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Annual National Review (ANaR) on the Validation of Non-Formal and Informal Learning (VNF-IFL) 

 

on the national context 
 

The objective is to produce each year a state of play (approximately 3 pages in English) about main events, key issues, debates and discussions which have 

arisen during the year.  

This grid is informal. It provides just few questions to guide your reflection.  

You may wish to use it or not, or leave blank some of the categories, or increase the spaces for others, depending on what content you can provide. It is 

FLEXIBLE. It is only a tool to guide your report.  

 

  It would be useful for the Observatory to give references (when they only exist in your own language) and terms used in your own language, then give the 

English translation you think most appropriate for the terms used, or the official translation usually given; whichever, the question of terminology will be 

discussed throughout the project for the purpose of the Observatory itself.      
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1. The general situation regarding VNFL-IFL 

 

Points to consider Your text 

1. National strategy: is there one? What is in place 

re the VNFL-IFL, at which level? If not, are there 

regional, local or institutional strategies? 

Any reference or URL links to official documents, 

Websites? 

 

The situation in the UK is shaped by the existence of four devolved national administrations for England, 

Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  The OECD background document (2007) describes the current 

situation.  

Developments in Northern Ireland and Wales are still in progress and have not yet reached a position where 

they can be reported on.  In the nature of this context, and in a deregulated labour market, there is a tension 

within the policy context where the role of Government is to define a broad strategy for other actors such as 

the UK Commission for Skills, Sector Skills Councils and, in England, the Learning and Skills Council.  Curriculum 

guidance is provided by the Qualification and Curriculum Agency (England) and its counterparts in Wales and 

Northern Ireland, In Scotland this role is played by the Scottish Qualification and Credit Framework.  In Higher 

Education the UK Quality Assurance Agency provides an overarching framework for the decentralised system  

The English National Skills Strategy sets out the parameters for general developments and an implementation 

plan. http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/skillsstrategy/index.cfm?fuseaction=content.view&CategoryID=6 

The Vocational Qualifications Reform Programme [VQRP] that has provided the framework for the 

introduction of the Qualification and Credit Framework [QCF] in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

http://www.dius.gov.uk/vqreform/issues/qcf.html  

UK Commission for Skills [UKCES] is working with key partners in each of the four UK nations to influence the 

overall architecture for learning and qualifications.  There are already frameworks within which qualifications 

are developed.  These are the NQF (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), the Scottish Credit and 

Qualifications Framework (Scotland), and the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ).  The NQF 

is too inflexible to address skills needs of employers. Wales has already developed the Credit and 

Qualifications Framework for Wales to introduce a national credit system that will recognise partial 

achievement.  England and Northern Ireland are building on this work and developing a Framework for 

Achievement. http://www.ukces.org.uk/Default.aspx?page=2100  

UKCES has been asked by governments to conduct a full strategic review of national occupational standards 

[NOS] to ensure they meet the needs of employers and support the aims of qualifications systems. The main 

outcomes of the review will be a report to governments at the end on January 2009 and an emerging strategy 

that will be developed from consultation with key stakeholders. 

http://www.ukces.org.uk/Default.aspx?page=2098  
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Sector Skills Councils [SSCs] are independent employer-led UK-wide organisations that are responsible for 

designing a skills system that is driven by employer demand.  25 SSCs cover over 90% of the economy and have 

four key goals: 

• Reducing skills gaps and shortages; 

• Improving productivity, business and public service performance; 

• Increasing opportunities for boosting the skills and productivity of the sector workforce; 

• Improving the supply of learning through National Occupational Standards, apprenticeships and further 

and higher education. http://www.ukces.org.uk/Default.aspx?page=4703  

The Learning and Skills Council [LSC] exists to make England better skilled and more competitive. 

Responsibility for delivering the Qualifications and Credit Framework (QCF) will transfer to the LSC from April 

2009. The QCF must support the reform of vocational qualifications, ensuring that they all have real economic 

value, that learners can progress through building units to gain full qualifications, and that the system is clear 

and simple for learners and employers to use, with clear links to Skills Accounts and the Adult Advancement 

and Careers Service. The Council must continue to work closely with the Qualifications and Curriculum 

Authority, OfQual, Awarding Bodies and Sector Skills Councils to deliver that; and to ensure that the full range 

of units is available from the QCF from early in the New Year.  See Statement of Priorities 2009-2010 

http://readingroom.lsc.gov.uk/lsc/National/nat-statementofpriorities200910-nov08.pdf  

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) was established in 1997 to provide independent 

assessment of how higher education institutions [HEIs] in the UK maintain their academic standards and 

quality. The primary responsibility for academic standards and quality rests with individual institutions.  QAA 

reviews and reports on how well they meet those recommendations, and encourages continuous 

improvement in the management of the quality of higher education.  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutus/default.asp The current position regarding a national strategy for VNFL-IFL in 

HEIs Is represented by the Guidelines on the accreditation of prior learning (September 2004), which covers all 

UK HEIs apart from those in Scotland, that engage with the SCQF.  These Guidelines relate to the process of 

identification, assessment and formal acknowledgement of prior learning and achievement is commonly 

known across the HE sector as 'accreditation'. The term 'accreditation of prior learning' is used in the 

Guidelines to encapsulate the range of activity and approaches used formally to acknowledge and establish 

publicly that some reasonably substantial and significant element of learning has taken place. Such learning 

may have been recognised previously by an education provider, for the purposes of the Guidelines described 

as 'prior certificated learning'; or it may have been achieved by reflecting upon experiences outside the formal 

education and training systems, described for the purposes of the Guidelines as 'prior experiential learning'. 

The Guidelines describe General principles of good practice in assuring and enhancing quality and standards in 

higher education and set out 16 Principles for guidance of HEIs. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/apl/guidance.asp  

2. Main responsibility for VNF-IFL, regulations, 

monitoring and evaluation:  

In the light of the above and as described in the OECD 2007 Background Report, there is no clear locus of 

responsibility for policy, monitoring and innovation.  The document is available at 
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• Who has the main responsibility for VNF-IFL? 

Which ministry (ies), which institution (s), 

organisation or body (ies)? Who gives the main 

impetus and direction?  

• Who regulates, monitors and assesses 

practices and pilots new initiatives?  

• Or are they local, regional, sectoral, 

institutional initiatives? 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/19/4/41782373.pdf  

The UK has a top-down model of VET policy where specific initiatives such as the QCF are located within 

performance monitoring targets.  The experience of working on the QCA Working Group that developed the 

“Claiming Credit” Guidance between April and June 2008 demonstrated that even if the development of RPL is 

clearly located with the policy framework for the QCF, there is no guarantee that the necessary actions will 

take place.  See http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_20515.aspx for the Guidance document. Section 4 Planning more 

RPL under the QCF identifies the possible roles of key stakeholders and continues, “Stakeholders are central to 

ensuring that opportunities for RPL are maximised in the QCF.  Motivations for doing so as well as the role 

stakeholders are likely to play will vary, as the following sections illustrate.” (Page 14).  One of the activities of 

the Leonardo Transfer of Innovation Project RPLO will be to analyse how far the approach in the Guidance is 

likely to be undertaken in practice.  The details of this project are located at http://www.adam-

europe.eu/adam/project/view.htm?prj=3937 This Project is designed to valorise the European Guidelines on 

Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning (2008) for the VET Teachers and Trainers sector against the 

requirements of the EQF and ECVET-compatible Qualification and Credit Framework for England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland.  

3. Sectors: where, which sectors:  

• Does VNF-IFL apply to all educational sectors? 

Or to specific ones (vocational education & 

training, Further Educ. Colleges, universities, 

adult education etc….) 

• Or/ and does it apply to other sectors: 3
rd

 

sector, private sector 

Name some examples or references to examples 

(websites, documents etc….?) 

VNF-IFL applies to all educational sectors and across all qualification levels. Some evidence exists of specific 

sectoral approaches. Two specific case studies are summarised below. 

 

1) Gas Training for Beginners There are now quicker ways to access the gas industry as there is now no longer 

the requirement to be a level 3 Plumber before being considered for the Industry.� Within Able Skills Gas 

Centre, we have the facilities to help anyone who is looking to gain entry to the Gas industry.  Able Skills has 

adopted the Approved Prior Learning (APL) training option, which is structured in 2 parts in order to ensure an 

individuals understanding of Gas and to establish their suitability for the industry. A 5-day Pre APL Gas Training 

Course will undoubtedly provide you with you a great insight into the Gas industry and provide you with an 

understanding of the guidelines and regulations, which currently govern the ACS scheme. This first 5 days will 

be an ideal course to help you to decide if the Gas industry is where you want to be.  A 10-day Main APL course 

is an in-depth Gas course covering all aspects of domestic gas safety as laid down by the ACS scheme; it is also 

recognised by CORGI as a managed learning programme.  It is designed for those of you who have transferable 

skills; those of you who have been working within the industry in one form or another or for those of you who 

have undertaken Able Skills Pre APL.. If you feel that you have sufficient experience and that you do not need 

to undertake the Pre APL, we will need to arrange for you to have an interview to establish your suitability for 

the Main APL. You will need to prove to our Assessors that you already have the required mechanical skills and 

gas knowledge to move straight to the 10 day Main APL. http://www.ableskills.co.uk/pre_apl_training.htm  

 

2) Aerospace Engineering APL MOD BTEC HNC/D 

The course is aimed at technician level aerospace personnel, following their initial technical education and 

vocational training, but does not exclude other disciplines.  The course consists of the referencing of prior 

knowledge and understanding to a BTEC Edexcel Level 4/5 qualification (HNC/D).  Depending on experience 
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substantial amounts of prior experiential and certificated evidence may be used.  Work-based evidence forms 

an important aspect of the knowledge base and will be reviewed extensively.  For students lacking experience 

additional assignments will be provided. 

There will be regular visits by Yeovil College personnel and on-site assessor/mentors to support students. 

On successful completion of the programme students will gain a HNC/D qualification.  

Entry Requirements� No formal qualification is required but most students will have achieved a BTEC National 

Certificate or Diploma during their initial training. 

Duration� This is a roll-on, roll-off programme and can commence at a time to fit in with deployment, 

detachment and family commitments.  Students have a maximum of 5 years to complete the course. 

Career prospects/progression� Successful students are able to gain an incremental pay award.  It is proposed 

that students could progress to the Honours Pathway of a Degree in their relevant subject area. 

How will I be assessed? � There are three areas that need to be considered: 

Blended Learning - three core subjects (non Accredited Prior Learning (APL)) will be supported with tutorial 

provision by a variety of learning options, i.e. virtual learning, Moodle, tutorial support.  Assignments will be 

posted on Moodle - students will not be expected to work in isolation but in groups, both locally and 

nationally, to achieve a pass; 

Project - students will choose a subject that they have previously worked on and feel comfortable and familiar 

with to be able to base the process of project around; 

Accreditation for Prior Experiential and Certificated Learning - there are four types of APL referencing 

evidence available: 

• Cosford Training Notes - these already exist and are available to all existing students and all new starters. 

• Local Training Notes - evidence obtained from aircraft Q courses 

• Personal evidence from technical knowledge and vocational training achieved during your career 

• Vocational work-based evidence 

Course content/units� The HNC units consist of 10 BTEC Level 4/5 units and the HND will consist of a further 6 

BTEC Level 4/5 units chosen from an options list. http://www.yeovil.ac.uk/aerospace_eng_apl-mod_btec_hnc-

d.htm  

4. Terminology:  

Is there a common definition of VNF-IFL, or are 

there specific terms used by different institutions 

implementing VNF-IFL? What would be the best 

way to translate it / them into English? 

See the Terminology used in the QAA Guidelines and the QCF Guidance. The latter draws heavily on the 

European Guidelines on the Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning. (2008) At the levels below Higher 

Education there is a working consensus that moves towards the use of the term Recognition of Prior Learning 

[RPL].  There are some differences between the use in Scotland (see attached document) and the emerging use 

in England. 

5. National Qualification Framework:  

How do VNF-IFL practices or initiatives relate to 

NQF in place or in construction, if they do? If not, 

why not? 

Brief description of the NQF (diagram etc)? 

The above-mentioned practices and initiatives apply across the QCF and the FHEQ.  Both these frameworks are 

compatible with EQF and the former with ECVET. 

For the QCF level Descriptors (version 3) see http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_20252.aspx  

The Framework for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland [FHEQ] (January 

2001) can be found at http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/fheq/EWNI/default.asp  
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Reference to docs or website? 

 

 

The position in Scotland is described in the parallel document - The framework for qualifications of higher 

education institutions in Scotland (January 2001). This paper has two sections. Section 1 provides details of the 

purpose, features and structure of the framework for qualifications of the higher education institutions in 

Scotland. Section 2 provides some guidelines on specific aspects of the framework. There is a parallel 

document for the framework for England, Wales and Northern Ireland. “The two frameworks share many core 

purposes and features. In particular, they are aligned at the Honours degree, and the qualification descriptors 

for postgraduate awards are identical.” http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/fheq/scqf/2001/  

The second edition of the FHEQ is available from 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/fheq/ewni08/fheq08.pdf  

“The two frameworks share many core purposes and features.  At the postgraduate levels, the two higher 

education frameworks have common structures, qualification titles and qualification descriptors. Below the 

postgraduate levels, the honours degree level in Scotland and level 6 in the FHEQ are considered to be in 

broad alignment. Below level 6, the frameworks reflect the particular features of the different educational 

structures and contexts.”  (Para 8) “The frameworks for higher education qualifications throughout the UK are 

designed to meet the expectations of the Bologna Declaration6 and thus align with The Framework for 

Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (FQ-EHEA).  As such, the labels used to distinguish the 

different levels of the FQ-EHEA (short cycle, first cycle, second cycle and third cycle) have also been 

incorporated into the FHEQ. Paragraph 20 provides further information about the relationship between the 

FHEQ and the FQ-EHEA. A European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF) has also been agreed 

by the European Commission and it is expected that the FHEQ will also be compatible with this framework.” 

(Para 10).  

 

 

II. Impact of Validation 

 

6. Impact on individuals 

• What impact has VNF-IFL had on individuals?  

On whom, in your opinion, has it had the most 

impact:  

Validation candidates/ learners, practitioners, 

teachers/ academics/ tutors/facilitators in 

adult education, careers advisers, human 

resource managers…any more? 

• In what way has it had an impact: 

• in the actors/ stakeholders’ attitudes, practices 

and methodologies, interaction with each 

others, understanding of different types of 

learning, better understanding of adult 

It is difficult to answer this Section in the absence of reliable national data.  It is intended that this 

aspect will be pursued in 2009. 
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learners’ needs, assessment practices, etc…? 

• Do you have evidence whether it is felt as a 

positive, negative, problematic impact?  

Some evidence/ reference to examples of this 

impact? 

7. Structural and institutional impact: 

• Has it had an impact on education and training 

(or lifelong learning) policies?  

• On other legislation, official/ governmental 

organisations, bodies, institutions? 

• On the negotiations between social partners 

(who are those anyway in your country?) 

• On human resource management in the 

private sector? 

• On civil society/ NGOs/ adult education 

sector? 

• On building bridges (of communication, 

working partnerships…) between different 

systems of certification, sectors etc? 

In general, the impact on policy has not generally been matched in practice. See previous sections.   

 

 

 

III. Your analysis of the national situation regarding Validation 

 

8. Stakeholders’ engagement: how would you rate 

the stakeholders’ level of interest in your country 

regarding the VNF-IFL?  

• Which stakeholders in particular are very 

interested? 

• Which ones are not so/ not at all interested?  

Why is that so? Any particular or obvious reasons? 

Reference to examples, documents? 

1 to 5: Very Low to High? 

Currently Low (2) due to absence of a clear funding mechanism to encourage providers, and to at 

least cover their direct costs. 

9. Debates-discussions: Are there any (few/many) 

discussions concerning VNF-IFL? 

• Has it stimulated discussion on specific issues 

(social inclusion, employability, learning society, 

accessibility for older learners, women, 

Very little public debate.  In the last year, an email discussion list has provided a framework for 

these discussions and once the RPLO project gets under way, this aspect will be developed.  The List 

was invaluable in engaging members of a Community of Practice.  The list has currently 121 

members. 

The list’s archive can be viewed at https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=APEL-UK  
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migrants…) 

• On the nature of assessment, knowledge…? 

• Between which stakeholders mainly/ or within 

which sector mainly? 

Any evidence or references to those? 

 

 

This National Group was linked to the OBSERVAL project at a meeting at Birkbeck College, 

University of London on May 18
th

 2008. 

10. Research and VNF-IFL:  

Does research feed these debates?  

Are there examples of this? Reference to reports, 

research findings etc…? 

 

 

 

The main recent research work dates from the 2003 CRLL Conference at the University of Stirling 

and is available from http://www.niace.org.uk/publications/R/Retheorising.asp  

Andersson P and Harris J. (eds) (2006), Re-theorising the recognition of prior learning, NIACE. 

Abstract: The recognition of prior learning (RPL) is an educational response to the need to widen 

participation in education and training for economic advancement and social inclusion. The social 

meanings of RPL have different configurations depending on historical, cultural, economic and 

political forces in different places. One constant is the reliance on the widely pervasive educational 

philosophies of experiential learning: constructivism and progressivism.  This book challenges the 

orthodoxy of experiential learning and the particular readings of knowledge, pedagogy, learning, 

identity and power, which it privileges. It does this by introducing different theoretical resources to 

RPL and drawing on experiences of RPL in the UK, South Africa, Australia, Sweden, Canada and the 

USA. The book provides a range of re-conceptualisations of the relational terrain between adult 

experience and learning on the one hand, and specialist or academic knowledge on the other. 

In general, there is little evidence that policy makers, providers and other stakeholders have little 

awareness of the literature on the Accreditation of Prior (Experiential) Learning.  The development 

of the concept is reviewed by one of the important actors in the development 1980-90.  See Evans 

N (1990), “Pragmatism at work in Britain: Some reflections on attempting to introduce the 

assessment of prior experiential learning,” Studies in Continuing Education, Vol.12, No. 2, 122-130.  

“Little or no use was being made of experiential learning by admission tutors, and there was 

nothing in the regulations to prevent them so doing, if they choose.”  (Page 124)  

 

Further, there is little evidence that developments elsewhere in Europe, especially in France and 

Sweden, have had little impact in the UK.  One of the goals of the RPLO project is to ensure that 

developments at the European level are fully integrated into UK Debates.  

11. Problems/ difficulties, and resistance: 

• Are there any emerging?  

If so which ones? What type? (strategic, 

operational, organisational,  attitudinal, cultural, 

financial etc…)  

In summary, the practical relevance of RPL to national policy goals has been supported in the 

context of the QCF.  The challenge is to promote effective demand and to ensure that providers are 

placed to respond effectively. 
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Is there resistance appearing?  

• At which level? 

• In which sector in particular?  

• From which category of actors/ stakeholders? 

Evidence available? Some examples? 

 

 

   

 

 

Any other comments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


