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Abstract 

This paper examines the perceptions of accrediting prior experiential learning (APEL) from 

the point of view of lecturers delivering higher education in further education institutions. 

Despite the fact that APEL is recognised as potentially providing a range of benefits for 

higher education providers, students and employers, little research has been carried out 

with those responsible for accreditation.  Data were obtained using an online survey to 

collect information from lecturers about their awareness of and support for APEL.    Analysis 

of this information reveals that confusion about the purpose and implementation remain 

the main barriers to APEL for this group, and that providing appropriate support for staff 

could be an effective mechanism for overcoming this. The implications of this study are 

discussed in relation to the higher education in further education context, with specific 

reference to the Foundation degree.     

 

Keywords: APEL, foundation degree; higher education, further education, lecturers 
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Review of Literature 

The accreditation of learning and achievement is one of the central functions of higher 

education and providers are increasingly recognising a myriad of ways that knowledge, skills 

and understanding are developed (QAA 2004).  Accrediting Prior Experiential Learning 

(APEL) refers to the process whereby knowledge, skills and abilities gained in non-formal 

(work-based) and informal (life experiences) learning environments are accredited (Adam 

2006).  However, the term APEL is often confused for two main reasons.  Firstly, whilst it is 

generally referred to as APEL in England, the term is known elsewhere (such as in Australia) 

as Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) (Pitman 2009). Secondly, it is often confused with the 

Accreditation of Certified Learning (APCL) which is, ‘essentially the recognition of another 

organisation’s assessment’ (Scott 2010, 19).  While APEL and APCL both involve prior 

learning, APEL involves an assessment process by the accrediting organisation.     

The notion of APEL in the context of English higher education is not a new one.  A prominent 

theory of experiential learning was developed by Kolb and colleagues, who posited that 

individuals create knowledge from experience rather than just received instruction.  

Experiential learning theory builds upon the work of eminent scholars such as John Dewey 

and Jean Piaget, who shared the view that learning is a holistic process resulting from 

transactions between person and environment (Kolb and Kolb 2005).   However, a number 

of criticisms have been made of this theory. For example, Bergsteiner and colleagues (2010) 

have argued that Kolb is unclear whether the theoretical model refers to learning styles or 

learning stages, an important indication of whether learning is stable or flexible.  Other 

critiques concern the validity and reliability of Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory, a tool to help 

learners understand their strengths and weaknesses (ibid. 2010), whilst others question 

where other aspects of learning such as choice and decision-making fit into the theory 

(Rogers 2002).    

 

Despite this, experiential learning continues to be influential in adult learning.  The rationale 

to recognise non-formal and informal learning is underpinned by three main tenets.  The 

first is that we now live in a knowledge-based society in which there is a need for education 

and training to be more flexible and to allow people to engage and re-engage with learning 
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throughout their lives (Gallacher and Feutrie 2003).  The second is related to social 

inclusion, whereby within the formal sector there is a need to adapt, ‘entry, progression and 

recognition requirements to take account of non-formal and informal learning’ (European 

Commission 2001, 13).  The third is economic, that APEL can save money and time if 

individuals avoid repeating any learning that they already know (Scott 2005a).  This is not 

only regarded as positive for individuals but for society, by freeing educational resources as 

more individuals enter the labour market faster (Scott 2010).  In 2004, the Quality Assurance 

Agency for Higher Education drafted guidelines for recognition of prior learning.  These were 

also set in the context of an agenda for higher education that promotes lifelong learning, 

wider participation and social inclusion (QAA 2004).  The UK lifelong learning and widening 

participation agenda, in particular, has been primarily concerned with skills-based 

vocational learning (Jackson and Jamieson 2009).   

 

Although there has been much debate about the concept of APEL, we still know relatively 

little about practice. Interest in APEL has grown in recent years as it has become recognised 

as a key issue in lifelong learning policy within Europe (CEDEFO 2009).  According to the 

European Commission there is a need, 'to build bridges between different learning contexts 

and learning forms and to facilitate access to individual pathways of learning’ (European 

Commission 2001, 15). However, APEL remains a marginal activity for UK higher education 

institutions (Garnett, Portwood and Costley 2004).  Where it does occur, APEL is mainly used 

to gain entry onto a programme and to a lesser extent, to gain credit towards the 

completion of a programme of study (Learning from Experience 2003).  In some institutions 

the review of an APEL claim constitutes a funded 10-15 credit module (HEFCE 2003).  

However, with the rapid growth of vocational higher education programmes (particularly 

the Foundation degree) aimed at employees and students with substantial work experience, 

interest in the potential of APEL has been growing (Garnett et al. 2004). 

 

The concept of APEL is generally regarded as problematic in higher education because it 

challenges perceptions of learning.  The learning has normally taken place elsewhere at 

another time with credit awarded on the basis of evidenced learning from the experience 

rather than from the experience itself.  The developmental process of reflecting on the 
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experiences is generally considered to be worthwhile, although examples do exist of 

learners feeling alienated through its objectification (Trowler 1996).  It is also usually unclear 

how the level of an individual’s experiential learning is determined (Winter 1993).  Crucially, 

decisions regarding the accreditation of evidenced learning are a matter of academic 

judgement (QAA 2004, 7).  Concerns among lecturers about awarding credit for experience 

include a perception of low student demand, difficulty in ensuring validity and reliability for 

APEL and awarding specific grades or marks (Merrifield, McIntyre and Osaigbovo 2000). 

Peters (2005) more recently reported that whilst quality and appropriate accreditation is 

paramount, lecturers also want APEL to be easy to assess, to be academic and to have a 

personal dimension.   

 

Despite these potential barriers, a number of benefits are associated with APEL.  For 

example, valuing and rewarding experiential learning is thought to encourage those most 

alienated to return to learning (Gallacher and Feutrie 2003).  Earlier studies have reported 

that APEL builds on previous successes and in turn, increases self-esteem and motivation as 

well as empower the learner (Houston, Hoover and Beer 1997).  APEL also offers employers 

the opportunity to have employees’ prior work and training formally recognised whilst 

simultaneously contributing to further qualifications (NIACE 2008; Leitch 2006).  Indeed, it is 

recognised that segments of the workforce are most likely to benefit from APEL within 

work-based learning programmes customised to meet the needs of employers (Garnett et 

al. 2004).  Despite these possible advantages, there remains confusion about 

implementation (Challis 2005; Pitman 2009).   

 

In 2000, the Learning from Experience Trust carried out a large study involving a survey and 

case studies with higher education institutions across England. This reported a gap between 

policy and practice, recommending a review of institutional APEL practices as well as staff 

development in all aspects of the APEL process (Merrifield et al. 2000).  Little evidence has 

been gathered since this study, although events such as those reported on by Challis 

continued to show that, ‘there is little practice on which to base any generalised patterns of 

activity’ (Challis 2005, 25).  Scott more recently stressed that, ‘there is little strong research 

either to support or refute many of the claims made for APEL’ (Scott 2010, 28).   
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Context 

The University of Plymouth Colleges (UPC) partnership used for this investigation is located 

in the South West of England.  A geographically isolated higher education institution (HEI), 

the University of Plymouth supports a network of 18 partner institutions across the region, 

including further education colleges and other organisations such as the Royal Navy.  

Provision had grown to more than 10,500 students in 2010, approximately a third of the 

total number of students at the University of Plymouth. The majority of these students are 

studying Foundation degrees and have the opportunity to progress to the University where 

they can proceed to the final year of a Bachelor’s degree.   

 

Foundation degrees are higher education qualifications delivered in further education 

institutions currently attracting a sharp increase in enrolment.  In 2007-08 there were 

approximately 72,000 students nationally enrolled on Foundation degrees and this has risen 

to 99,475 in 2010 (HEFCE 2010).  Generally, these qualifications attract people from a broad 

range of backgrounds, particularly low participation neighbourhoods and those over 21 

years old on entry.  Foundation degrees (and their constituent programmes e.g. Certificate 

in Personal and Professional Development, Certificate in Higher Education) aim to attract 

‘non-traditional learners’ and naturally lend themselves to APEL for entry purposes or 

advanced standing (module exemptions) within a programme.  Many students choosing the 

Foundation degree will not necessarily have pursued the ‘normal’ pre-university routes to 

study and therefore careful assessment of the level and nature of their prior learning may 

be required (Rowley 2005).   

 

Few research studies have specifically focused on higher education lecturers and their 

perceptions of APEL, despite the fact that it is their academic judgement relied upon to 

accredit experiential learning. Furthermore, little investigation has been carried out in the 

context of higher education in further education, even though many students using this 

route are mature and part time learners in employment.  One exception to this was a 

project on accrediting prior learning carried out by the Higher Education Learning 

Partnerships (HELP) Centre of Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL).  This provided 
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contextual information about accrediting prior learning in three UPC institutions.  This paper 

builds on this work by reporting findings from a wider survey that sought to explore APEL in 

this context.  

 

Method  

The survey developed for this study was part of the Partnership Investigations into 

Accrediting Prior Experiential Learning (Pineapple) project.  The Pineapple project is funded 

by the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC), as part of the Lifelong Learning and 

Workforce Development strand of the Institutional Innovation Programme 

(www.pineappleproject.org.uk). The survey was designed to collect quantitative and 

qualitative data about two main areas.  The first was general awareness of APEL in their 

institution, including understanding of policy and responsibility for APEL.  The second 

focused upon the support received for APEL as well as the support required.  The data from 

the survey would then be used to inform future research.  The survey was created using a 

web-based survey tool which helped to track responses and monitor individual results.   

 

A draft survey was piloted with six lecturers and this revealed that programme managers 

were most likely to deal with any enquiries or applications.  An additional comment received 

was that the survey was too long. To shorten it, one section was replaced with two 

questions with a view to arranging follow up interviews with individuals.   It quickly became 

apparent that some lecturers were responsible for more than one programme at each 

college.  A series of four drop-down menus were provided from which the participant could 

select their programme(s). Two questions were also added asking when and how students 

find out about APEL.  This was felt to be important for systems development.  Finally, two 

questions about the support for APEL were changed to help distinguish between the 

support already available to lecturers and the support required. 

 

The final survey was divided into three main sections: 

1) Your details; 

2) APEL in your institution; 

3) Support for APEL.    
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Section 1 obtained information on individual lecturers and their roles. Section 2 sought to 

examine individuals’ awareness of APEL policy and practice within their institution. The final 

section of the survey focused upon the support received and required.     

  

Achieved sample 

The link to the survey was sent out with an accompanying email which explained the 

purpose of data collection and that all data would remain anonymous.  The survey link was 

sent to 161 Higher Education (HE) in Further Education (FE) programme managers from 18 

University of Plymouth partner colleges.  A 50% (N=81) response rate was achieved for this 

study. When respondents were asked how long they had worked at their institution, the 

response average was 12 years.  The 81 respondents worked in 14 different institutions 

across the partnership, with 28 respondents working at the largest partner further 

education college.  A summary of the characteristics of the institutions is provided below. 

   

(Table 1) 

 

Analysis of the results was undertaken adopting a critical realist approach (Bhaskar 1998).  

Realists seek to show causal explanations in a social world where structures and processes 

are constantly changing, making definite prediction impossible.  Critical realists believe that 

there will always be many possible explanations for investigation and that the primary aim 

of social science is to be critical of the actions that lie behind false explanations (Archer et al. 

1998; Scott 2005b).  Reflecting this approach, the results are discussed with specific 

reference to the mechanisms and barriers in place to claim APEL.  For example, if agents 

such as programme managers are to effectively support students then structures need to 

bring clarity and transparency to the process.  This is discussed in relation to government 

agendas as well as institutional policies and regulations.   

 

Findings 

The results presented below primarily relate to awareness of APEL, APEL in practice and the 

support requirements for staff.  However, they also highlight some of the broader issues 



  9 

 

raised about the perceived purpose and implementation of APEL.  Codes assigned to 

quotations indicate affiliated institution and university faculty. If questions were not 

answered by all respondents, the number of people that skipped the question has been 

provided. 

 

Awareness of APEL 

In order to investigate awareness of APEL among lecturers, questions related to general 

awareness as well as specific aspects of APEL in their institution. When asked whether 

respondents were aware of APEL in their institution, 69 (85.2%) respondents answered ‘yes’ 

and 12 (14.8%) answered ‘no’.  This may help to explain why 12 respondents skipped many 

of the following questions about APEL in their institution.  Whilst this first result provides an 

indication of general knowledge of APEL, it was important to ascertain the extent of 

awareness.  As earlier evidence testified, practice could be limited even when policies 

existed. In 2000, it was claimed that within HE, APEL ‘is now mainstream’ (Merrifield et al. 

2000).  This was based upon the majority of HEIs possessing an APEL policy.   However, as 

the report explained: 

 

‘The adoption of APEL policies does not mean that there are substantial numbers of 

students gaining APEL credit’.  (Merrifield et al. 2000, 2) 

 

The majority of respondents in this survey (52.2%) were aware of an institutional APEL 

policy, although 33 (40.6%) were unsure and 6 (7.2%) did not know of any such policy.   

 

(Figure 1) 

 

Merrifield and colleagues (2000) reported that larger institutions were more likely to have 

an APEL policy, but noted that these were also the institutions with the largest proportion of 

part time students.  Of those aware of a policy in this study, most of these respondents 

were employed at relatively large partner institutions. However, they were not necessarily 

from those institutions with the most part time or mature students.     
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Respondents were invited to indicate whether the APEL policy addressed any related higher 

education agendas, including widening participation, attracting experienced students, 

employer requirements and encouraging progression to HE.  These agendas were identified 

following a review of literature (McDermott, Stillwell, Dismore and Witt 2009).  The 

responses are presented in the table below: 

 

(Table 2) 

 

As this shows, the majority of respondents believed that the APEL policy helped to address 

widening participation, attract experienced students and support the progression of 

students to HE.  There was particular uncertainty among lecturers about whether APEL 

addressed employer requirements. The reasons for this are unclear, although it might be 

connected to perceptions that employers are not aware of APEL.  Given the increase of 

work-based learning in universities generally, particularly in the context of the Foundation 

degree, this might be surprising.   Yet, improving links with employers has been an 

advantage of APEL cited in a number of reports (e.g. NIACE 2008; Leitch 2006).      

 

The study conducted by the Learning from Experience Trust revealed a variation in the way 

that APEL can be coordinated.  HEIs were spread on a rough scale from centralised to 

devolved structures (Merrifield et al. 2000).  This survey asked lecturers whether there was 

a person responsible for supporting students who APEL in their institution.  Over half the 

respondents were unsure (52.9%). Just under a third (29.4%) claimed that there was 

somebody with responsibility for APEL and 17.6% confirmed that no one person had 

responsibility.  Of those that answered ‘yes’, a second question asked them how many 

people had responsibility for APEL.  Most responses stated that the number of people 

responsible for APEL varied according to the faculty.  This suggests that there was no 

centralised control structure in any of the institutions within this sample.  Whilst this offers 

the potential for widespread ownership, it is arguably harder to maintain consistency and 

reliability (Trowler 1996).  This may be considered to be especially important in a higher 

education partnership that promotes a shared vision with common values.   
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There was some variation in how staff believed students were informed about APEL in their 

college.  A relatively large percentage of responses stated that students found out during 

discussions with college staff, including tutors or programme managers (42.5%) or at 

interview (22.9%).  A number of responses (10.9%) suggested that students find out via the 

college publicity.  Some of the lecturers did not know how students find out about APEL 

(4.9%).  The full list is presented below.  Given that most answers indicate that students find 

out during discussions with lecturers, it seems imperative that staff have all the necessary 

information at their disposal.  Confusion about whether there was somebody ultimately 

responsible for APEL suggests that not all staff were equipped with accurate information 

that could help them in this situation.  The results also show that many staff relied upon 

materials issued by the institution to inform students or upon the students themselves to 

raise it as an enquiry.     

 

(Table 3) 

 

The findings presented here are supported by earlier research. Merrifield and colleagues 

(2000) also reported that prospectuses and catalogues were the main way students found 

out about APEL. Indeed, the report showed that whilst a third of the HEIs issued APEL 

guidance for students, 72% institutions expected students to ask admissions or academic 

staff.  As Johnson (2002) suggested, for APEL to be used, it has to be positioned within the 

marketing strategy and admissions process of the institution. 

 

An important aspect of a student’s decision to APEL is likely to be any cost implications.  

However, the majority of lecturers in this study were unaware of how much students are 

charged for APEL (70.6%) and 17.6% were unsure.  Few respondents (11.8%) did know how 

much APEL cost for students.   This was not surprising in the light of the limited research 

carried out. Merrifield and colleagues (2000) found that most institutions charged a fee for 

APEL credit and 16% (of their stage 1 survey, n=107) did not charge. Overall, Merrifield and 

colleagues found it very difficult to obtain information on the exact cost of APEL, with 

institutions appearing to report on different units of credit.  In the context of the University 

of Plymouth, it is the responsibility of partner institutions to set their own fees for APEL and 
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to communicate this to staff. Results from this survey suggest that lecturers need to have 

this decision clarified so that this information can be communicated effectively to students.  

 

APEL IN PRACTICE 

The findings in relation to APEL in practice suggest that lecturers were actually dealing with 

more requests about APEL than might have been anticipated.    Over half (60.3%) the 

respondents reported receiving an APEL enquiry, over a third (35.3%) had not and a few 

(4.4%) were unsure.  Indeed, when asked if they had been involved in an APEL application, 

50% of the sample responded that they had been involved in an APEL application and 50% 

had not. 35 of the 81 respondents were able to specify the number of applications they had 

been involved in. Most of these applications had reportedly taken place between 1-3 years 

ago. The exact details of the applications were to be a focus of future investigation and 

therefore outside the remit of this paper.       

 

Overall, this response was surprising, not least because informal discussions with colleagues 

in the partner institutions had suggested a very limited involvement in APEL. For example, a 

representative of one of the larger institutions had previously stated that they had only 

dealt with three claims in the last year and that all of these were APCL claims (McDermott et 

al. 2009). Other research conducted in the UK supports this finding.  For example, Gallacher 

and Feutrie (2003) reported a relative lack of APEL activity in Scotland compared to in 

France.  In England, HEFCE (2003), Challis (2005) and Scott (2010) all reported a low uptake 

of APEL applications.  One possible reason for the finding of this study is that respondents 

were referring to APEL on entry rather than specifically for credit.  An increase in mature 

and experienced learners attending HE in FE institutions may also be effecting this trend. 

 

SUPPORT FOR APEL 

Findings from earlier research (Merrifield et al. 2000) indicated a heavy reliance upon 

departmental staff not designated as APEL advisors and a distinct lack of APEL training.  To 

investigate whether this was true of our sample, respondents were asked whether they 

already received support in specific areas.  These areas were chosen to represent all stages 

of an APEL claim, as described by Stoney (2010).  Very few respondents believed that they 
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had received ‘a lot’ of support in any of the areas. The areas for which one or two 

respondents had received a lot of support were for planning a claim, producing a claim and 

arranging for assessment. Of those who had received ‘some’ support, most had been in the 

areas of advising on APEL and planning a claim.  ‘A little’ support had been provided for a 

number of respondents in all areas.  However, a high number of respondents reported 

receiving no support and this was noted in relation to all areas, most notably in the 

monitoring review and evaluation of APEL applications.  

 

(Figure 2) 

 

As part of this question respondents were invited to provide additional information. Most of 

these comments referred to support available as and when required.  For example, one 

respondent added, ‘I'm sure the advice would be there if asked for’ (College M, Business 

School), whilst another noted that, ‘I would have taken responsibility for this with colleagues 

and with advice from [the University]’ (College J, Education).  There were also statements 

suggesting that support was something that could be improved and made more consistent.  

For example, one lecturer wrote that, ‘It has been variable over the years’, suggesting that, 

‘It is something which I would like to see given a lot more attention’ (College E, Health).  

 

(Figure 3) 

 

When asked about the support lecturers wished to receive in relation to APEL, it is 

interesting to note the high number that wished to have ‘some’ rather than ‘a lot’ of 

support for all stages of APEL. For example, over half the respondents wanted some support 

with advising on APEL and planning a claim. A number of respondents did not wish for any 

support for APEL at all and this amounted to between 2-4 responses per option.  Of those 

who did want a lot of support, many of these wished to focus upon assessment of APEL.  

 

To both questions about support, a high percentage of respondents answered that they 

were unsure whether they either already received or whether they needed particular 

support.  One suggestion was that, ‘it would be helpful to have a dedicated person within the 
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Institution’ (College E, Health).  However, other responses were more sceptical about the 

need for support if demand was low.  As one lecturer pointed out, ‘unless students are 

aware of this, and choose to take it up I will continue to get noone asking me to APEL them 

onto the course, and will need no support!’ (College E, Arts).  Another comment was that the 

level of support really, ‘depends on how straight forward the APEL claim is’ (College K, 

Health).  The need for linking and sharing an understanding of APEL among employers and 

HEIs was highlighted in the National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE) report 

to JISC (NIACE 2008).  It was envisaged that a shared understanding would make the process 

more effective and less time consuming.   

 

Future APEL 

A final question asked the respondents to indicate whether they envisaged APEL becoming 

more popular among their students. Whilst over a third (38%) did think APEL would become 

popular, some (18%) did not think so and the largest proportion (44%) of respondents were 

unsure.  This is similar to a finding reported by Johnson (2002) who stated that over half the 

responses did not expect APEL to grow in the coming year.  

 

(Figure 4) 

 

Many additional comments (32) were made relating to this question, all providing further 

insight into the range of perceptions about future APEL demand. Many of the comments 

referred to an increase in older learners entering HE with substantial industry experience.  

For example, as one respondent stated, ‘I have a very diverse student cohort many of whom 

have experience in the industry and who could apply for APEL’ (College E, Science and 

Technology), whilst another added that, ‘a large proportion of my students are already 

working in industry’ (College C, Science and Technology).  An additional statement 

suggested that, ‘[APEL] enables mostly mature students to gain credit for work they have 

already done’ (College E, Science and Technology).  This is important if mature, part time 

learners constitute a growing proportion of the higher education sector in the UK. As HEFCE 

(2010) reported, of the total number of student entrants for 2009-10, 37% of these were 

part time.  Many of these entrants were older, with 55% aged 30 and over.  
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One respondent related this trend directly to the national economy: ‘more mature students 

coming in from industry.  Particularly in this economic climate when there are people who 

wish to up skill/retrain’ (College E, Business School).  This reflects an underlying argument 

for APEL, that education must be relevant to the changing needs of the workforce and 

economy (Gallacher and Feutrie 2003).  Linked to this was an acknowledgement by two of 

the respondents that students with other commitments and substantial experience may 

appreciate the opportunity to avoid repeating any learning.  As one wrote, ‘many of my 

students are older and have previous relevant qualifications or relevant work experience and 

do not wish to waste time doing modules in which they are very proficient already’ (College 

C, Business School).   

 

However, many comments added by respondents explained why they did not perceive APEL 

becoming more popular in future.  Some of these were related to a lack of general 

awareness of APEL among staff and students.  One individual simply stated that, ‘[APEL] has 

lots of potential but staff have too little time to promote and manage APEL effectively’ 

(College A, Science and Technology).  Another pointed out that, ‘If I'm not sure what it is 

how will the learners ever know?’ (College E, Arts)  One perceived reason for students not 

choosing the APEL route was that students would rather complete the whole course.  As 

one lecturer stated: 

 

‘A lot depends on background experience obviously but most students that we see 

are wanting a fresh start and feel too much APEL accreditation limits their experience 

and learning on the course. Often areas that are revisited are done so with fresh eyes 

and a new context so the experience is different and more up to date.’ (College K, 

Arts) 

 

One additional comment pointed to the difference between APEL and APCL, citing APCL as 

the more popular option for students. Also, this lecturer agreed with the earlier suggestion 

that often students prefer to do the whole course: 
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‘ I think APCL is much more likely to occur. Over the 8 years I have acted as 

Programme Manager I can only think of one student who may have been suitable, 

and this person declined to make a claim, preferring to complete the relevant area of 

study in the normal way.’ (College H, Science and Technology) 

 

Findings reported elsewhere concur that often students would rather undertake the formal 

module rather than taking the APEL route, simply because it is easier and because APEL is 

time consuming (Houston et al. 1997).  Another reason is that students wish to maximise 

learning and engagement with the group.  One lecturer was of the opinion that students 

should be, ‘full members of the group’ by joining in the whole course:  

 

‘ We generally prefer students to join in the whole course & be full members of the 

group & have the same developmental experiences. There could always be the 

exception, however, for their own particular circumstances.’ (College K, Science and 

Technology) 

 

Associated with this was the view that APEL would only be used by students to exempt 

themselves from part of a programme.  For example, as an arts lecturer stated:   

 

‘The majority of students that apply for the FdA in Fine Art are not chasing the 

qualification but what they get from the course. They are therefore not looking to 

bypass any aspects of the programme through APEL’. (College E, Arts) 

  

This view perhaps reflects the argument posed by Armsby and colleagues (2006).  They 

recognised that HEIs are the traditional custodians of high-status knowledge and that it is 

often difficult for assessors to recognise other forms of knowledge within existing academic 

and social structures.  In a study by Peters (2005), one student discussed the reluctance of 

lecturers to acknowledge her experience, attributing this to a possessive attitude of 

academics to the modules they teach.  This was in contrast to the lecturers’ perceptions of 

themselves as, ‘rigorous but sympathetic and flexible’ (Peters 2005, 280).  Some members 
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of staff appeared to be taking care to consider APEL from the students’ point of view.  The 

same lecturer summed up the tension illustrated in the following statement: 

 

‘In theory one would expect it to be popular, particularly in business facing 

programmes, also the handbooks etc do give APEL links to [University of Plymouth] 

site. However in my experience it is not common. I think there are probably three 

main reasons for this:- 

1. It is not 'sold' up front. 

2. Many students are inexperienced with HE institutions and therefore are not sure 

they 'fit' this. 

3. Some may feel that they are well experienced but that it would be a long process 

of 'picking into them' that they don't require and so if they need the qualification they 

take the whole thing, but if they can get away without it they do so.’ (College E, 

Science and Technology) 

 

This highlights the potential of APEL in theory and the problems of APEL in practice and 

emphasises that without a clear understanding of APEL, many students (particularly those 

considered non-traditional such as part time adult learners) will not have the confidence to 

attempt an APEL application.  In other words, the confusion surrounding APEL is possibly 

putting off the very students most likely to consider this route.  
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Conclusions 

The aim of this survey was to develop a sense of HE lecturers’ understanding of APEL.  

Reflecting the critical realist approach, the perceptions of lecturers about APEL can be 

discussed with particular reference to contextual factors, as well as perceived mechanisms, 

barriers and potential outcomes of APEL.  This research is paramount if we are to better 

understand APEL from the point of view of those who accredit learning.  

 

Although many lecturers claimed to have an awareness of APEL, subsequent responses 

indicated that the main barrier to APEL in practice is limited knowledge.  A relatively high 

number of lecturers (41%) were unsure about whether an institutional APEL policy existed.  

Other areas of uncertainty included who was responsible for APEL enquiries and 

applications in the institution, how students find out about APEL and the financial 

implications of APEL for students. With such ambiguity, it is unlikely that students can access 

the necessary information they need in time to make an informed decision.  Moreover, this 

study showed that students are unlikely to find out about APEL, unless lecturers highlight 

this as a route.  However, as one academic pointed out, ‘a common response to uncertainty 

and insecurity is to erect barriers, in this case bureaucratic procedures, in an attempt to 

ensure that standards are maintained’ (Trowler 1996, 26).  It appears that little has changed 

since this time.  

 

Many lecturers in this study agreed that in general, APEL helped to widen participation, 

served the needs of experienced students and encouraged progression. However, few 

believed that APEL could address employment requirements.  This was surprising given that 

the QAA (2004) linked APEL with partnership working with business and other organisations 

such as the Centre for Research in Lifelong Learning (CRLL), have stressed the benefits of 

APEL for worker flexibility and mobility (CRLL 2002).  This perspective was discussed by 

Garnett and colleagues (2004). They described that at its narrowest, APEL could benefit 

institutions by widening access to academic courses.  However, at its broadest, APEL could 

serve much wider interests by unlocking, enhancing and making use of previously 

unrecognised knowledge and skills.  Misunderstanding of its purpose is another barrier to 
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effective practice.  Widespread and full discussion needs to take place in the higher 

education community if these outcomes are to be realised.  

 

The potential for APEL to be treated as a process for development rather than merely an 

instrument of recognition (Garnett et al. 2004) seemed largely unrecognised by the 

lecturers in this study. For example, there was no consideration about the skills required to 

reflect on experience and connect the learning to specific learning outcomes.  Yet, the 

process of evaluation and reflection is seen by others as empowering the individual and 

leading to an increase in confidence.  Moreover, reflection of this kind is important with 

regards APCL. Trowler (1996) argues that credit exchange and developmental APEL models 

should be recognised as a continuum rather than dichotomous.  Importantly, this helps to 

acknowledge the different levels of reflection involved in identifying credit worthy skills.  

Failing to recognise APEL as a potentially powerful developmental tool offers another 

possible barrier to APEL, one that could be overcome with appropriate support.  

 

Despite these potential barriers to APEL, many lecturers in this study reported more 

enquiries and applications than might have been expected.  Furthermore, additional 

comments highlight the potential of APEL for the increasing numbers of mature part time 

learners who already possess substantial industry experience.  This might be partly due to 

the area of higher education in which these lecturers work.  Within the context of the 

Foundation degree, a vocationally oriented qualification intended to be employer led and to 

form part of the government’s widening participation strategy (Jackson and Jamieson 2009), 

APEL would seem to offer a great deal.  This may be a sign that traditional views of higher 

level learning are gradually being influenced by developments in work-based learning, 

making APEL more acceptable (Peters 2005).   

 

It is argued here that to prepare adequately for future changes, the right mechanisms must 

be in place.  Some of the barriers discussed here can be overcome by appropriate support. 

The results from this survey suggest that at least some level of APEL support is required by 

lecturers. The majority of respondents were not receiving any support for APEL, some had 

received a little and others were simply unsure whether support was required at all. If 
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demand for APEL is increasing and coordination of APEL in institutions remains devolved, 

then support for individual programme managers would help to ensure consistency and to 

maintain standards of quality assurance.      

 

Overall, this paper highlights a tension between recognition of the value that APEL can bring 

to a specific (and growing) group of students and certain repercussions for the higher 

education community.  One possible repercussion is related to the institution-wide 

approach to knowledge and what is considered ‘acceptable’ forms of learning.  Whilst HE 

institutions might recognise that APEL can attract non-traditional learners such as part time 

adult learners, they may be seeking to maintain their monopoly higher learning and their 

roles as traditional custodian of high-status knowledge.  One concern seems to be that APEL 

signifies an instrumentalist approach to learning, whereby students’ experiences are 

transformed into a set of saleable assets, through a list of attributes with which they can 

market themselves.  The implication of this, that education is a commodity rather than a 

process, is potentially damaging to HE and our concepts of learning.  This argument has 

been best summed up in the following extract: 

 

‘…we believe that a struggle over what is the nature of knowledge and learning is 

taking place in relation to APEL. The changes arising from this struggle can be seen as 

transforming the production, validation and communication of knowledge and re-

conceptualising the meaning of learning.’ (Armsby et al. 2006) 

 

Yet there appear to be practical reasons for addressing the issue of APEL sooner rather than 

later. As reported by McNair (2009), demographic changes are leading to a growing and 

ageing population, with most people spending more of their lives outside the labour market.  

Appropriate opportunities should be provided for people to learn what they need, when 

they need it, whilst being flexible about taking into account prior experiences.  However, as 

this paper demonstrates, APEL in practice has to be negotiated by higher education staff 

and appropriate support of these individuals requires attention if they are to effectively 

guide and nurture the lifelong learner.      
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