 

professional programs, facilitating access to education for a wide range of students. An important 

aspect of community colleges is their Prior Learning Assessment (PLA) program, which 

recognizes students’ prior learning experiences. Many community colleges offer flexible options 

for PLA, including credits for work experience and exams. Therefore, we recommend checking 

local community colleges for specific programs. 

c. Online institutions 

• Western Governors University (WGU) 



 A fully online university with competency-based programs, allowing students to 

demonstrate skills to earn credits. Here, students can progress through course materials and 

earn credits by demonstrating their skills and knowledge rather than through traditional 

assessments. WGU offers a self-directed learning model, enabling students to learn at their 

own pace, focusing on the competencies necessary for their chosen field. 

• Excelsior College: An online university focused on distance education offering a variety 

of programs that accept various forms of PLA, including bachelor's and master's degrees 

in fields such as healthcare, business, and education. The institution accepts diverse 

methods of prior learning assessment, allowing students to earn credits for previously 

acquired knowledge and experiences through exams, portfolios, or other forms of 

evaluation. 

d. Assessment organizations:  

• Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL): Provides resources and guidance for 

institutions implementing PLA programs. CAEL is dedicated to supporting adults in 

obtaining education and professional development by recognizing prior learning and work 

experience. It offers a diverse set of resources for institutions looking to implement Adult 

Learning Programs (PLA), including guides, case studies, and training materials. 

Additionally, CAEL provides guidance on assessment policies and practices, promoting 

effective strategies for facilitating ongoing adult learning. 

• Competency-Based Education Network (CBEN): CBEN focuses on promoting 

competency-based assessment and education, which emphasize the development and 

assessment of essential skills for the job market. The network develops tools and 

frameworks for assessing competencies, helping institutions adopt evaluation methods that 

reflect current professional realities and needs. 

e. Specific Programs: • 

There are numerous programs and resources that allow for the assessment of academic portfolios 

or offer exams that can validate prior learning. For example, PLAR (Prior Learning Assessment 

and Recognition) for personal portfolio assessment. Many higher education institutions provide 

ways for students to demonstrate their knowledge and skills through portfolio assessment, which 



can include prior work, previous assignments, or other relevant activities. In this regard, they 

operate with standardized tests, such as: 

• CLEP (College Level Examination Program). CLEP exams give students the opportunity 

to earn college credits by testing their knowledge in various academic areas. 

• DSST (Dantes Subject Standardized Tests). This program allows students to earn credits 

for knowledge gained from professional experience. 

• AP (Advanced Placement). AP exams allow high school students to earn college credits 

before entering college. Check programs that allow for portfolio assessment, challenge 

exams, or standardized tests (e.g., CLEP, DSST, AP). 

f. Accreditation: Ensure that the training institution is accredited by a recognized organization. 

This can influence the value of credits awarded through PLA. g. Networking and Reviews: Look 

for online reviews or forums where former students share their experiences regarding PLA 

processes at specific institutions. h. Contact the Admissions Office: Contact the admissions office 

of the institutions you are interested in to obtain detailed information about their PLA policies and 

how they assess prior learning. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 Validating prior learning experience (PLA) is crucial for maintaining the quality and credibility 

of higher education institutions. It helps ensure that academic programs meet established academic 

and professional standards. Involvement from various stakeholders, including faculty, employers, 

and students, in the validation process can offer diverse perspectives and enhance the relevance of 

educational programs. Validation is not a one-time process but should be part of an ongoing cycle 

of evaluation and improvement. Regular reviews help higher education institutions adapt to the 

educational needs and ever-changing market. Effective validation processes focus on student 

learning outcomes, ensuring that graduates possess the skills and knowledge necessary for their 

careers.  



a. Accreditation and compliance - Many higher education institutions undergo external validations 

through accrediting agencies, adding an additional layer of credibility and accountability. 

 b. Data utilization - Using data from assessments, surveys, and feedback can provide insights into 

the effectiveness of educational programs, helping institutions make informed decisions.  

c. Innovative practices - Adopting innovative assessment methods, such as portfolio assessments 

and competency-based assessments, can enhance the validation process by highlighting practical 

applications of students' knowledge.  

Considering the specific aspects of the prior experience validation process in relation to different 

levels of implementation, we could formulate a few conclusions that synthesize our 

recommendations above.  

The need for coherence between European and national policies - it is essential for member 

countries to align national strategies with European ones to facilitate the recognition of prior 

learning, ensuring a coherent and standardized framework.  

Flexibility and accessibility - policies need to be flexible and accessible, allowing various social 

groups (including disadvantaged individuals) to benefit from continuous learning opportunities 

and recognition of competencies.  

Promoting collaboration between institutions - partnerships between higher education institutions, 

non-governmental organizations, and the private sector should be encouraged to create a 

supportive ecosystem for validating informal and non-formal learning.  

Standardization of processes - it is recommended to implement clear standards and validation 

procedures that are applicable at the national and institutional level, reducing discrepancies and 

ensuring equitable assessment.  

Training staff - investments in training faculty and administrative staff in the field of prior learning 

validation are essential for ensuring an efficient and humane process.  

Utilization of digital technologies - promoting the use of digital platforms to facilitate the 

validation process, through online repositories of competencies and certifications, to streamline 

access and assessment.  



Continuous monitoring and evaluation - establishing mechanisms to monitor the impact of these 

policies to adapt strategies according to changes in the labor market and societal needs. 

Stakeholder involvement: It is important to solicit the opinions and involve a wide range of 

stakeholders (employers, students) in the development and implementation of validation policies. 

 In summary, as a general conclusion, we can assert that validating prior learning in higher 

education is essential for ensuring program quality, improving student outcomes, and maintaining 

institutional accountability. However, this requires continuous collaboration, data-driven decision-

making, and a steadfast commitment to the ongoing improvement of educational offerings 
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