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Definition of RPL: 
Recognition of Prior Learning
(RPL) is the process of
acknowledging learning
obtained outside of formal
education, such as work
experience or independent
study

Why RPL Matters: 
It makes higher education
more accessible, equitable,
and responsive to diverse
learning backgrounds

Link to the Bologna Process: 
RPL is an essential part of the
Bologna Process goals, supporting
flexibility, mobility, and lifelong
learning in the European Higher
Education Area (EHEA)​

Student-centered Approach: RPL 
embodies student-centered 
learning, which is a cornerstone of 
the Bologna Process and empowers 
students to achieve educational 
goals efficiently.

Introduction to Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)



4Status of RPL Implementation in Europe throughout students’ eyes



5

● Academic Flexibility: RPL allows students to bypass 
redundant courses, saving time and resources

● Enhanced Employability: Helps students formalize skills, 
improving job prospects

● Accessible Education: RPL opens pathways for non-traditional 
students (e.g., older students, working professionals)

● Student Voice: RPL aligns with ESU’s push for student 
autonomy in curriculum design

● Active citizenship education and education for democracy: 
recognition of non-formal learning 

● Refugees and migrants: supports integration and access to 
HE 

Benefits of RPL 
for Students
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● Institutional Resistance:
Many institutions 
prioritize traditional 
academic paths and 
have limited 
understanding of RPL 
benefits

● Cost and Resources:
Financial and resource 
constraints hinder 
effective RPL procedures

Key Barriers to Effective RPL Implementation
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● Demand for Transparency: Students seek clear, 
transparent RPL processes across institutions

● Need for Fair Assessment: Calls for standardized, 
unbiased evaluation of prior learning to ensure 
equity based on learning outcomes 

● Greater Institutional Support: Students advocate 
for guidance, such as RPL advisors and resources, to 
make RPL accessible and understandable

ESU advocates for systematic, reliable RPL processes to 
ensure every student can capitalize on their prior learning 
experiences, formally or informally acquired, in their higher 
education journey.

Student Perspectives on RPL (BWSE Findings)
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Examples of Good Practice:

● Norway: National policies standardizing RPL and 
easing the process

● France: Widespread acceptance of work 
experience as part of formal academic credit

● The Netherlands: Dedicated RPL centers in 
universities that support students in identifying 
and documenting prior learning How Students Benefit: Real-

world impacts like reduced
study time and improved
access to advanced study
programs

Case Studies of Successful RPL Models
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Link to Lifelong Learning: RPL enables people of all ages to pursue 
higher education, aligning with lifelong learning and reskilling 
objectives in EHEA

Support for Career Change: RPL is especially valuable for mid-career 
professionals seeking new qualifications without starting from scratch

BWSE Advocacy: RPL should be part of all lifelong learning strategies

RPL and Lifelong 
Learning Goals
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Unified RPL Standards: Urges the 
development of standardized RPL 
frameworks across EHEA

Increased Student Support: 
Recommends RPL training for 
academic staff and more resources to 
guide students

Enhanced Awareness Campaigns: 
Calls for universities to actively inform 
students about RPL options and 
processes

Role of Students in Advocating for RPL

● Student Activism: Students, through organizations like ESU, play 

a vital role in pushing for fair RPL policies

● Collaborative Advocacy: Partnerships between student unions 

and educational authorities to enhance RPL accessibility

● Future Directions: Students advocating for RPL as a right in 

higher education policy discussions​

.

Policy recommendations

● For Institutions: Establish clear, consistent, and transparent RPL 

assessment methods that foster trust

● For Governments: Provide financial and legislative support to 

standardize RPL across the EHEA

● Student Advocacy: Encourage student unions to push for 

representation in RPL policy development

BWSE’s 
Recommendations 
for Improving RPL
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!



www.esu-online.org
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About the report

• Focus on implementation of EHEA 

policies

• Quantitative and qualitative data 

collected 2023

• 6 chapters: 

• Key Data EHEA

• Key Commitments

• Fundamental Values

• Social Dimension

• Learning and Teaching

• Mobility and internationalisation
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RPL in the Bologna Process

• Concept is present from 2003 Communiqué: urge Higher Education 

Institutions and all concerned to enhance the possibilities for lifelong 

learning at higher education level including the recognition of prior 

learning

• Mentioned in every Communiqué from 2003 – 2018, and again in 2024

• But how has reality changed?
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Provision of alternative routes to 
higher education, 2010

Legislation enables alternative routes

Legislation does not enable alternative routes

A very clear divide!
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RPL required/permitted, 2010

Legislation requires use of RPL

Legislation permits use of RPL

Legislation does not mention RPL
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RPL for access and completion of first cycle, 22/23

 

Accessing the first cycle is 
possible based on RPL in all 
HEIs 

 

Accessing the first cycle is 
possible based on RPL in 
some HEIs 

 

RPL can contribute to the 
fulfilment of first-cycle study 
programmes in all HEIs 

 

RPL can contribute to the 
fulfilment of first-cycle study 
programmes in some HEIs 

 

No RPL 

 

Data not available 
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Scorecard indicator on flexible learning, 22/23

Four elements required:

• Regulations allow HEIs to offer part-time studies, blended and distance 

learning programmes.

• First-cycle higher education entry is possible based on RPL.

• RPL counts towards the fulfilment of a first cycle study programme.

• QA agencies required to address RPL in their external evaluation procedures
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Flexible learning (including RPL), 22/23
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Conclusions
• Some progress in legislative environment permitting RPL

• Most (previously restrictive) countries have opened up for RPL during

studies

• Little change in restrictions to RPL for access to studies

(Europe is still divided)

• RPL commonly required to be evaluated within external QA



Thank you! 

Subscribe to Eurydice VoiceEurydice website #EurydiceEU @EurydiceEU

Let’s keep in touch!

The European Higher Education Area in 2024

Bologna Process Implementation Report

Available at: https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/

https://europa.eu/!8yjXvb

𝕏

https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/eacea/userprofile.cfm?profileAction=edit&user_id=0&service_id=1041&lang=default
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/
https://europa.eu/!8yjXvb


European RPL Network, 6 November 2024

Access to higher education through the system of 
Validation of Prior Learning (VPL) 

Dag Hovdhaugen, Director of Recognition and Admission, Hk-dir



Agenda: 

• Legal framework supporting VPL 

• Challenges in the current system 

• HK-dir priorities  



Where are we now?
• Norway is facing  a demographic change – aging 

population

• Too few hands and heads – decrease in the working 
population

• Focus on completion in education and lifelong learning

• All people should be able to use their skills!



Norway: Legal framework supporting VPL  

• The University and University Colleges Act provides overarching principles for admissions to 

higher education in Norway

• General admission requirements to higher education in Norway is the standard higher 

education entrance qualification obtained from the general study programme from upper 

secondary school

• There are some exceptions to the general requirement, one of them being admission based on 

VPL:

• If you are aged 25 or over, and do not have higher education entrance qualifications, you 

may apply on the basis of prior learning. This means VPL is an official pathway regulated 

by law for access to higher education in Norway. 

• The objective of this exception is to allow individuals without formal qualifications to access 

higher education. 



Year Total applicants to HE   VPL applicants VPL applicants received an offer 
2013 119 782 4 491 1 282
2014 121 789 4 375 1 218
2015 129 985 4 656 1 232
2016 133 878 3 590 948
2017 136 644 3 426 887
2018 142 796 3 333 860
2019 139 692 2 964 687
2020 151 772 2 719 755
2021 154 499 3 001 706
2022 136 457 2 747 848
2023 139 166 2 757 886

Tall fra Samordna opptak, gjelder grunnutdanninger



Challenges in the current system



2023: Findings in NOU “Public report” on admissions to HE

Challenges to current system of VPL: 

- Few applications, system is not user-
friendly and easy to understand

- Institutional autonomy, separate 
guidelines and practice in each 
institution

- Methodology - VPL practice based on 
checking previous formal qualifications, 
not the intention of VPL

- Resource intensive system to administer, 
lack in capacity 

- Low priority, students with formal 
qualifications «preferred» 

Recommendations: 

• VPL as system for access to HE must be 
continued and improved

• The HE sector must develop more common 
understanding of VPL and how to practice 
and develop criteria guidelines 

• Methodology should be improved from 
practice of checking documents to the use 
of interview and engagement with 
applicants.  



2024: White Paper on admissions 
system 

Current system of VPL is recommended continues 



HK-dir priorities 

Dialogue with sector on initiatives to especially increase 
use of VPL in continuing education

Encourage the establishment of best practice in VPL

Explore options for introducing new methods in VPL



Thank you for the 
attention!



Institutional perspective on RPL
an insight into the experiences with the implementation at the HSB

Prof. Dr. Annika Maschwitz, 21.10.2024



RPL – as part of a degree program (shortened study time)



06.11.2024Studienprogramme flexibilisieren durch Modularisierung, Prof. Dr. Annika Maschwitz ©HSB 3

RPL in cooperation with vocational schoole (technical colleges)

Cooperation contracts with technical colleges – regognition for engineering study programs

Further training course “State-
certified technician in the 

field of mechanical 
engineering” at the technical 

college Mechanical 
engineering

Bachelor's degree programs in 
Mechanical Engineering and 
five related study programs 

(same basic subjects)

8 modules (each 6 
ECTS) can be credited 

on the basis of an 
equivalence 

comparison upon 
application
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Step 1: Reflection & Identification

Step 2: Competency description

Step 3: Proofs of competency acquisition 
(learning outcomes)

Step 4: Preparation of the application
- at least 2 months before the start of the respective 

examination period (afterwards not possible)

- online application possible

- a competency description must be provided, including 
relevant supporting documents/proofs (for each 
module)

Step 5: Submission to the examination board

RPL as an individual procedure



Thank you for your attention!

Prof. Dr. Annika Maschwitz

Langemarckstraße 113
D-28199 Bremen
T +49 421 5905 4161

annika.maschwitz@hs-bremen.de
hs-bremen.de



Conference of the European RPL Network
6th November 2024

Results based on 66 responses of webinar attendees.



Next Session

Implementing RPL in Higher Education Institutions: 
Building a trust-based culture
12th November 2024, 11:00-12:30 CET

Conference of the European RPL Network
6th November 2024
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