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DESCRIPTION: 
 
Accreditation of prior learning can fall under a range of headings (APL, APCL, APEL 
etc) although a common umbrella term is AP (E) L.  The underlying principle of AP (E) 
L is that previous learning can be accredited within a formal framework.  Credit is not 
given for life experiences alone but for what they have learnt from these experiences and 
therefore is not a ‘soft option’ (Heeks, 2003).  Under the umbrella term of AP(E)L a 
distinction is made between  APCL (Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning) which 
is formalized learning  previously assessed by a recognized institution (and is well 
established as a practice ) and APEL which enables candidates to reflect on experiences 
outside formal educational systems and to achieve credits for learning based on these 
experiences.  
 
Until now the Institute of Education has, along with other HE providers, recognized 
APCL in the form of credit transfer.  In view of the work-based nature of many Institute 
courses and the formulation of a policy on widening participation it is particularly timely 
to give consideration to accrediting ‘prior experiential learning’ (APEL).   
 
In 2006 a project between Registry and the WLE centre commenced work on developing 
a policy which aims to achieve a stronger articulation of work-based learning with 
existing institutional structures.   The aim is to provide a rigorous, coherent and 
transparent institutional approach to the accreditation of prior experiential learning 
outside formal teaching and create a framework and guidance for those wanting to gain 
credits for work-based and professional learning. The policy has now been drafted and is 
in the consultation phase 
 
The policy outlines a number of key principles, including a view of APEL as an activity 
that requires time, commitment and rigour and not as an easy option. Credits will only be 
awarded for learning, not evidence alone, and the policy will be based on a definition of 
learning as active changes that take place in a person’s understanding and the ways they 



respond as a result of new knowledge and skills. And, learning will be judged against the 
following criteria: validity, authenticity, currency, reliability, relevance and quality. 
 
It is intended for the assessment of prior learning to be made through an APEL module 
and through portfolio or project and interview.  This will allow appropriate support to be 
made available to candidates.  
 
One of the principle problems that many institutions face is how the theory of APEL 
actually works in practice which can discourage institutions from implementing the 
process even though there may be benefits of the APEL process. The Learning from 
Experience Trust (2000) highlights a number of areas for attention to ensure that APEL is 
adequate supported which is the premise of this project.  The areas are: 
 

a) Information  
 

Not only should the information be widely available but it should be clear and 
accessible. 

 
b) Guidance 
 

Guidance for students, whether individual or group based, is an essential element 
to meeting the expectations of the assessment. 
 
For staff there would need to be transparent and agreed parameters for assessing a 
claim and assessing the assignment. 

 
c) Quality assurance 
 

Development of key staff within the Registry and Schools to ensure an equitable 
approach to APEL.  As well as mechanisms for monitoring the process from 
claims to assessment. 

 
 
METHOD 
 
Using these key areas the aim of this project is to develop information and guidance 
material as well as training for staff.  It will draw on the expertise of internal and external 
colleagues to share their experience and develop clear guidance and material.  This would 
be largely through buying out staff from their current activities to do this work.  This 
would require: 
 

a) an external expert for a day  
b) at least 30 hours of academic staff time 
c) one day staff training 
d) 55 hours of administrative time (5 at ALC 4, 20 at ALC 3 and 30 at CRA 

4) 



e) implementation and monitoring  
f) Materials (flyers, cd roms etc) 

 
OUTCOMES 
 
The expected outcomes are: 
 

1) the development of clear guidance and information material for staff and 
students 

2) dissemination of information to staff and students 
3) staff training on assessing claims for APEL 
4) monitoring and regular review. 
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QAA Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning are available at 
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/apl/ 


