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It is a time of 
change.….

The world is undergoing
multiple long-term structural
transformations
• Rise of AI
• Climate change
• A shift in the geopolitical

distribution of power
• Demographic transitions
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…and higher education 
institutions are expected 
to offer solutions for the 
future

• Up-/re-skilling

• Flexible learning paths

• Life-long learning

• Social dimension

• Innovation & creativity

• Transversal skills

• Focus on competencies

• Student centered teaching & learning

• Microcredentials

• Internationalization ….
RPL plays a key role in these policy goals. But RPL is invisible in 
most higher education institutions.
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Higher education institutions as gatekeepers.. 

It can be difficult for academics to change their mindset from 
being gatekeepers of study-based knowledge to becoming 

mentors of learners whose knowledge has been gained from 
life and work experiences (Wong, 2014)

Is the world of experience and the world of academia still 
separated?

Will higher education institutions remain gatekeepers of 
study-based knowledge and stuck in their traditional 

understanding of education? 

University Hamburg 1956

UAS Regensburg 2024
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Is the implementation of RPL …

……MERELY A TECHNICAL AND 
BUREAUCRATIC ISSUE OR MORE? 

….. ONLY RELEVANT TO A SMALL 
GROUP OF EXPERTS OR IS IT A 

TRANSFORMATION OF A HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTION?
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Concern about 
loss of HEI 
reputation

No resources

Reservations
regarding

studyability

Fear of
becoming
redundant

Fear of
declining

applications

……emotions, 
values…

Statutes and 
guidelines

ProcessesProcedures

Know-how 
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RPL is still uncharted territory
for higher education institutions

The corporate culture plays a key role in determining how 
employees think and act – soft factors determine hard factors



Balance of seven dimensions
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Modell Tom Peters und Robert Waterman

The connecting lines between 
the seven elements show 
„that it is difficult or even 
impossible to change just one 
factor without affecting the 
stability of the entire system“



You can't control systems, but you can shape and 
reshape them

The implementation of RPL is successful, when higher education 
institutions pay attention to hard and soft factors 

“Corporate culture” has become a key success factor for establishing 
trust in RPL. 

A coherent corporate culture eliminates the need for complex 
coordination and control systems. 
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How to build up an RPL friendly culture

Challenges

Fear of RPL and of losing the 
university's traditional role as 
gatekeeper of academic knowledge 
“it’s always been like this” 
Personal views

Solutions 

Questioning basic assumptions 
and creativity strengthens 
transformability
“what's it all about?“
Behaviors will only become 
culturally anchored if they are 
successfully used as a basis for 
everyday work
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RPL is here to stay – are we ready? 

https://worldofwork.io/2019/03/the-change-curve/
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The change curve is a simple model that details how people respond to change. People go through a 
fairly standard set of emotional responses. As individuals progress through the different stages of the 
change curve, they will experience different emotions.



The implementation of an RPL-friendly culture 
requires the commitment of three key players
The legal framework provides orientation and guidance for three main 
stakeholders to develop a shared culture of trust.
The university management must establish RPL as a strategic element 
that supports quality development and the growth of the HEI.
The faculty contributes to the perception of RPL as a development 
process rather than a bureaucratic hurdle through precise learning 
outcomes and acceptance of quality assurance mechanisms.
Students strengthen confidence in RPL as well-informed, committed 
stakeholders. 
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Overarching themes for an RPL-friendly 
culture

Communication & transparency
• Establish clear, open communication about RPL’s goals and benefits across all levels.
• Ensure students and faculty understand the RPL process, quality standards, and 

expectations

Accessible language
• Use clear, jargon-free language to make RPL processes understandable.
• Tailor communication to each group’s needs, reducing complexity and increasing 

accessibility.

Support for personal development
• Position RPL as an opportunity for growth and learning, not a bureaucratic task.
• Emphasize reflection and development for students, faculty, and the institution.
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Overarching themes for an RPL-friendly 
culture

Trust & support
•Build trust through visible commitment, structured dialogue, and clear guidance.
•Ensure supportive processes and dedicated contacts (e.g. an “RPL face”) to encourage confidence in 

RPL.

Strategic utilization & optimization
•Align RPL with institutional goals like lifelong learning, increased enrollment, and quality enhancement.
•Simplify processes and clarify objectives to ensure RPL benefits both individual and organizational 

goals.
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These issues can help to create an RPL-friendly culture in which each key player 
can make its specific contribution while working towards common goals.



From gatekeepers to gateways – a vision

This vision reimagines RPL not as a bureaucratic process but as a 
transformative opportunity for HEIs and their partners. 
Through a coordinated commitment from management, faculty, and 
students, RPL can foster an inclusive, trust-based culture that 
streamlines processes and reduces the need for rigid control systems.
Embracing RPL as a developmental journey for the whole institution 
helps to build a forward-looking educational landscape and builds 
confidence in new academic paradigms and partnerships.
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“Let’s make RPL visible”

Thank you for your attention!
Mag.a (FH) Susanna Boldrino 
Lecturer and consultant, development of future scenarios

Certified Senior Project Manager, IPMA Level B
Stress management and resilience coaching
Systemic-human-ecological coaching in a business context
European Economy and Business Management

M: +699 1000 1994 
sboldrino@chello.at
www.linkedin.com/in/boldrino-susanna-5279b4bb
https://www.xing.com/profile/Susanna_Boldrino/cv
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This presentation is based on the experience of the European RPL Network and a paper by S. Boldrino (under peer review). Transforming a HEI through the recognition of prior learning. Building 
an RPL-friendly culture in higher education.



Conference of the European RPL Network
12th November 2024



Conference of the European RPL Network
12th November 2024

Results based on 85 responses of webinar attendees.



Implementing RPL in universities: Building a 
trust-based culture

The case of the RPL Digital Badge in Irish 
HE

Dr Ciara Staunton & Dr Clare Walsh



The RPL in Higher Education Project, a HCI Pillar 3 
Initiative.

• Four-year Irish government funded project entitled the National Recognition of Prior 
Learning in Higher Education Project (RPL in HE Project). 

• The project is a collaboration between the Technological Higher Education 
Association (THEA) and the Irish Universities Association (IUA), encompassing 14 
publicly funded higher education institutions (HEIs) and funded through the Human 
Capital Initiative pillar 3. 

• The purpose of this project is to:
• embed, streamline and promote RPL, particularly the recognition of non-formal 

and informal learning, across the sector in a manner that is coherent and 
consistent; 

• work with employers to increase access and progression opportunities in areas of 
skills needs; and 

• enhance the sector’s capacity to operate RPL by developing useful tools, 
materials, resources and professional development opportunities for staff (About 
| Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), 2024). 

• www.priorlearning.ie
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https://hea.ie/skills-engagement/hci-pillar-3-projects-hub/
http://www.priorlearning.ie/


RPL Digital Badge

Staff Development and Training

Register for the RPL 
Digital Badge: 
Beginning Autumn 2024 
| Recognition of Prior 
Learning (RPL)

The badge was designed 
to facilitate a HE 
audience and suit the 
evolving RPL landscape. 

https://www.priorlearning.ie/news-events/register-rpl-digital-badge-beginning-autumn-2024


Introduction to RPL Digital Badge 
Learning Outcomes
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Explain the 
concept of RPL 
and reflect on its 
application within 
your own setting. 

Reflect on the potential 

impact of RPL for an 

institution, its staff and 

students

Identify existing policies 

and consider their 

alignment with practice

Analyse the relationship 

between programme and 

module learning 

outcomes and the RPL 

candidate.



Developing an RPL Friendly Culture

Strategic Ulilization and Optimization 
• Align RPL with institutional goals like lifelong learning, increased enrolment and quality 

enhancement. 
• Simplify processes and clarify objectives to ensure RPL benefits both individual and 

organisational goals.  
• Building a Community of Practice.
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Introduction to RPL Digital Badge
• There are 25 learner effort hours required for the 
successful completion of the badge which can be 
broken down as follows:

• Live Webinars every Wednesday from 9:30 –
11:00am (9 hours)

• Peer Triad Participation for one hour per week (6 
hours)

• Self-directed learning through the engagement 
with the course materials, completion of associated 
guided activities and the production of a Journal of 
Reflection (10 hours).

Badge Content and Practicalities 
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VLE: Moodle 
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RPL Facilitator Badge

An additional five learner hours are required for the facilitator 
add-on Badge (optional), in addition to attendance at two extra 
webinars over 2 weeks.
There are four criteria required to earn the RPL Facilitator badge. 
You should be able to:
• Successfully complete the Introduction to RPL short course and 
have gained the National Forum digital badge;

• Demonstrate the importance of the course topic in enhancing 
teaching and learning;

• Contextualise the short course material for delivery in your own 
context;

• Develop a plan for delivery of the short course, including 
identifying appropriate resources and approaches.
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Number of participants registering and completing the Digital Badge 2023 & 2024

RPL Digital Badge - Total Number of Badges Issued
Delivery Registered Total number of 

Digital Badges 
issued

Total number of 
Facilitator Badges issued

Spring 
23 206 133 18

Autumn 
23 96 47 16
Spring 
24 201 87 13
Total 503 267 47
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Peer Triads

• Peer Triad engagement has been a core component in the delivery of the National Forum’s
digital badges. The peer triad model of engagement is distinctive in the sense that
participants exchange ideas and experiences related to RPL, enhancing and broadening
capacity. As described by NFETL, the peer triads facilitate course participants in working
together to:

• share professional development experiences and ideas;

• provide support to each other with completing the course activities;

• provide authentication/validation that the triad members have met the criteria to achieve
the digital badge;

• meet new people and extend their academic network.
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Badge Evaluation

1. The RPL Digital Badge achieved its learning outcomes 94% (n=68) agree or strongly agree

2. Resources/information were made available on time (via Moodle) 96% (n=69) agree or strongly agree

3. Resources /information on Moodle assisted my learning 96% (n=69) agree or strongly agree

4. The workload for this Digital Badge was appropriate to the time 
available

93% (n=67) agree or strongly agree

5. Participating in the Peer Triad enhanced my knowledge of RPL 81% (n=58) agree or strongly agree

6. Completing the Reflective Journal enhanced my knowledge of RPL 89% (n=64) agree or strongly agree

7. Facilitators and guest speakers were knowledgeable about the 
subject area

97% (n=70) agree or strongly agree

8. Overall, I was satisfied with the RPL Digital Badge 96% (n=69) agree or strongly agree
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Participant feedback demonstrated clear 
satisfaction with the badge

• R4 “…a thoroughly enjoyable and valuable learning experience”

• R19 “I would recommend it to colleagues based on the delivery of this iteration - it was
excellent!”

• R21 “I found the course to be very informative and enjoyable. I look forward to rolling this out
in my own organisation”.

• R24 “This course was excellent in content and most enjoyable. I loved the prompt start and 
finish times. It was well thought out and well delivered. I have learned alot from completing. 
Still lots more to explore with regard to the concept. It has created a great resource of 
contacts and networking opportunities. Would definitely recommend others to do this”.

• R35 “I thought this was one of the best badges I have ever completed. While my current role 
doesn't involve me coordinating or dealing with RPL applicants directly I support its delivery in 
a different way the material and conversations were still very relevant to me. The guest 
contributors were excellent, a pleasure to listen to. I have no suggestions for improvements at 
this time.”
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Conclusions
• The RPL Digital Badge stimulated interest and motivation for the practice of RPL in and across 

higher education in Ireland.  
• The Badge encouraged participants to deepen their awareness and understanding of RPL and 

simultaneously fostered collaboration and the development of a community of practice.  
• For those within education and other sectors to discuss and learn from each other and from 

guest lecturers who have knowledge and experience of RPL were also equally pivotal in the 
success of the Badge.  

• Regardless of their role within the education sector, being able to mix academic, 
administrative and service/professional staff facilitated a more holistic view of RPL and how it 
works from a practical, policy and academic perspective.

• It has had a positive impact on attitudes and behaviours of those who participated, 
empowering those who may have lacked confidence in dealing with an RPL query, candidate 
or an application and has prompted a healthy discussion and debate within and between 
institutions which will serve the practice of RPL well in Ireland.

• By building staff capacity through collaboration and sharing RPL knowledge and practice, the 
RPL Digital Badge is one mechanism of moving RPL from the periphery towards a mainstream 
activity. 
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Dr Ciara Staunton,
Adult Continuing Education,
University College Cork,
Ireland.
c.staunton@ucc.ie

Dr Clare Walsh,
Head of Staff Development for the
National RPL Project,
THEA.
Clare.walsh@thea.ie

This presentation is based on a paper by Walsh, C., & Staunton, C (In Press). 
Collaborating and Sharing RPL knowledge and practice. The case of the RPL Digital 
Badge in Ireland.  
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Implementing RPL in Preschool teacher Education 
at the University of Iceland

Anna Magnea Hreinsdóttir, Ingibjörg Ósk Sigurðardóttir and Lára Hreinsdóttir                           

UNIVERSITY OF ICELAND - SCHOOL OF EDUCATION



Introduction

The Council of the European Union issued a recommendation to implement RPL at all school 
levels by 20 18

A report on RPL at the university level from 20 17 has played a role in moving the issue 
forward at the university level

RPL was piloted in preschool teacher training at the University of Iceland, School of Education 
in 20 21



The Icelandic context
• At least 2 / 3 of positions involved in teaching, caregiving, and raising children in each 

preschool must be filled by qualified teachers (Act on the Education, Competence, and Hiring of 
Teachers and School Administrators in Preschools, Primary Schools, and Secondary Schools No. 
91/ 2019)

• Icelandic Education Policy 20 30  calls for more recruiting of teachers at all school levels, and 
about 75% of preschool staff in Iceland do not have a preschool teacher education 

• Many of them have long work experience

• There has been a great need to validate the prior learning and experience of this group

• Now, over 60  students have been through the validation process at the preschool 
education in Iceland 



Definition of RPL in the Icelandic context

Definition of Recognition of Prior Learning according to Regulation on Continuing Education 
No. 1163/ 20 11 is as follows:

• Recognition of Prior Learning is a structured process where an individual's comprehensive 
knowledge and skills are formally assessed. The assessment may be based on formal 
education, work experience, internships, extracurricular learning, continuing education, 
volunteer work, and life experience of the individual

• The individual must have acquired knowledge, skills, and competencies in a specific field that 
can be applied in studies leading to a final degree or for defined jobs in the labor market



Empowering learning process

The individuals who undergo RPL should experience the validation as an empowering process 
and a learning process.

Three dimensions of this learning process are identified: 
• to learn what you know – that is to develop awareness of your prior learning 
• to learn what is required in a validation process
• to learn how to present your knowledge to get recognition

This is in line with the experience that we have had the three years that the RPL has been 
ongoing at the preschool teacher studies in the University of Iceland.



Benefits of Recognition of Prior Learning at the University Level
For individual students
• Increased opportunities to complete formal education

• Reduced pressure in combining studies with work

• Motivation for further studies

• Recognition of knowledge

For preschools
• Increased opportunities for guidance and professional 

dialogue in the workplace

• Improved lifelong learning

• Motivation for further education and increased visibility 
of the knowledge, skills, and competencies of the staff

For the University
• Increased diversity within the student body

• Increase in student numbers

• Enhanced internationalization

• Development of course content

• Greater flexibility in study programs

• Increased collaboration with the professional field

For society
• Increased value creation

• Higher education levels among preschool staff

• Enhanced cooperation between the labor market and 
universities



Preparation

• Before the development project began information was gathered from Denmark, Sweden, 
Norway, Finland, Ireland, and Scotland on the status of RPL at university level.

• The information showed that in the countries that had implemented RPL at university level 
the methods seemed similar and the RPL process was usually in the hands of each university. 

• We worked with The Education and training service senter in Iceland in the beginning, but
they have a long experience with RPL in continuing education.

• At our Faculty at the University it was decided that RPL would be for students that were 
already registered in the study programme.

• It was decided to choose seven courses open for RPL, about 1/ 3 of all courses in the 
bachelor programme.

• A lot of effort was put into working with the learning outcomes of each course. 
• Admission requirements were set, students have to be 25 years old and have at least 3 years

working experience in a preschool. 



Our model
The RPL process at the University is based on the four-phase model in the European guidelines
for validating non-formal and informal learning from Cedefop (20 0 9 , 20 12, 20 23) 

The four phases are:
• Identification – a recruitment phase, decide who is eligible for entering validation. 

• Documentation – building a portfolio, send an evidence or certificate of employment.

• Assessment– an evaluation interview, individual´s skills compared against the learning
outcomes of specific courses.

• Certification – If a student pass, a course or courses, they are filed as valued in the
University´s intranet Ugla and ECTS are granted. 



Evaluation interviews
Methods were developed and used that are effective in assessing the knowledge and skills that 
students acquire through work in preschools. 

• Planning – e.g., for parent-teacher meetings, staff meetings, group sessions, cooperation 
between preschools and primary schools and music sessions.

• Daily schedule – a daily schedule for the youngest children was introduced and discussed.
• Examples from art activities were introduced.
• Videos – about parent cooperation and interactions among the youngest children.
• Children' s books – how to set up a reading session and reasoning for the execution was 

provided.
• Interviews – interviews conducted with children and discussed.
• Article  reading – a self-selected research article  about music was chosen and presented.



Student experiences
"I did not find the evaluation interview easy, but the atmosphere in the interviews was good, 
which helped me to relax a bit. I had enough time to say everything I wanted to convey and 
enough time to think things through. I felt I was able to express myself in the subject I was 
being evaluated on."

"I found it very difficult to communicate everything I needed to. I felt I could have done better 
and remembered things afterward that I hadn’t mentioned but would have liked to. It wasn’t 
clear what exactly was being asked for; I often felt like I had answered the question, but it 
seemed that wasn’t the case. I would have liked to receive more questions to have the 
opportunity to clarify my points better."

"My experience was that these tasks were challenging and stressful, but they showed me how 
much I can push myself and how strong I am to go through six extra tests and pass them all. 
Support from the academic advisor was also very important. The evaluation helped me 
graduate this summer; I managed to shorten my studies by one year. The recognition of prior 
learning gave me more confidence that I can achieve anything I set my mind to and gave me 
greater self-belief."



Some thoughts
Consistency between evaluation interviews is important
All participants should receive the same questions, similar supporting questions, and the 
opportunity to present projects they have completed in their work.
Participants experienced the environment and atmosphere in the interviews as good
Lessons learned from the process itself:
• Better understanding of where further education might be beneficial.
• Shared understanding between the evaluators and the students is essential.
• The results of the evaluation must be recognized by gatekeepers, such as universities and 

employers.



RPL in four universities in Iceland

• Now we have started a collaborative project in four universities in Iceland [the University of 
Iceland, the University of Akureyri, the University of Reykjavík and the Iceland University of 
the Arts]. The project is funded by the ministry of Higher Education, Science and Innovation.

• Each university will choose study paths that are considered suitable, including teacher 
studies, fashion design, graphic design, police studies, leisure studies, computer and 
technical studies.

• The purpose of the project is that the universities have similar, transparent validation 
processes 

• The universities will set up a joint validation process that is partly based on the experience 
that has already been gained in RPL in preschool teacher studies at the University of 
Iceland’s.

• Some recommendations regarding financing and regulation of RPL at university level. 



At last
• For society, a well-implemented process of recognition of prior learning can increase value 

in education and teaching and raise the educational level of the professions it applies to. It 
can also increase cooperation between the labor market and universities, which should lead 
to higher quality in education and research.

• It is also worth looking into whether the recognition of prior learning has had unforeseen 
side effects.

• It would also be interesting to see if there are some negative societal impact of recognition 
of prior learning, considering concerns from gatekeepers about the devaluation of 
education and insufficient preparation of students who go through recognition of prior 
learning, which leads to shortened study periods.



Anna Magnea Hreinsdóttir, amh@hi.is

Ingibjörg Ósk Sigurðardóttir, ios@hi.is

Lára Hreinsdóttir, larahr@hi.is
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Next Session

European Collaboration for RPL: Sharing Good 
Practice within and across Borders
13th November 2024, 11:00-12:30 CET

Conference of the European RPL Network
12th November 2024

WebsiteLinkedIn

https://www.aq.ac.at/en/recognition/european-rpl-network.php
https://www.linkedin.com/company/86186914/feed/posts/
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