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“What is RPL in Higher Education and 

why is it useful for institutions, learners 

and society?
Patrick Werquin, PhD.

Professor at CNAM-INETOP, Paris; and

International Independent Consultant, Saint-Sulpice-sur-Lèze

(The views expressed in this presentation are those of the author alone)



Agenda for Today: What and Why?

1. What is RPL in Higher Education (HE)?  

2. Why is it useful for institutions? 

3. Why is it useful for learners?

4. Why is it useful for the society?

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• The short answer: it is not different from RPL in other 

sectors (typically TVET, technical vocational education 

and training)

• Abridged Definition of RPL: Recognition of prior 

learning (RPL) is a process by which all the learning 

outcomes of an individual applicant are assessed against 

predefined standards, and a document is awarded to 

successful applicants

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



 Unabridged Definition 

• Unabridged Definition of RPL: Recognition of prior 

learning (RPL) is a process by which any set of consistent 

learning outcomes of an individual, however acquired 

(i.e. formally, non-formally and/or informally) are 

given currency through the awarding of an officially 

recognised document clearly stating what the applicant 

knows and is able to do (a qualification typically, but not 

necessarily), and the extent to which they are mastered by 

the applicant (level); after a thorough quality assured 

assessment process against predefined [preferably widely 

agreed] standards that provide a set of criteria, and a 

norm, for assessing these learning outcomes

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• Long story short: assessing what people know and can do 

instead of teaching and training them

• RPL is a second chance of qualification*, i.e., another 

route to a qualification 

• But in practice, RPL is quite often used in the TVET 

sector, for awarding qualifications, and many countries 

focus on the “can do” and tend to drop the “know”°

• And that’s where it needs some caution because it does 

NOT mean RPL in TVET and in HE are different in 

essence

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• First of all, the “know” is also critical in TVET, yes yes

• Second of all, the “can do” is also critical in HE

• And the definition says “assessing all learning outcomes” 

(it doesn’t say competences or knowledge, it says ”all 

learning outcomes”)

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• Yet, here is the interesting debate, which is very specific 

to HE

• It is true that TVET is very much about “competence” 

(At least in the way I see competence: “Applying 

knowledge and know-how (skills) in the given context to 

reach a result) (The BIBB says: “Combination of 

knowledge and skills in coping with action requirements”

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• It is true that HE is very much about knowledge, 

sometimes pure knowledge (i.e., with no applicability 

whatsoever)

• And there are many HEIs that have started to “fight” 

against “competences” on the ground that it discards 

“knowledge”

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

Is RPL different in HE and in TVET?

• Yes if we consider what is being assessed, and clearly 

how it being assessed

• No if we consider RPL is a philosophy (i.e., we all learn 

everywhere and all the time and the corresponding 

learning outcomes should be given currency, and should 

be widely recognised)

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



What is RPL in HE?

• What is true is that RPL in the TVET sector leads to a 

very first qualification for successful applicant

• In the HE, it maybe another qualification (sometimes at 

the same level)

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



Why is it useful for institutions?

• Create lifelong learners (“I didn’t know I was good at 

that)

• Individuals below upper secondary education do NOT 

become lifelong learners

• Increase the pull of potential customers for HEIs

• Multi entry multi exit HE system 

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



Why is it useful for learners?

• Access (without the academic pre-requisite)

• Shorten formal learning time (shortening of the 

curriculum)

• Positive approach 

• Self-esteem and other related element (confidence)

• Mobility, career change (life expectation increases)

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



Why is it useful for the society?

• RPL has the potential to feed back into the formal 

learning system (including HE), if the assessment 

involves assessors beyond the world of education

• HE to respond to social demand and address societal 

needs

• Cheaper (not cheap but cheaper)

• The most inclusive system you can think about in 

education 

Patrick Werquin, RPL in Higher Education – European RPL Network Conference, 4 November 2024



Merci

Comments and questions please to: patrick.werquin@gmail.com



RPL AND THE EHEA POLICY CONTEXT

ANNA GOVER, ENQA DIRECTOR

5 NOVEMBER 2024



RPL supports a variety of policy goals, including:

• Improving the social dimension of higher education, including widening 
access

• Facilitating life-long learning and flexible learning paths

• Increasing opportunities for up-/re-skilling

• Enhancing higher education’s responsiveness to societal needs

WHY PUT RPL IN THE SPOTLIGHT?



• Bologna Process: Inter-governmental process convening 47 higher 
education systems, European Commission and stakeholder organisations

• EHEA: European Higher Education Area, formed through the Bologna 
Process

• Ministerial Communiqués set out vision and commitments for higher 
education for each 2-3 years and beyond (implemented by the Bologna 
Follow-up Group)

• 2020 Rome Communique: Ministers committed to building an inclusive, 
innovative and interconnected EHEA by 2030

• Communiqués have included general references to RPL

EHEA AND THE BOLOGNA PROCESS



Flexible learning paths

‘The need for lifelong learning in society is increasing, especially for 
all those requiring or desiring new competences to enhance their 
professional, personal or civic potential. Learning paths need to be 
flexible, properly delivered, quality assured, and recognised. They 
should promote inclusion, upskilling and reskilling, and be aligned with the 
requirements of learners, changing societies and labour markets. This also 
includes the recognition of prior learning, and new forms of 
education provision, such as micro-credentials. We commit to fostering 
such flexible learning paths in all higher education programmes.’

COMMITMENTS IN THE TIRANA COMMUNIQUE (2024)



Review of the ECTS Users’ Guide

‘To support the implementation of the ECTS, including learning outcomes, 
we invite the BFUG to review the ECTS Users’ Guide 2015 by 2027, to 
strengthen its key features and adapt it to current developments, including 
micro-credentials.’

→ Currently includes a section on recognition of prior learning and 
experience

COMMITMENTS IN THE TIRANA COMMUNIQUE



Revision of the ESG

‘The application of the ESG promotes trust and transparency within and 
between higher education systems and facilitates accountability and 
enhancement. To keep them in line with ongoing developments, challenges 
and expectations, we invite the authors of the ESG to propose a revised 
version by 2026 to the BFUG, to be adopted by us at our 2027 Ministerial 
conference.’

→ Currently includes a standard on the student life-cycle and guidelines 
referring to ‘Fair recognition of… prior learning, including the recognition 
of non-formal and informal learning’

COMMITMENTS IN THE TIRANA COMMUNIQUE



Social dimension of higher education

‘We endorse the document Indicators and Descriptors for the Principles of 
the Social Dimension of Higher Education in the EHEA as the first 
comprehensive and consolidated framework for the social dimension in the 
EHEA.’

→ Includes a principle on widening access to, participation in and 
completion of higher education, and the guidelines address the need for 
policies for and promotion of RPL 

COMMITMENTS IN THE TIRANA COMMUNIQUE



• EHEA website

• ECTS Users’ Guide 2015

• ESG 2015

• Indicators and Descriptors for the Principles of the Social Dimension of 
Higher Education in the EHEA 2024

RESOURCES

https://ehea.info/
https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/document-library-docs/ects-users-guide_en.pdf
https://www.enqa.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/ESG_2015.pdf
file:///C:/Users/AG/OneDrive - ENQA/Desktop/BFUG-WG-on-SD-Indicators-and-Descriptors-Final.pdf
file:///C:/Users/AG/OneDrive - ENQA/Desktop/BFUG-WG-on-SD-Indicators-and-Descriptors-Final.pdf


Sign up to receive

our quarterly newsletter: 

https://www.enqa.eu/contact/#newsletter 

Stay in 

touch!

Follow ENQA on social media:

https://www.enqa.eu/contact/#newsletter


FOLIE 1

RPL Assessment: Methods and Criteria

PD Dr. Wolfgang Müskens

Carl von Ossietzky University of Oldenburg, Germany



FOLIE 2

Variety of RPL: The ATOM Mnemonic

A
Aim of 

recognition

What is the aim of 

the recognition?

• Access to HE X

• Admission to a certain  

programme X

• Exemption 

T
Target / Time When does RPL 

take place?

• At the beginning of a 

Bachelor-/Master-

Programme

O
Origin What kind of prior 

learning?

• Informal Learning 

• Non-Formal Learning 

• Formal vocational learning



• Academic Learning 

M
Modus What kind of RPL • Individual RPL 

• Automatic / Blanket RPL 



FOLIE

Individual Recognition / PLAR at University Oldenburg

Folie 3

Initial 

counseling by 

the examination 

office

PLAR service helps to 

prepare the portfolio



FOLIE 4

Assessment in Individual Recognition 

◼ Assessment is based on a (structured) portfolio

◼ The student himself creates the portfolio according to a given structure

◼ The student describes his/her skills that correspond to the learning 

outcomes of a study module. 

◼ The skills must be proven by evidence.

◼ Evidence can be: Degrees or certificates, employment references, 

authentic evidence.

◼ Authentic evidence: Documents or multimedia content created in the 

working or learning process. (Plans, sketches, letters, articles, videos 

etc.)



FOLIE

Individual Recognition / PLAR

Folie 5

Decision on 

recognition or 

rejection

Initial 

counseling by 

the examination 

office

PLAR service helps to 

prepare the portfolio

Assessment of the 

portfolio by a 

subject 

representative 

(lecturer)



FOLIE 6

Individual Recognition

◼ Staff is required to support and advise students in the preparation of 

the portfolio.

◼ The assessment of the portfolios causes a lot of work for the 

responsible lecturers.

◼ Potential students are not able to find out about the amount of credit 

they can receive before they start their studies. Which modules can be 

credited is determined only through the crediting process.

Limits and Challenges



FOLIE 7

The Alternative: „Blanket“ or „Automatic“ Recognition

◼ Any holder of a certain qualification (e.g. Master craftsman, Certified 

senior clerk) gets exemption from equivalent university modules 

without individual assessment.

◼ University guarantees recognition for any holder of the vocational 

qualification.

◼ Works only for qualifications (formal, non-formal) with standardised 

Learning Outcomes. 

Basic principles



FOLIE

Automatic or Blanket Recognition

Folie 8

Vocational qualified 

students
Examination office

Apply for recogntion

(no portfolio needed)

Decides on application

Study program

Modules are waived 

/program is shortened

in case of recognition



FOLIE 9

What does the Database contain?

List of modules that will be waived 

(Exemption)

List of prior learning courses 

(e.g. vocational)

Database

List of HE study programmesStudent’s (intended) study programme

Student’s prior learning courses 

(e.g. vocational qualifications)

Input

Output



FOLIE

How is the database filled?

Folie 10

Vocational course / 

training
HE study programme

Equivalence Check

Equivalence Report



FOLIE 11

Assessment in Equivalence Check 

◼ Comparison between vocational qualification and study modules of 

HE.

◼ Comparison is made by lecturers or external subject experts.

◼ Assessment is based on documents that clarify the learning outcomes 

of the vocational qualification. 

◼ Possible documents: curricula, learning outcomes, authentic evidence.

◼ Authentic evidence can be: Course materials, presentations, exams, 

student assignments, etc..

◼ The documents are assessed by the experts and compared with the 

learning outcomes of the modules to be credited.



FOLIE 12

Criteria of Equivalence Check: When should credit be granted?

◼ The level is measured using special instruments based on qualification 

frameworks. 

◼ Booth criteria must be fulfilled.

◼ “Equivalence” includes the idea of compensation. The previously 

acquired skills do not have to be identical to the learning outcomes of 

the university, but they should be equivalent. 

Content 

criterion

At least 70% (75%) of the learning 

outcomes of the module must be covered 

by previously acquired skills.

Level 

criterion 

The level of the competences to be 

credited must not be significantly below 

the level of the study module. 



FOLIE 13

Contact

Carl-von-Ossietzky-Universität Oldenburg

26111 Oldenburg

http://www.anrechnung.uni-oldenburg.de

PD Dr. Wolfgang Müskens

wolfgang.mueskens@uni-oldenburg.de

Thank you very much for your attention!



Next Session

Navigating RPL: Leadership and Policy Perspectives 
in Europe
6th November 2024, 11:00-12:30 CET

Conference of the European RPL Network
5th November 2024
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