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Introduction

For those of us who have enjoyed a traditional education, namely GCSE/O-Level, A-
Level and University Degree in quick succession, the concept of the Accreditation of
Prior (Experiential) Learning is baffling to say the least. For the uninitiated, the
problem in understanding AP(E)L is twofold: first, it seems to be a complex concept,
with an acronym whose meaning escapes all but the most hardcore educationalists;
second, even when the concept is understood, the typical response is one of ‘nice in
theory, impossible in practice’. The aim of this guide is to explain clearly the concept
of AP(E)L, and to show that is not only relatively easy to understand, but also
perfectly possible to implement.

The basic principle of AP(E)L is that previous learning, no matter how, when or why
it is acquired, can and should be accredited within the framework of formal education
or training through a systematic and valid assessment process. AP(E)L can therefore
be very useful for those who have acquired skills and knowledge through their work or
life experience that has not been accredited anywhere, or those who have formal
qualifications from one institution that are not recognised by another. This situation is
potentially applicable to many sections of society, including (but by no means limited
to) those applying for vocational qualifications, those applying to work in institutions
with their own training framework, mature students and those with qualifications
gained abroad which are not recognised in the UK.

One thing that AP(E)L does not give is credit for life experience alone. People do not
receive recognition merely for their experiences in life, but rather for what they learn
from those experiences. The distinction between experience and learning is an
important one, for it is a misunderstanding of the aims of AP(E)L that leads some to
believe that the process is an easy option which gives people credit and, ultimately,
qualifications for doing little more than living their life. That AP(E)L is not a ‘soft
option’ to enable layabouts to claim a formal degree from the University of Life will
hopefully become clear in the course of this guide.

The final point to make in this brief introduction is that the concept of recognising and
accrediting prior learning comprises two constituent parts: the Accreditation of Prior
Learning (APL) and the Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL). Though
for simplicity’s sake there has hitherto been no distinction between the two, preferring
to lump them together under the convenient umbrella term AP(E)L, it is important to
understand the difference between APL and APEL, because AP(E)L can only be
implemented successfully if both its fundamental elements are understood.
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APL

The Accreditation of Prior Learning, or APL, is probably easier to understand and
implement than APEL. APL is the recognition of formalised learning that has
previously been assessed and/or awarded credit. An example of APL familiar to many
with a traditional education is that of the university credit system, whereby a student
wishing to transfer from one university to another halfway through their course can
transfer course credits to their new university. These credits recognise the learning
assessed at the student’s previous university and allow the student to start their course
at their new university at an appropriate level, thereby removing the need for them to
repeat material with which they are already familiar. Indeed, any form of certificated
learning has the potential to permit access, with advanced standing, to a particular
course or programme. APL is therefore not particularly difficult to implement,
because a potential APL student’s learning has already been subject to external
scrutiny and nationally regulated procedures through the original awarding body.

It is not just students who can benefit from APL. For example, a doctor who has
trained abroad may find that his or her medical degree is not officially recognised in
the UK, yet clearly he or she possesses the necessary formalised training to work as a
doctor. Though additional training may be required in some areas, for example to
educate the doctor in matters relating specifically to the medical profession in the UK,
it would obviously be ludicrous to require the doctor to start undergraduate training
from scratch at a British university so that he or she could obtain a British medical
degree. With APL, all the doctor’s formal learning would be recognised, thus
allowing him or her to complete the remaining necessary training and begin practising
in the UK in a far shorter time span.

In short, APL is a well-established and accepted practice, not only in the academic
world but also in the workplace. Its benefits are clear, and there is no reason why it
cannot be implemented more widely. Discussion of APL’s implementation can be
found later in the guide.
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APEL

The Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning, or APEL, is the award of credit for
learning based on prior experience. This learning may be learning derived from work,
community or volunteer experience, which has not previously been assessed and/or
awarded credit. APEL has potential significance for those who, through life and work
experience, have developed knowledge, skills and analytical abilities that are
comparable to those which may already exist within recognised awards. APEL offers
the possibility of recognising learners’ prior knowledge, by means of an assessment
regime which has the same rigour as that applied to any other learning at the
appropriate level. As explained in the initial introduction, credit is not awarded on the
basis of experience per se, but rather on the basis of what is learnt from the
experience. Individuals can often share the same experience but derive entirely
different learning as a result, so it is the evidenced learning, rather than the
experience, that potentially attracts credit.

The concept of APEL can be made clearer by giving an example of how it can be put
into practice. Suppose Tim leaves school with A-levels in Maths, Physics and Design
& Technology and goes to work for an engineering firm making machinery for use on
building sites throughout the UK and abroad. He spends five very enjoyable and
fruitful years with the firm, during which he learns all the engineering techniques
associated with the building and testing of the machinery. There comes a time,
however, when Tim feels that he is capable of taking on more responsibility, but finds
that his lack of a degree counts against him when applying for a higher position in the
firm. He wants to obtain an engineering degree, but because of family and financial
constraints is unable to take several years off work to complete a university degree.
APEL will enable Tim to gain credit for a substantial part of his degree, in recognition
of all the engineering knowledge he has gained over the past five years, and thereby
enable him to obtain his degree over a much shorter period of time while still
retaining his job. Although the firm has never formally assessed Tim’s knowledge, he
has clearly learnt a great deal from his five years of experience. APEL rewards this
learning and enables him to complete a degree which, in spite of his knowledge and
intellect, he would otherwise have been unable to obtain.

The difference between APL (the recognition of learning that has been formally
assessed and certified) and APEL (the recognition of learning gained from
experience) is hopefully now clear. As stated in the introduction, the principle of
AP(E)L is fairly straightforward. In theory, it is a perfectly logical and just system
that rewards less conventional learning in the same way that an A-level rewards
classroom learning. The problem for most newcomers to AP(E)L, though, is what
exactly counts as prior learning and how precisely it can be implemented and used.
These questions are answered in detail in the following pages.
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How can AP(E)L be used?

The theory behind AP(E)L has been explained, but for many the fundamental question
will still remain: how does this theory work in practice? Indeed, one of the main
problems with using AP(E)L is that even if both parties — the student/applicant who
could benefit from AP(E)L and the tutor/employer trying to implement it — are aware
of AP(E)L’s existence and the theory behind it, a great deal of uncertainty often
remains regarding how it works in practice. This uncertainty often discourages
institutions from offering AP(E)L and discourages those who have a potential AP(E)L
claim from embarking on the AP(E)L process.
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General points about AP(E)L usage

APL can be used by anyone with formal qualifications, irrespective of when, where or
why they were taken. APEL is often used by a wide range of adult learners,
particularly those who have little or no formal education. AP(E)L is often used by the
following groups of learners to help them to regain entry to formal learning or as a
contribution towards a programme of study:

» undergraduate and postgraduate students

* people wanting to improve upon existing qualifications

= people who left courses before achieving the formal qualifications

» people who have been out of the education system for a long time and who may
lack formal qualifications

» those wanting to re-train or change careers

* women returning to education

» unemployed people seeking accreditation for past skills or informal learning

= people who have disabilities of some kind

* minority ethnic groups and asylum seekers

AP(E)L can be used in two ways. Provided that an applicant’s learning claim is
formally recognised by an educational institution or employer, it can be used:

1. To gain entry to a programme of study offered by the educational institution or to
the employer’s training programme
2. To gain credit towards the completion of a programme of study or training

The concept of AP(E)L and who stands to benefit from it are hopefully now clear.
The next two sections explain the practical considerations of AP(E)L, both for
students/applicants and for tutors/employers.

AP(E)L from the applicant’s perspective

AP(E)L from the assessor’s perspective
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AP(E)L from the applicant’s perspective

The first stage in the AP(E)L process is reflection on your life. ‘Reflection’ means
looking back at your experiences so far, stage by stage, and thinking about them and
what you have learnt from them. It is absolutely central to the concept of AP(E)L that
you take time to think carefully about your present situation and also about the past
events of your life, both positive and negative. In so doing, you can understand what
you have learnt and how different experiences have contributed to your learning.
Going through this process can help you to:

» understand what you have learnt in a range of positive and negative situations
* recognise your strengths and weaknesses

* be clear about what you would like to do next

* be clear about what steps you need to take to get there

* build your self confidence

It is also important to consider any formal qualifications you have achieved, and to
question whether they are potentially relevant to the course or training programme
you wish to pursue.

Once you have reflected on your life, your first question is likely to be ‘How do I
know whether or not I qualify for AP(E)L?’ If you have completed some kind of
formally assessed work, such as an NVQ or HND, then it is highly likely that you
would qualify for APL recognition at a participating institution. The answer to this
question is less clear cut in the case of APEL. As a general rule of thumb, if you have
had some form of experience that has enabled you to learn something which seems
relevant to your chosen course/career, then it is likely that you would qualify for
APEL recognition at a participating institution. For a more detailed discussion on
what counts for AP(E)L recognition, see the section entitled ‘What type of learning
counts?’

Assuming there is a case for AP(E)L recognition, the next question to be answered is
‘How do I provide evidence of my learning?’ Providing evidence of learning for an
APL claim is usually not difficult, because formal, assessed learning has already taken
place, which can be presented to the institution to support the claim. Assessed
learning may take the form of examinations, essays, reports, skills tests etc. Providing
sufficient evidence for an APEL claim is a little trickier, but by no means impossible.
There are perhaps six main ways in which an APEL claim can be made, though there
is no reason why a different method cannot be implemented by mutual agreement. A
claim can be made by:

= assessment on demand
You may be asked to undertake the existing assessment course or training
programme for which you are seeking credit. This assessment usually takes the
form of a written examination or assignment. It is also possible that you will be
asked to undertake some form of assessment that has been specially devised.
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an interview

You might be asked to attend an interview as part of the process of making an
APEL claim. This form of assessment is considered to be more accessible and
egalitarian than other forms of assessment, such as written exams. The theory
behind interviewing is that it can enable learners to express the full extent of their
prior achievements without being constrained by the boundaries of conventional
assessment. The interview may be conducted on a group or individual basis.

direct observation

Direct observation involves demonstrating certain techniques or skills that you
have learnt so that they can be assessed. This approach is particularly suitable for
claims involving special practical skills, such as laboratory work, and is used to
reveal the extent of your understanding of key areas in relation to your claim.

a structured project

This project might be similar to those undertaken by conventional students. It
would, however, contain direct reference to your experiences or current working
practices, thereby enabling you to convey what you have learnt from your
experiences.

a portfolio

A portfolio is a collection of suitable pieces of evidence, usually compiled in a
folder, which demonstrate your strengths, skills and experience. This evidence
may take the form of something you have produced, such as letters, accounts of
relevant learning experiences, reports or leaflets. Alternatively, it may be
something that someone else has said about you in relation to your strengths and
skills, such as written testimonials from employers or colleagues, the opinions of
fellow team or committee members or feedback by others on, for example, some
presentation or task you have undertaken. In other words, the portfolio describes
the learning that has been gained through experience and matches your learning
with the skills that you are required to possess for entry onto a programme or for
credit within that programme. Put simply, it is used as proof that appropriate
learning has taken place.

A portfolio is the most flexible form of assessment and can be very rewarding, but
it also tends to be the most time-consuming. If it is agreed that a portfolio is the
best way for you to make an APEL claim, you will be provided with detailed
guidance on how to produce one.

a personal development plan

The concept of a personal development plan, or PDP, is new in the UK. Systems
for implementing PDPs for students in further and higher education are currently
being developed, and will be in place by 2005. The PDP system is already in use
in Finland, and is the accepted basis for APEL claims there. The personal study
scheme is usually agreed at the beginning of the programme through collaboration
with a teacher or a tutor. The scheme is flexible and you can come back to it to
evaluate your studies. When you are forming your PDP, previous studies,
experiential learning and knowledge in the relevant field will be taken into
account. In Finland, this study scheme is widely in use in new universities,
vocational education and adult education.
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Once you have provided evidence of your learning, it is then reasonable to ask ‘How
will my learning be accredited?’ For APL claims, the process is simple — if your
qualifications are relevant, you will be awarded an appropriate amount of credit for
your course. The process of recognising and accrediting APEL claims varies between
institutions, but in all cases the claim will be assessed by an expert or experts at the
institution. If the assessor is satisfied that you have already acquired sufficient
knowledge either to gain entry to the programme or to complete a certain module of
that programme, then you will be awarded entry or appropriate credit.

Another question central to the AP(E)L process is ‘What kind of support can I
expect to receive?’ Firstly, it is important to realise that although an APL claim can
be made and assessed fairly simply, the process of making an APEL claim can be
somewhat protracted. The support given varies from institution to institution, but you
can expect that tutors who are experts in providing APEL support will work with you
either individually, in a group or both. You are likely to be offered group support,
which enables you to receive support from others in the group as well as from your
tutor. You should also have access to learner handbooks and APEL guides, which
may well be computer based. If you are making an APEL claim with respect to
employment, your employer will also be able to offer you support.

Finally, it is always important to ask ‘How much will my AP(E)L claim cost?’
There is no definitive answer to this question, but it is a simple case of economics —
the greater the time required to assess your claim, the more it will cost. Any initial
cost, though, is more than likely to be outweighed by the money that an AP(E)L claim
is likely to save, for example by shortening the study period and potentially avoiding
the need to withdraw completely from paid employment while studying.
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AP(E)L from the assessor’s perspective

It is not only the applicants who stand to benefit directly from AP(E)L who have
reservations about the process. Assessors, even when convinced of the benefits of
AP(E)L, can be unsure of how to implement it in their institution and how to assess
any AP(E)L claim that is made. It is neither practical nor within the remit of this guide
to give a highly detailed description of the implementation of AP(E)L in academic
and business institutions, but the following overview will hopefully demonstrate that
it is eminently possible to offer AP(E)L to potential candidates.

It goes without saying that the most primary task for institutions offering AP(E)L is to
publicise that the AP(E)L process is an available option for potential candidates. A
recent survey by the Learning from Experience Trust revealed that there are probably
fewer than 100 students per year gaining credit through the AP(E)L route. Though
lack of publicity was not necessarily the only cause of this disappointingly low figure,
the same survey found that many who could benefit from the AP(E)L process were
simply unaware of its existence. Moreover, those who were aware of AP(E)L were
often dissuaded from considering it as a viable option because of a lack of information
and support. It is vital that institutions convinced of the benefits of AP(E)L and keen
to attract candidates through this route publicise that AP(E)L is offered, explain its
benefits and give assurance that support is readily available.

Another concern for tutors/employers is how to assess an AP(E)L claim, and how to
be (and indeed how to be seen to be) fair to both AP(E)L and non-AP(E)L candidates.
The issue of fairness does not really arise with APL claims, because most people are
comfortable with the well-established idea of formal, certificated qualifications being
taken into account when a candidate applies for entry to or credit towards a
programme of study or training. There is more of a potential problem, however, with
the use of APEL, for some (particularly younger) candidates may feel that others are
being given unfair preferential treatment simply for claiming life experience.
Obviously it is no use attracting a few APEL candidates if bad feeling is created
among the non-APEL majority, which perceives them to have an unfair advantage.
This situation can be avoided by publicising the APEL route openly, as described
above, and by making crystal clear the criteria for recognition under the scheme,
namely that APEL recognises learning rather than experience. How to assess an
AP(E)L claim depends on the particular requirements of the individual institution. An
APL claim is fairly easy to assess — all that is required is a clear set of guidelines,
specific to the institution, explaining which qualifications count towards certain
programmes, and to what extent, and which do not count.

Assessing an APEL claim is more difficult. As with APL, how to assess an APEL
claim depends on the requirements of the individual institution. Obviously, an
institution wishing to implement an AP(E)L system needs to develop a clear and
detailed assessment framework. It is not possible to give such detailed examples in
this overview, but the following represents a useful set of generic criteria to guide
assessors. You should consider:

»  Authenticity: that the student really did what is claimed in the proposal

»  Directness. that the focus of learning was sharp rather than diffused

» Breadth: that the learning was not isolated from wider consideration

*  Quality: that the learning had reached an acceptable academic level

»  Currency: that the student had kept up to date with recent developments
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When devising an AP(E)L framework for use in your institution or workplace, the
following points should be considered...

...with regard to the institution as a whole:

Your institution’s policy needs to support the use of AP(E)L within its
programmes. The value of AP(E)L as a tool for facilitating the transition from
informal to more formal learning opportunities should be actively promoted.

In order to for the learners to achieve their full potential, advice on the
accreditation process should be given through egalitarian and democratic
dialogue.

You should make applicants aware of the availability of group support and
assessment, which may seem less intimidating and more accessible than individual
interviews.

Learners should be allowed to undertake systematic reflection on all their relevant
experience. Simply attending interviews or filling out questionnaires does not
necessarily allow people to articulate fully the knowledge, skills and
understanding they have gained through their experience.

It is important to make applicants, particularly those who have experienced social
exclusion, aware that the AP(E)L process is entirely egalitarian and that everyone
is equally welcomed and valued.

...with regard to the specific programme of education or training:

Tutors should realise that many candidates will experience initial uncertainty and
confusion about the AP(E)L process. It is therefore important that high levels of
support and guidance are made available to learners, particularly at the beginning.
Furthermore, you should be aware that adult learners in particular often lack
confidence in themselves as learners.

It is necessary to provide a structured framework of support and assessment within
which learners can develop their AP(E)L claims. Most learners prefer a
prescriptive rather than an open-ended approach to the content of their AP(E)L
claims.

The importance of reflection (discussed in AP(E)L from the applicant’s
perspective) should not be underestimated, so it is necessary to provide explicit
support in developing the skills of reflection. This support is best provided
through group sessions (which promote peer support) and supplemented by
written or computer-based materials.

Learners themselves have expressed the view that all types of knowledge and
skills (i.e. not only academic) should be valued, so this sentiment should be
expressed clearly in the course literature you produce.

The process of AP(E)L needs to retain a degree of flexibility, for example in the
schedule and timing of the process, to be appropriate to the learner. The AP(E)L
process by its very nature cannot be as rigid as more formal learning processes.
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*  You should consider the possibility of providing information about the process in
different languages, including those spoken by minority ethnic groups.

» Learners and tutors involved in the process need to have an equal relationship.

* To make learners feel more at ease, it is necessary for the process to retain a
degree of informality. Hierarchies and inequality will make some learners feel
uncomfortable.

= The AP(E)L process must take into account the learner’s broad range of skills and
abilities and give him or her an opportunity to express those skills and abilities.

» The learner must be encouraged to engage actively with the AP(E)L process.

» Feedback from learners who have already undergone the AP(E)L process should
be taken into account so that the process can be improved continually.

= It is important that learners should be able to share their experiences with others
who are undergoing the AP(E)L process.

For more detailed information on the ways of implementing and maintaining AP(E)L
in your institution and on devising a framework for supporting and assessing AP(E)L
claims, see the Useful bibliography, or consult the Learning from Experience Trust on
020 7919 7739.
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What type of learning counts?

The standard answer to this question is that any type of learning counts, no matter
how, when or why it is acquired. It goes without saying, however, that although all
kinds of learning can potentially form the basis of an AP(E)L claim, what actually
counts for an individual’s AP(E)L claim is dependent largely on the institution and the
intended programme of study or training. For example, whereas years of experience
working in a hotel would be very useful when applying for an HND in Leisure &
Tourism, it is highly unlikely that a GNVQ in Woodwork would be much use when
applying to study for a qualification in Social Work. The following section (For APL
claims) gives an overview of the sort of learning that can form the basis of an AP(E)L
claim.
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For APL claims

If you are making an APL claim, any kind of formalised learning can potentially
count. Formalised learning is learning for which a mark or grade (and usually a
certificate) has been awarded. It includes, but is not limited to, the following:

= O-Level
= GCSE
= GNVQ

= A vocational course such as ECDL (European Computer Driving Licence)
= A certificate of competence in a certain area, such as First Aid at Work.
= AS-Level

= A-Level

= AS/A2

= AVCE

= ASVCE

= AVCEDA
= NVQ

= HND

= HNC

= Degree
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For APEL claims

What counts towards an APEL claim is harder to categorise, for an APEL claim
naturally rests on a far less formalised kind of learning than an APL claim. Broadly
speaking, though, it is possible to place the basis for an APEL claim into one of three
categories — life experience, voluntary work or paid work.

3.2.1 Life experience

You may have had life experiences, either negative (such as civil war, imprisonment,
separation from your family and friends or removal to a new country of residence) or
positive (such as bringing up children) from which you feel you have learnt a great
deal. Obviously, you may wish not to discuss this part of your life. What you include
in your claim is entirely up to you — there is no obligation to include anything that you
do not want to mention.

Example of the way that life experience can count towards an APEL claim:
Anwar leaves school at 16 and goes to work as a secretary in a busy office. At the age
of 18, she meets Emad, and it is not long before the couple announce their
engagement. They are married shortly afterwards and, following the wedding, Anwar
returns to work. It is not long, however, before she finds that she is pregnant. She
continues her job until it is necessary to take maternity leave, and intends to return
after giving birth. Shortly after New Year, she gives birth to twin sons, and finds
looking after them to be far more rewarding than the salary she receives from her
office job. The family’s financial position is relatively secure, and Emad suggests that
she resigns and stays at home to look after their children. The next 18 years are
tremendously rewarding for Anwar, and she never regrets her decision to leave work,
even though the family’s finances have suffered as a result. Both sons leave home at
the age of 18 to go to university, and Anwar is incredibly proud of them, but she soon
feels a void in her life. She only sees her sons during university vacations, and is
bored with spending most of the day alone at home. Although she has worked in an
office, she does not want to apply for a similar job, because she knows from
experience that she does not find the work particularly rewarding. Anwar feels that
she would get a great deal of satisfaction from working with children, perhaps those
who are disadvantaged or have been abused. Unfortunately, despite 18 years’
experience of caring for children, she has no formal qualifications, so finds it difficult
to get a job. Emad’s salary is not sufficient to support their sons at university as well
as paying for her to go to college and, moreover, she does not have the confidence to
embark on a full-time course. The process of APEL assessment would recognise all
that Anwar has learnt from her years of experience with children and enable her to
acquire a qualification in Social Work much more quickly.

3.2.2 Voluntary work

Any voluntary work that you have undertaken, either in the UK or abroad, can be a
useful learning experience, and is likely to be appreciated by future employers and
other interviewers. If you worked in the UK, you have the added advantage that you
are familiar with the UK working environment, so it is a good idea to write an account
of this experience and explain what you learnt from it. It is up to you to decide what is
relevant to your claim, but the following is a useful generic guide to how you can
make your learning count:
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» If you are looking for a job, emphasise your knowledge, skills and abilities in
your chosen field, in addition to your general working skills

= If you are aiming to complete studies you started at home or in another
country, give a detailed description of your previous studies and demonstrate
your commitment and skills as a student

= If you are applying for postgraduate study, emphasise your knowledge of the
specific area you wish to study, as well as your potential as a postgraduate
student and a researcher

Example of the way that voluntary work can count towards an APEL claim:

Rob has always been interested in charitable work, and has gained experience working as a
classroom assistant in an inner-city school. He hears about a programme called Youth for
Development, which is run specifically for young people by the charity Voluntary Service
Overseas. In recognition of his willingness to undertake voluntary work and his experience in a
school, he is given a summer placement working as an English teacher in a school in the
disadvantaged Shaanxi Province in China. Although it is hard work, Rob is used to working in a
disadvantaged school, and manages to win the support of the pupils he is teaching. He thoroughly
enjoys his time in China, and is sorry when he has to return to the UK. When he reflects on his
experiences in China, he feels increasingly strongly that teaching is his vocation. Unfortunately,
despite leaving school with good A-levels, including one in English, he was unable to go to
university for personal and financial reasons. With APEL, however, he could compile a portfolio
documenting his experiences both in the inner-city school and in China, and include an APL
element which made reference to his A-Level qualifications. This portfolio would prove to an
assessor that Rob has both ability in English and knowledge of how to teach, thereby enabling him
to gain a PGCE in a shortened time-span.

3.2.3 Paid work
Any paid work that you have undertaken can be a useful learning experience.

Example of the way that paid work can count towards an APEL claim:

Claire leaves school and goes to work in her family’s modest but successful hotel in
Llandudno. On her father’s advice, she gains experience in as many areas of hotel work as
possible, starting at the most lowly position and working her way quickly through the ranks.
Before long she is working on reception, and after a few years is promoted to assistant
manager. She is very good at her job, not least because her experience of several areas of hotel
work means that she can empathise with the staff working under her. Unfortunately, her
father’s ailing health and her mother’s loss of interest in the business mean it is no longer
viable for them to continue running the hotel. Much as Claire has enjoyed working in the
hotel, she feels limited by the small size of the establishment and the seasonal nature of the
resort. Moreover, her fiancé lives in Manchester, so she decides to try to get a job as a
manager in a Manchester hotel. When she applies, however, she finds that her experience is
not enough to secure her a job, for most large hotels require applicants for managerial
positions to have formal qualifications in Tourism and Management. Both Claire and her
fiancé are keen to start a family, so Claire has neither the time nor the money to go to college.
More to the point, even if time and funds were available, Claire would not want to go to
college to relearn what she already knows. APEL assessment would recognise all that Claire
has learnt from her years of experience in her parents’ hotel and enable her to acquire the
requisite qualifications much more quickly.
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General points

Remember that any form of learning can potentially count towards an AP(E)L claim.
The important thing is to reflect on your life, document what you feel you have learnt
from your experiences/employment, and to present this information in such a way that
its relevance to your intended programme of study or training is clear. Don’t worry if
this sounds daunting: your chosen institution should offer you professional support.
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Perceived problems & their solutions

Although the theory and practice of AP(E)L in has been explained in clear terms,
dealing with any problems as they arise, it is perhaps inevitable that the newcomer
will still harbour some misgivings about the concept and process. There is certainly
no harm in an initial dose of healthy scepticism, but it is hoped that a section
dedicated to identifying and solving perceived problems will help to allay any
lingering confusion or doubts.
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Problems for applicants:

I have no idea where to start

You have already made a start by reading this overview. Now that you have a
better understanding of what is involved in making an AP(E)L claim, reflect on
your life and determine what you have learnt from your experiences that could be
useful to gain entry to/credit towards your chosen course. Once you have done
that, make a list of suitable institutions based on factors such as courses offered,
geographical location etc, and see which of those institutions offer AP(E)L
assessment. Request literature on AP(E)L assessment from your chosen
institutions, and see which course and which institution appeals to you the most.
Then make contact with your chosen institution, which should offer you advice
and support. If you want to use AP(E)L to gain entry to/credit towards an potential
employer’s training programme, ask the employer directly whether or not AP(E)L
assessment is offered. If it is, the employer should offer you advice on what to do
next.

I have lost my confidence in my abilities

A large proportion of AP(E)L applicants have little confidence in their abilities —
see General points about AP(E)L usage for a list of the sorts of people who can
and do benefit from AP(E)L. Any institution with good AP(E)L practices will be
well aware of the need to offer you support and encouragement.

I don’t know what’s expected of me

The precise way that you are assessed (see AP(E)L from the applicant’s
perspective) will depend on what you agree with your assessor. Once the method
of assessment has been agreed, you will need to work towards that assessment, for
example by compiling a portfolio. At all stages, you should be supported, both
individually and in groups, by the institution, which should make clear precisely
what is expected of you.

Making a claim will involve too much time and money

Obviously, making a claim will involve both time and money, for you will need to
research your options and prepare yourself for assessment. You will also be
required to pay the institution for your assessment in recognition of the extra
resources required to support you and to assess your claim. Don’t forget, though,
that a successful AP(E)L claim will potentially save you a lot of time and money,
by shortening the length of your programme and possibly by allowing you to
continue paid work while studying. When the initial cost is weighed up against the
potential saving, you will most probably find that making an AP(E)L claim will
ultimately save you a great deal of time and money.
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Problems for assessors:

AP(E)L is too expensive to implement in my institution

When implementing AP(E)L, there will obviously be initial costs involved. It is
important to remember, however, that the cost of assessing an AP(E)L claim is
met by the student. In order to implement and maintain a successful and cost-
effective AP(E)L system, your institution will need to review and analyse all
relevant cost factors in order to develop a strategy for setting fees. For example,
the initial costs may involve staff development, professional advice, technical
expertise, advertising, equipment and accommodation. Some of these costs,
though, such as accommodation, may already be paid for by other services, so you
need to identify what new costs are involved. It is also important to analyse the
costs involved with the delivery of the service, which include:

e Staff, such as advisors, assessors, a co-ordinator and support staff
Accommodation, i.e. the rooms that are set aside for AP(E)L work
Equipment
Consumables
Advertising
External validation and/or verification
Ultimately, whether or not AP(E)L assessment is too expensive for your
institution depends on the outcome of a comprehensive cost/benefit analysis. It is
important to note, however, that although start-up costs may be high, they are
often outweighed by long-term benefits to students/employees. You will probably
find that the pros of implementing AP(E)L outweigh the cons.

AP(E)L is too bureaucratic

Implementing and maintaining an AP(E)L system is only bureaucratic if you make
it so. If done properly, AP(E)L assessment is no different from any other form of
assessment. You will obviously need to spend time reviewing and analysing costs
to determine whether or not AP(E)L is viable for your institution, and it is likely
that staff will initially spend longer with AP(E)L students than is strictly
necessary. Having said this, as your staff gain experience and AP(E)L becomes an
accepted practice in your institution, you will find that the whole operation
becomes much more streamlined, and is no more bureaucratic than your existing
assessment procedures.

Implementing and maintaining AP(E)L assessment is more trouble than it’s
worth

As with any new system, AP(E)L requires time and effort. Most time and effort,
however, is spent in the initial stages of implementing AP(E)L — for example in
determining whether or not the scheme is financially viable, creating a clear
framework for assessment and training staff. Once AP(E)L is in place and both
applicants and staff are familiar and comfortable with the practice, it should not
cause your institution any particular ‘trouble’. On the contrary, you should see that
AP(E)L is worth its while, because it allows your institution to attract good
candidates who would otherwise have been dissuaded from applying. If you are an
employer using AP(E)L to allow applicants to bypass certain modules of your
institution’s training scheme, you will find that skilled people can take up their
positions more quickly and that your institution no longer needs to waste
resources on giving them unnecessary training.
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An AP(E)L claim is impossible to quantify

It’s not impossible. An APL claim is actually quite easy to quantify, because it is
based on work that has already been formally assessed. Providing your institution
has clear guidelines on which qualifications are valid for which courses,
quantifying an APL claim should be fairly straightforward. Naturally, an APEL
claim is more difficult to quantify, because it is based on much less formal
learning. However, as demonstrated in AP(E)L from the applicant’s perspective
and AP(E)L from the assessor’s perspective, accepted systems for assessing APEL
claims already exist. Further information on how to assess APEL claims can be
found in the books listed in Useful bibliography, or obtained from the Learning
from Experience Trust on 020 7919 7739.

AP(E)L gives applicants credit simply for their life experience

No it doesn’t. As stated in the introduction, one thing that AP(E)L does not give is
credit for life experience alone. Applicants do not receive recognition merely for
their experiences in life, but rather for what they /earn from those experiences.

Awarding applicants entry or credit for an AP(E)L claim will cause bad
feeling among conventional (non-AP(E)L) applicants

Unfortunately, a lack of awareness/understanding of AP(E)L and what it involves,
together with the common misconception that AP(E)L gives applicants credit
simply for their life experience, may potentially cause bad feeling among non-
AP(E)L applicants. It is for this reason that it is vitally important not only to
advertise openly the availability of AP(E)L assessment, but also to offer anyone
who is interested a clear explanation of both the theory and the practice of
AP(E)L. By doing so, you will help AP(E)L to become ‘mainstream’, i.e. a widely
accepted alternative to traditional entry/credit assessment, and hopefully avoid
creating bad feeling among non-AP(E)L applicants.

No-one’s ever heard of AP(E)L — my institution wouldn’t receive (m)any
AP(E)L applications, and my staff wouldn’t be comfortable dealing with
them

As stated earlier in this guide, one of the problems identified in a recent survey by
the Learning from Experience Trust was that probably fewer than 100 students per
year are currently gaining credit through the AP(E)L route, and that many students
who could benefit from the AP(E)L process are simply unaware of its existence.
Furthermore, even those who are aware of AP(E)L are often dissuaded from
considering it as a viable option because of a lack of information and support. For
this reason, it is vital that your institution makes a concerted effort to publicise the
availability of AP(E)L assessment and offers information and support to any
applicants who are interested. With regard to your staff, it is vital that they too are
given training and support, so that they understand the process and feel
comfortable with it. Any new system is bound to cause some initial confusion and
discomfort, but provided that a clear framework for AP(E)L assessment is in place
and support for both applicants and assessors is readily available, these problems
can be overcome.
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Conclusion

We hope that this short overview of the theory and practice of AP(E)L constitutes a
useful and readable guide for applicants, assessors and interested educationalists alike.

Final words

The concept of AP(E)L is not a particularly easy one to grasp, especially for those
who only have experience of traditional education and are perhaps naturally sceptical
towards apparently ‘new-fangled’ and ‘trendy’ educational ideas. The point with
AP(E)L, though, is that the concept is far from new. In fact, the basic premise of
AP(E)L, namely that people learn by doing, has existed since time immemorial. This
belief was documented by many Greek philosophers and also featured in the works of
later philosophers such as Locke and Mill. Many twentieth century thinkers have also
stressed the critical importance of experiential learning to human growth and
development. The concept, therefore, is ancient — all that has changed is the
nomenclature and the amount of recognition it is now afforded. When considered
logically, AP(E)L makes absolute sense: if you have learnt something that is relevant
to the programme of study or training you wish to follow, then you should receive
recognition and credit for what you have learnt. The reason that some people have a
problem with AP(E)L is that it requires a different mental approach. No-one questions
the practice of universities admitting students on the basis of their A-Level (or
similar) results, so why the problem with institutions giving credit for less formal
learning? The problem may lie in a widespread lack of awareness/misunderstanding
of the AP(E)L process. Hopefully this overview of both the theory and practice of
AP(E)L has dispelled some of the myths surrounding the process and will, in some
small way, help AP(E)L to gain the recognition it deserves.

Useful bibliography

Much of the material used in this guide was taken from papers produced by the
Learning from Experience Trust, which has 17 years’ experience in this field. The
following books were also used:

Harris, J (2000) RPL: Power, Pedagogy and Possibility, Human Sciences Research
Council, Pretoria

Simosko, S & Cook, C (1996) Applying APL Principles in Flexible Assessment: A
Practical Guide, Kogan Page, London

Both books explore the theory and implementation of AP(E)L in much more depth
than is possible in this short overview, and should provide a very useful point of
reference for those interested in pursuing their own AP(E)L claim or in implementing
an AP(E)L system in their institution. Furthermore, both books contain very
comprehensive bibliographies.

For a personal service, including advice for individuals and institutions, the Learning
from Experience Trust can be contacted on 020 7919 7739.
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