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Background to this conference
Recognition of prior learning has been a topic in the
Bologna process since the ministerial meeting in Berlin 2003. “Ministers underline the important contribution
of higher education in making lifelong learning a reality.
They are taking steps to align their national policies to
realise this goal and urge Higher Education Institutions
and all concerned to enhance the possibilities for lifelong
learning at higher education level including the recognition of prior learning. They emphasise that such action
must be an integral part of higher education activity.”
However, the Bologna Implementation Report from
2015 stated “…the recognition of non-formal and informal learning clearly remains an area where further action
is needed. This applies to the recognition of prior learning as a basis for allocation of credits towards a qualification and/or exemption from some programme requirements and even more so to recognition of prior learning
as basis for access to higher education programmes.”
The commitments in the Yerevan Communiqué
Thus the ministers within the EHEA committed themselves in the Yerevan Communiqué in 2015:
• to remove obstacles to the recognition of prior learning for the purposes of providing access to higher
education programmes and facilitating the award of
qualifications on the basis of prior learning, as well as
encouraging higher education institutions to improve
their capacity to recognize prior learning;
• to review national qualifications frameworks, with a
view to ensure that learning paths within the framework provide adequately for the recognition of prior
learning (www.ehea.info).
The recommendations of the Council
Recognition of prior learning and lifelong learning is also
a priority within the European Union. In December 2012
the Council of the European Union adopted a recommendation on validation of non-formal and informal learning.
The recommendation states that the member states
should:
1. have in place, no later than 2018 /…/ arrangements
for the validation of non-formal and informal learning
which enable individuals to:

• have knowledge, skills and competences which have
been acquired through non-formal and informal learning validated, including, where applicable, through
open educational resources;
• obtain a full qualification, or, where applicable, part
qualification, on the basis of validated non-formal and
informal learning experiences /…/
2. include, as appropriate, the following elements in
arrangements for the validation of non-formal and
informal learning /…/:
• Identification;
• Documentation;
• Assessment;
• Certification of the results of the assessment
(http://eur-lex.europa.eu)
The current refugee situation
With about 1.3 million refugees coming to the EU in 2015
more than 50 % of which are in the age between 18 and
34 (http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat), the issue of recognition of prior learning and alternative learning paths has
become even more urgent. Many of the newly arrived
are just about to start their post-secondary education
or have studied at higher education institutions without
being able to finalise their studies.
It is high time for action! This conference, arranged
within the framework of the Bologna Working group 2 on
Implementation, will therefore focus on RPL and opportunities for lifelong learning. The conference will offer
opportunities for peer learning, within the EHEA, on procedures and methods for RPL. Special focus will be
access and inclusion of newly arrived migrants in higher
education. We aim to inspire and encourage HEIs and
EHEA stakeholders to develop schemes for RPL and
other initiatives. The outcome of the conference partly
depends on your active contribution.

Anders Ahlstrand & Cecilia George
Conference coordinators
The Swedish Council for Higher Education

Ask questions to speakers and/or comment the conference using #BolognaRPL

Survey results
The survey responses regarding the conditions and challenges in working with Recognition of Prior Learning
(RPL) have been an asset in the planning of the conference, in particular the group discussions. The results
confirm that there are challenges of a legal, economic,
and procedural nature to overcome. The respondents also stressed the need for more cooperation and
exchange of best practise, both nationally and internationally.
The majority of the participants indicated that there
are regulations in place for RPL in their countries. However, if one excludes the Swedish responses (which
constituted the majority of the responses), about 1/3
answered that there are no regulations in place and that
formal documents are necessary.
Time, consistency, financing, ranking and
language the biggest challenges
Some survey questions referred to the challenges of
using RPL for access and credit transfer for both the
general population and newly arrived migrants. The
answers revealed that, besides language, the biggest
challenges are the time-consuming process, difficulty in
achieving consistency in evaluations and decisions, and
financing the evaluation process. There were no substantial differences in the answers concerning RPL in general
and RPL for newly arrived migrants.
The non-Swedish respondents also indicated that student ranking is a challenge. The Swedish respondents
on the other hand answered more frequently than the
non-Swedish that financing the process is a challenge.
One comment that reflects a typical response on the survey is the following: “the admission process of refugees
and the testing of the qualifications is a time consuming
process and in order to consistently make the same decisions it requires lots of coordination on the part of the
deans of study of individual fields of study for example.”
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Wish for guidelines and exchange of experience
When asked what should be done at both national and
international levels, the most common survey answer
was that national guidelines should be developed. At
the international level, the most common suggestion
was that there should be more exchange of experience
across borders. Others express the need for common
guidelines. The answers indicate that the guidelines that
already exist are insufficient or not very well known*. One
respondent suggested that there should be a “subsidiary
text of the Lisbon Recognition Convention on the use of
RPL in recognition” while another respondent allowed
himself to be visionary and suggested procedures that
would support that “RPL decisions are accepted and
recognized across the EHEA”.
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EAR-manual:
* The
http://ear.enic-naric.net/emanual/
European guidelines for validating non-formal and
informal learning: www.cedefop.europa.eu
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Glossary Source: The EAR-manual and ECTS Users´ Guide
Academic recognition Approval of courses, qualifications, or diplomas from one (domestic or foreign)
higher education institution by another for the purpose
of student admission to further studies.
Access Certain qualifications convey the holder with
the right to access specific qualifications/courses/programmes at a particular education level within the education system in which the qualification was taken. For
instance a first cycle degree usually provides access to
second cycle studies.
Background Paper (refugees) In cases where refugees, persons in a refugee-like situation or others for
good reason cannot document the qualifications they
claim, competent recognition authorities are encouraged to create and use a “background paper” giving
an overview of the qualifications or periods of study
claimed with all available documents and supporting
evidence.
The Bologna Process The Bologna Process
launched with the Bologna Declaration, of 1999, is
meant to ensure more comparable, compatible, coherent and attractive systems of higher education in
Europe. Implemented in 48 states, which define the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA)
Bologna Follow-Up Group (BFUG) The executive
structure supporting the Bologna Process in-between
the Ministerial Conferences.
Competence The ability to use knowledge, skills and
personal, social and/or methodological abilities, in work
or study situations and in professional and personal
development. Some competences are subject-area
related (specific to a field of study), others are generic
(common to any degree course).
EAR-manual Best practice based on the Lisbon
Recognition Convention. It aims to provide guidance
and clarity on recognition practices across Europe and
beyond.
EHEA The European Higher Education Area. See The
Bologna Process.
European Qualifications Framework (EQF) A
translation device to make national qualifications more
readable across Europe, promoting mobility between
countries and facilitating their lifelong learning. The
NQF of a country relates to the EQF.
Flexible learning paths A flexible learning path
refers to any situation in which the graduate has
obtained a qualification in a way that is not the standard
learning path followed by the mainstream student. The
flexibility of the learning path may be:
- access and admission to the programme not based on
the standard requirements in terms of entrance qualifications
- exemptions of part of the programme based on a previous obtained qualification or period of study;

- exemptions of part of the programme, or the whole
programme, based on non-formal or informal learning;
- credit transfer during the programme.
- distance learning.
Learning outcome Statements of what a learner is
expected to know, understand and be able to do after
successful completion of a process of learning.
Life-long learning All learning activity undertaken
throughout life, which results in improving knowledge,
knowhow, skills, competences and/or qualifications.
Lisbon Recognition Convention The key legal
instrument for recognition of qualifications across
UNESCO's Europe and North America Region. It aims
to ensure that holders of a qualification from a signatory
country can have that qualification recognised in another.
National Qualifications Framework (NQF) An
instrument for the development and classification of
qualifications (e.g. at national or sectoral level) according to a set of criteria (e.g. using descriptors) applicable
to specified levels of learning outcomes. See EQF.
Non-traditional learning Non-traditional learning
encompasses all skills, knowledge and competences
acquired outside the traditional classroom setting,
through other types of learning activities in a non-formal
context and may lead to a set of relevant learning outcomes comparable to learning outcomes achieved the
traditional way. It may be considered the overarching
term for various forms of learning including informal and
non-formal learning.
Qualification Any degree, diploma or other certificate
issued by a competent authority attesting the successful
completion of a recognised programme of study.
Qualifications Framework for the European
Higher Education Area (QF-EHEA) The QF –
EHEA is an overarching framework for qualifications
in the European higher education area, comprising
three cycles, generic descriptors for each cycle (Dublin
Descriptors) based on learning outcomes and competences, and credit ranges in the first and second cycles.
QF EHEA is also known as the Bologna Qualifications
Framework.
Recognition of Prior Learning The validation of
learning outcomes, whether from formal education
or non-formal or informal learning, acquired before
requesting validation.
Transfer of credits The process of having credits
awarded in one context (programme, institution) recognised in another formal context for the purpose of
obtaining a qualification.
Workload Indication of the time students typically
need to complete all learning activities (such as lectures, seminars, projects, practical work, self-study and
examinations) required to achieve the expected learning
outcomes.

The Swedish Council for Higher Education is
a government agency tasked with providing
support to the education sector through a
number of various activities. The council is
located in Stockholm and Visby.
UHR’s activities include:
• coordinating admission to higher education,
• providing information and support to
those interested in studying at the higher
education level,
• producing the Swedish Scholastic Aptitude
Test (Högskoleprovet),
• widening participation and preventing
discrimination in higher education,
• recognising and evaluating foreign
educational qualifications,
• facilitating international exchanges,
• managing and developing IT systems.

www.uhr.se/en

