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•	� provision of information, advice and guidance during documentation of 
evidence, covering subjects, modules, competences, courses and quali‑
fications for which validation can be useful for establishing access and 
exemptions;

•	� provision of advice to learners on the assessment process, particularly the 
kind of evidence that can be used, the forms in which it can be presented, 
and, where appropriate, a guide as to what is considered sufficient and 
valid evidence;

•	� arranging for assessment and informing and explaining the learning or com‑
petence outcomes that are the focus and the responsibilities and account‑
abilities of the various participants;

•	� ensuring the qualifications and skills of assessors, counsellors and other 
actors are appropriate;

•	� ensuring a formal judgement on validation of the assessment outcome is 
made;

•	 arranging certification of the outcome;
•	� determining the way in which validation policies, processes and assess‑

ments are quality assured (regulated).
	 These functions can be combined in different ways as they are allocated 
to different bodies located in an institutional system. The 2007 European 
inventory should be consulted for examples of institutional systems; some 
general points about these systems follow.
	 First, the type of institutional arrangement can vary in size from pan‑European 
recognition of voluntary activities to the way a single school or college 
validates learning carried out elsewhere. The scale of the arrangements 
makes a difference to the design of an efficient institutional structure. In large 
systems the certification function is usually separated from the validation 
process. This arrangement can be used to create an overarching quality 
assurance process and can build coherence and consistency, especially 
in applying standards. A certification agency at government level can offer 
official endorsement to validated non‑formal and informal learning. A central 
assessment and validation agency can also be used to generate broadly 
applicable processes that may encourage smaller agencies to offer validation 
and assessment functions.
	 Generally, education and training bodies have a dominant position in 
validation: this helps comparability of standards between informal and formal 
systems. However, it is possible that the dominance of the formal system 
could inhibit the development of assessment practices that do not depend 
on formal learning environments. It is likely that the responsiveness of the 
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validation process to the needs of candidates is dependent on the different 
types of institution offering validation to individuals.
	 The majority of countries seem to tailor validation systems to the needs of 
particular groups, notably immigrants, individuals with disabilities, unemployed 
or the low‑qualified. While there may be good reason for choosing this approach, 
it also runs the risk of placing validation outside mainstream qualifications 
policies and creating ‘A class’ and ‘B class’ certificates, depending on the 
route to certification.



CHAPTER 5

Effective validation practice: 
the individual

Guidelines
The centre of the validation process is the individual. The activities of other agencies involved 
should be considered in the light of their impact on the individual.
	 Everyone should have access to validation and emphasis on motivation to engage in the 
process is particularly important.
	 The multiple stage process of validation offers individuals many opportunities for deciding 
on its future direction. This decision‑making should be supported by information, advice and 
guidance.

The first European principle for validating non‑formal and informal learning 
puts the individual at the centre of the process. It insists that the process 
of making visible the full range of knowledge, skills and competences held 
by an individual is carried out in a way that remains voluntary and that the 
results of validation remain the property of the individual. Whether the context 
of the validation process is work, social communities or higher education, 
whatever the purpose, the individual is always at the centre.
	 Validation systems need to acknowledge the fact that it is the choice of the 
individual to decide to take the first and crucial step to explore the possibilities 
of at least documenting their learning. Communication strategies about the 
benefits of validating non‑formal and informal learning, explaining how the 
system works, can motivate the individual to take control of the process.
	 Individuals who engage with validation as a candidate benefit from personal 
outcomes such as improved confidence and self‑esteem. These soft outcomes 
may help an individual to gain access to formal education and/or employment, 
or simply to take on more variety or responsibilities within their current role 
in society.

5.1. Why individuals seek validation
Evidence from the 2007 European inventory suggests that the perceptions of 
individuals about the advantages of having non‑formal and informal learning 
validated falls under the following headings.
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	 Gaining credit for learning from experience for purposes of further formal 
learning: this may lead to entry to a programme of study at a college or 
university or allow joining at a more advanced level than would normally be 
the case, thus shortening the study period.
	 Increased self‑confidence: the process of reflection that recognition of 
prior informal learning involves, and promoting the value of learning by self 
and others, often leads to increased self‑confidence as a learner. This can 
increase the motivation to continue learning.
	 Planning for further learning: the process of validation helps learners to think 
about what they have achieved so far and identify their strengths and skills. This 
helps to identify longer-term goals and what they need to do to achieve them. 

5.2. Choices for individuals
The validation process for non‑formal and informal learning presents the 
individual with opportunities and choices. The grey boxes at the bottom of 
Figure 2 represent the basic choices to be made but, in reality, many more 
may need to be made. Table 3 offers a more detailed synopsis of choice 
situations for individuals. The decision-making in these situations is often 
supported by provision of information, advice and guidance.
	 The 2007 European inventory contains concrete examples of the stages 
in the table and survey evidence of the views of individuals at various stages 
of engagement.

Table 3. Choices for individual learners

Access and 
motivation

Whether or not to begin thinking seriously 
about prior learning and whether 
opportunities for validation are available 
and suitable.

The motivation to begin the process is 
important here. Personal reasons can 
be based on boosting self‑esteem or for 
economic reasons such as getting a new 
job or through the recruitment process for 
a formal learning programme. Sometimes 
employers can initiate this thinking about 
validation through changes to work practices 
and presenting new opportunities that 
require proof of competences.
Another important condition for this stage 
is the extent to which individuals are 
empowered to manage their involvement 
with validation and the extent to which they 
sense they are empowered.

Stage of validation	 Choice to be made	 Notes



Does the evidence meet the standards 
for validation? How best to prepare for 
interview questions and for independent 
assessment?
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Initiation

Pre-documentation

Further qualification

To identify in outline the knowledge and 
skills that have been learned.

How to find out about the requirements of 
the documentation process? 
Whether to proceed to documentation?

Decision to make a further step in learning 
and certification.

The standards that are expected for formal 
qualification or for a job represent a 
starting point for identification.

Accurate, timely and accessible information, 
advice and guidance are critical to the 
decision to proceed with the documentation 
process. It is also critical to the decision to 
undertake any supplementary learning.

Documentation How best to carry out evidence gathering 
and mapping? What is sufficient evidence? 
What to do about areas of insufficient 
evidence?
Whether to submit for validation?

From the perspective of the individual this 
is the substantial part of the validation 
exercise. Issues arising during the process 
need to be discussed with expert counsellors 
(on subject content and documentation 
process). Decisions on sufficiency of 
evidence will be based on these discussions.
The need for additional learning will become 
clear during documentation.
Here too advice will be required.

Informal recognition Whether to accept or seek informal 
recognition for the evidence of 
competences that have been documented?

Sometimes this recognition will be automatic, 
for example, if it is part of a company 
appraisal scheme. Otherwise it might be 
possible to use the documented evidence in 
the process of seeking promotion or applying 
for a place on an education or training 
programme.

Further learning Whether any further learning is necessary 
and how best to arrange for learning 
experiences?

The need for further learning may arise as 
the standards are used for documentation 
(learning gaps) or through the need to 
show recent and up‑to‑date knowledge of 
a familiar field. The learning may best be 
achieved through arrangements for different 
work experience or though a formal learning 
programme.

Submission for 
validation

How to understand and use the various 
possible outcomes of validation?

Independent advice is needed on the 
sufficiency of evidence and how best orally 
to support the evidence base.

Validation Credit, partial qualification or full 
qualification are the outcomes. Each of 
these may be useful in different situations.

Certification Whether to seek certification? Advice is needed on the added value of 
certification.

It is well known that achieving recognition 
is likely to lead to the desire for more 
learning and more qualification.

Stage of validation	 Choice to be made	 Notes
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5.3. Counselling and guidance
All national experience reflected in national projects, the work of the peer 
learning cluster for the recognition of learning outcomes and the 2007 
European inventory indicate that potential candidates and those in the 
process of receiving validation should have access to impartial and informed 
advice. It is not possible to establish a single process for validation that will 
accommodate the needs of all candidates. It is widely accepted that the 
system needs careful tailoring to the needs of the individual and this is, at 
least partially, achieved by providing information, advice and guidance at 
the right times.
	 It is clear that even before a decision is made to seek validation, candidates 
need to know what is the added value, what to expect, what standards have 
to be met and what form the evidence of learning outcomes needs to take. 
Similarly, at the end of validation, or of certification, evidence suggests 
a candidate will want to know of potential routes to further qualification 
that are available. The whole process of validation is between these two 
points where candidates will need information, advice and guidance on 
such things as:
•	 timelines for validation;
•	 costs;
•	 procedure;
•	 forms of evidence of learning outcomes;
•	 sufficiency of evidence;
•	 quality and standards;
•	 presentation of evidence;
•	 assessment and how best to approach the process;
•	 support available;
•	 appeal procedure.
	 Timely access to information, advice and guidance is essential: ICT-based 
systems offer many advantages to users as well as providing -ffective tools 
for information exchange between candidates and counsellors. The 2007 
inventory shows that the trend to developing ICT solutions for guidance within 
validation systems continues. Many initiatives are on a national scale and it 
seems clear that ICT systems are the key to further expansion of validation 
processes, especially in the assessment phase.
	 It is clear that a distinction can be made between guidance related to 
assessment issues and more general process guidance. These two categories 
will require different skills sets in the professionals delivering the guidance.
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	 The need for information, advice and guidance has already been identified 
in Chapter 4. In the next chapter, and its associated annexes, the provision 
of guidance is included in the separate sections on candidate orientation 
and assessment of candidates’ learning outcomes.



CHAPTER 6

The structure of validation 
procedures

Guidelines
The three processes of orientation, assessment and external audit can be used to evaluate 
existing validation procedures and support the development of new validation procedures.

Learning that takes place outside formal education and training institutions is 
not standardised and predictable. The outcomes of these learning processes 
are – frequently and typically – diverse and multidimensional. The methods and 
instruments used to identify, assess and attribute recognition must be open 
to this particular character of non‑formally and informally acquired learning 
outcomes. This is very much reflected in the methods developed nationally, 
for example through an extensive use of portfolio approaches and by using 
observation and simulation rather than written tests. There is also a changed 
attitude to assessment: the applicant and the assessor need to engage with 
the flexible spirit of the validation processes.
	 The diverse methods of validation used at national and local levels can be 
generalised into a basic structure of three stages of validation. They all have an 
orientation stage, where the individual becomes prepared for the second stage, 
assessment. Orientation and assessment are subject to quality assurance but 
there is also a need for a third validation stage: the overall procedure should be 
checked for effectiveness, fairness and efficiency. In this section the generalised 
approach to the structure of validation procedures is proposed.
	 In advance of the basic structural elements presented here there are further 
general considerations that lead to effective validation procedures.

6.1. The validation process
 
Effective validation processes are underpinned by some general qualities, 
supporting orientation, assessment and quality assurance:
•	� reliability: would the outcome be the same if the process were repeated 

under the same condition?
•	� validity: is the learning that is being validated the learning that is intended 

to be validated?
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•	� safety, security and confidentiality: is the candidate protected from abuse 
during the process?

•	� standards/referential: are the benchmarks of content and level of learning 
well defined?

•	� sustainability: will the process operate over time within resources of the 
money and time required?

•	� visibility/transparency: is the process of validation generally understood 
and does it lead to wider recognition of the candidate’s learning?

•	� fitness for purpose: does the process reflect the circumstances and 
intentions of the learner?

•	� cost-efficiency: can the process be modified so that the benefits (personal 
and financial) are in proportion to the cost?

	 These general considerations are amplified further in the checklist that 
is Table 4 in Annex 2.
	 Validation procedures can seem complex as many elements interact 
with others. To simplify the process for the purposes of this guideline it is 
suggested that there are three distinct stages of validation procedures.
	 First is orientation of an individual, a broad area covering all aspects of 
producing and distributing information, interaction of learners with advisers, 
counsellors, and other significant actors such as employers. Orientation is 
never complete but it always reaches a significant point when the activity 
begins to focus on assessing the individual’s actual learning.
	 Next is assessment of individual learning, also a broad area which covers 
the whole process of assessment from understanding requirements and 
standards, identification of learning, searching for evidence, organising it for 
assessment, and following agreed assessment and validation procedures. 
Validation is the most obvious end point of this stage, but monitoring the 
effects of validation on learners is an important follow‑up activity.
	 Finally is audit of the validation process. This is easier to define and represents 
a post validation stage that involves an external, independent review of orientation 
and assessment. This stage does not harbour all the quality assurance processes: 
these are present during orientation and assessment. In this stage it is the whole 
process of orientation and assessment that is under independent scrutiny.
	 It is possible to identify the key components of each of these three stages. 
Such a listing of components has been derived from discussion among 
experts from many countries and can serve as an evaluative checklist for 
specific validation systems. Moreover, such a checklist can also help in 
discussions on setting up new validation systems.
	 When the stages are analysed it is clear that the components of each can 
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be grouped under four headings. Some components are considered to be 
about setting the right conditions for validation. A second set is about the 
actual technical processes or practice requirements. The third set is about 
what knowledge is necessary for the process to proceed. Finally there is a 
set of components that are clearly outcomes of validation.
	 Tables in Annex 2 set out the components that might be part of each 
stage of the process.

6.2. Orienting the individual
This is a broad area of activity for advisers, counsellors, and other significant 
actors such as employers. It covers all aspects of producing and distributing 
information, motivating potential candidates and then offering them individualised 
advice and guidance on the whole process from identification of learning 
through to certification. Figure 2 shows that each individual can make many 
decisions (grey boxes) as they proceed with the process. Guidance offered at 
appropriate points can make this process efficient and effective for all partners. 
The orientation stage can take many months and the provision of well‑trained 
advisers contributes significantly to the overall cost of the validation process. 
The guidance and counselling aspect of this stage is crucially important as 
it extends through the next stage, that of assessing a person’s knowledge, 
skills and competence against predefined standards.

6.3. Assessing the individual
From the beginning of the assessment stage candidates must understand 
the requirements and standards expected. They have to ensure that the 
learning they have identified is properly sampled, well documented, organised 
and ready for assessment. Candidates also need to know the assessment 
and validation procedures and the possible outcomes.

6.4. Auditing the process
This is a post assessment process that involves an external and independent 
review of orientation and assessment. It has nothing to do with any candidate’s 
learning and only concerns the provision of the validation process (orientation 
and assessment) and its efficiency and effectiveness.



CHAPTER 7

Assessment methods
Guidelines
The methods used for validation of non‑formal and informal learning are essentially the same 
tools used in assessing formal learning.
	 When used for validation, tools have to be adopted, combined and applied in a way which 
reflects the individual specificity and non‑standardised character of non‑formal and informal 
learning.
	 Tools for assessment of learning need to be fit‑for‑purpose.

Learning achieved through non‑formal or informal means is only distinguishable 
from learning achieved through formal programmes by the context of learning. 
The tools for assessing learning are essentially the same, though some 
adaptation of the tools – as well as possible combination of different tools – is 
necessary to take account of contextual differences, such as the timescale 
over which the learning took place. This is important as the outcomes of 
validation of non‑formal and informal learning are sometimes perceived 
as inferior to validation applied to the formal situation because different 
assessment tools are used or they are applied differently.
	 There is a range of tools available for assessing learning (irrespective of 
whether this learning has occurred in formal, non‑formal or informal settings). 
These tools capture different aspects of the outcomes in question, for example 
being able to reflect practical skills or theoretical reflections in varying degrees. 
As in formal education, the individual specificity of learning outcomes concerned 
may require more than one tool, for example a combination of written tests 
and practical challenges. These learning outcomes may also require tools 
able to capture specific aspects; for example through practical demonstration, 
simulation or gathering evidence from past practices. In formal learning specific 
assessment tools are applied across a large cohort of students and sometimes 
this makes them difficult to adapt to the needs of a subgroup or an individual.

7.1. Criteria needed to evaluate assessment tools
 
Before the assessment tool can be selected it is important to look at the 
learning to be assessed. It is generally accepted that the following criteria 
need to be considered:
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•	 breadth of knowledge, skills and competences to be assessed;
•	 depth of learning required;
•	 how current or recent are the knowledge, skills and competence;
•	 sufficiency of information for an assessor to make a judgement;
•	� authenticity of the evidence being the candidate’s own learning out‑

comes.
	 Having determined the basis of learning, it is possible to examine the 
fitness for purpose of different assessment tools. The following criteria need 
to be considered for each potentially useful assessment tool:
•	 validity: the tool must measure what it is intended to measure;
•	� reliability: the extent to which identical results would be achieved every 

time a candidate is assessed under the same conditions;
•	 �fairness: the extent to which an assessment decision is free from bias 

(context dependency, culture and assessor bias);
•	� cognitive range: does the tool enable assessors to judge the breadth and 

depth of the candidate’s learning;
•	� fitness for purpose of the assessment: ensuring the purpose of the 

assessment tool matches the use for which it is intended.

7.2. Method classification
 
According to the 2007 inventory it is possible to classify assessment tools 
in the following way:
•	� debate: offers the candidate an opportunity to demonstrate depth of 

knowledge as well as communicative skills;
•	� declarative methods: based on individuals’ own identification and recording 

of their competences, normally signed by a third party, to verify the 
self‑assessment;

•	� interviews can be used to clarify issues raised in documentary evidence 
presented and/or to review scope and depth of learning;

•	� observation: extracting evidence of competence from an individual while 
they are performing everyday tasks at work;

•	� portfolio method: using a mix of methods and instruments employed in 
consecutive stages to produce a coherent set of documents or work samples 
showing an individual’s skills and competences in different ways.

	 It is now possible to extend the classification to encompass some 
assessment methods that are common but are not easy to classify using 
the five categories above:
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•	� presentation: can be formal or informal and can be used to check ability 
to present information in a way appropriate to subject and audience;

•	� simulation and evidence extracted from work: where individuals are 
placed in a situation that fulfils all the criteria of the real‑life scenario to 
have their competences assessed;

•	� tests and examinations: identifying and validating informal and non‑formal 
learning through or with the help of examinations in the formal system.

	 This is now a useful broad classification and while some categories 
overlap a little, others may be further distinguished. Some specific validation 
processes may make use of more than one of these approaches to achieve 
greater validity, reliability, fairness and fitness for purpose of results. Each of 
the categories is now expanded to show the range of assessment methods 
embedded in it. Following this, issues of quality are discussed.

7.2.1. Debate
Candidates can, by taking part in debate, confirm their capacity to sustain 
a considered argument and demonstrate depth of adequate knowledge of 
a subject. The debate also offers a context where they can demonstrate 
communication and social skills.

7.2.2. Declarative methods
Here candidates makes an evidence-based statement about their learning by 
responding in writing to preset criteria designed to help them be evaluative. 
The ability to use critical reflection is important and therefore this method 
is used in conjunction with other methods that have more independent 
evaluation built in.

7.2.3. Interview
Interviews may be particularly useful in areas where judgement and values 
are important. Interviews usually accompany other tools for a more complete 
assessment of a candidate and to allow for commentary and clarification.

7.2.4. Observation
A third party assesses the candidate’s behaviour in a particular setting: 
there is an opportunity to observe real practice. Assessment criteria are 
set in advance.
	 This method does not proscribe collaboration with colleagues or fellow 
learners. Depending on the context, it may be complicated to set up and 
can be time consuming and costly.
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7.2.5. Portfolio method
A portfolio is an organised collection of materials that presents and verifies 
skills and knowledge acquired through experience. It is of particular relevance 
to validating non‑formal and informal learning because it allows the individual 
candidate to contribute actively to the collection of evidence and also offers 
a mix of approaches strengthening the overall validity of the process. This 
is confirmed by the fact that many countries have introduced the portfolio 
as a central element in their validation approaches.
	 A portfolio might include documents such as resumés, performance 
appraisals, references from current and past employers, supervisors and 
colleagues, and photographs of completed work certified by a referee. If 
self‑employed in the past, a candidate might include evidence of running 
a business using the skills and knowledge being claimed. There is much 
evidence in the portfolio literature that the selection process included in 
portfolio building promotes self‑assessment and focuses learners’ attention 
on quality criteria as also documented in the 2007 inventory (as well as 
its previous versions). In general, we have seen that a good portfolio for 
validation, in the eyes of assessors, is characterised by being easy to assess 
because it is focused on specific matched learning outcomes. The most 
important risks in the preparation of portfolios identified by the 2007 inventory 
is when applicants prepare these alone or with little mediation from one tutor. 
One practice that counters such possible limitations is gathering groups of 
claimants together specifically to share experience and learning from one 
another, thus enabling all participants to proceed with greater assurance 
to preparing their own portfolio for validation. Such sessions can then be 
complemented with individual tutorials.
	 One recent trend is use of digital portfolios. Such portfolios offer the 
possibility to combine text, audio, graphic and video‑based presentation 
of information. They also offer increased capacity to accumulate data that 
can provide the audience with greater insights into the achievements and 
successes of the learner. However, digital portfolios carry potential risks, for 
example the technological novelty of the product can overshadow the purpose 
of the portfolio and learning to use the technology itself could subsume the 
learning opportunities of portfolio construction. Further, developing a digital 
portfolio risks including unnecessary information and material that is not 
wholly derived from the candidates’ own efforts.
	 Some countries that provide national guidelines, rather than prescribing 
the methods that should be used for validation, recommend a stage in the 
process with some form of assessment by a third party (the jury procedure 
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in France) to ensure greater validity and reliability of portfolios. However, 
the introduction of third party assessment does not solve all problems. It is 
still important that quality assurance processes are in place to ensure the 
consistency and transparency of this third party assessment and ensure 
equality and fairness in the validation process for all candidates. In general, 
we have seen that a good portfolio for validation, in the eyes of assessors, 
is characterised by being easy to assess because it is focused on specific 
matched learning outcomes. 

7.2.6. Presentation
Here a candidate makes a formal presentation to a panel of experts. This 
form emphasises communicative and analytical skills as well as ability to 
structure complex information clearly.

7.2.7. Simulation and evidence extracted from work
Here a candidate performs in a structured situation modelled on real life. 
The method allows for testing complex interacting skills sets. It requires 
clear assessment criteria and may be costly.
	 There are variations to this popular method, one here a candidate verbally 
and physically demonstrates their skills. Another variation involves observed 
role play where actors or peers take on roles to simulate a problem that 
requires the attention of the candidate.

7.2.8. Tests and examinations
In the formal process of validating learning, tests can dominate because of 
their qualities of wide applicability across populations, low costs and high 
levels of perceived fairness. In general a test is set so that candidates respond 
orally or in writing to preset questions (and answers). A test provides direct 
assessment of specific knowledge and skills. It may advantage candidates 
with strong written and oral skills and can cause candidate anxiety.
	 Oral tests may be used to check deep understanding of complex issues 
and ability to explain them in simple terms.
	 Many tests employ a multiple choice and true or false format and many 
well known tests are pretested across populations so that norm referencing 
of responses is useful. They are considered more objective than many other 
methods. This type of test is well suited to being completed, marked and 
graded by computer.
	 Essays can be used as test items to check the quality and standard of 
academic writing and use of references, ability to develop a coherent argument, 
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and to confirm extent, understanding and transferability of knowledge and 
critical evaluation of ideas. Generally, essay tests are easier to prepare but 
testing is limited to a narrow sampling of content.
	 Tests become ‘examinations’ when the test is applied widely and the quality 
assurance processes that govern the administration of the test questions 
and the judging of responses are controlled.

7.2.9. The form, quality and sources of evidence
The quality of evidence relates to reliability, validity, authenticity and 
sufficiency. The last two points are important in validating non‑formal and 
informal learning. In the case of sufficiency, it is not only a question of 
whether enough evidence has been gathered. Sometimes, in an attempt 
to ensure rigour, assessors can require too much evidence (extensive 
triangulation) and thus make the assessment process onerous for candidates 
and assessors. It is unfair to candidates wanting validation of non‑formal 
or informal learning to expect more than the minimum requirements for 
learners in formal study.
	 A more recent development in this field of assessment in validation 
processes for non‑formal or informal learning is use of controlled assessments. 
The assessment is carried out in conditions where the use of evidence is 
restricted to certain predefined acceptable forms. In this way fairness of 
assessments is improved and candidates who, in normal circumstances, 
would not have the advantage of access to many resources and externality 
are not discriminated against. The controlled assessment is also indicative of 
the trend to increase the level of independent assessment which is external 
to the candidates’ normal circle of operation.

7.3. Methods of assessment in different sectors
7.3.1. Formal education 
Tests and examinations are a popular approach among educational institu‑
tions for validating non‑formal and informal learning. Many higher education 
institutions in Europe have set up systems for validating competences ac‑
quired through such methods. However, this approach can be problematic 
for individuals accessing validation as a ‘second chance’, in particular in 
those cases when they have dropped out of formal education earlier in life; 
tests and examinations may represent a barrier to access, as they may be 
associated with previous negative experiences of education and training. 
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Declarative approaches are more accessible to groups at a distance from 
formal education and training and can be used to provide an overview of the 
competences and skills individuals have gained throughout their ‘life‑wide’ 
experiences, including those acquired at home, through voluntary or com‑
munity work and in employment. However, declarative methods rely on indi‑
viduals’ ability to provide a realistic assessment of their own competences. 
In terms of validity and reliability, the strength of this method depends on 
clear guidelines and standards for the individual to use and on support or 
‘mentoring’ during the preparation phase.
	 The portfolio approach aims to overcome the risk of subjectivity by 
introducing a mix of instruments to assess the individual’s competences. 
It can incorporate assessments by third parties and has recently been 
popular for validating informal and non‑formal learning in some public service 
professions, such as teachers and trainers. There is much evidence in the 
portfolio literature that the selection process included in portfolio building 
promotes self‑assessment and focuses students’ attention on quality criteria. 
Use of observation can be found in the vocational education and training 
sector, involving extraction of evidence of competences while an individual 
is performing everyday tasks at work, then judged by a third party. Such an 
approach is assisted by standards or agreed learning outcomes, which is often 
the case in vocational education and training. The problem of recruiting and  
training assessors may not be such an issue in the public/formal education 
sector (compared to other sectors), as staff can be expected to have a good 
understanding of the assessment criteria for each qualification.

7.3.2. Private sector organisations 
The need for partnership‑working, consultation and sharing experiences 
is clear for private sector organisations involved in validation. This is all 
the more important since the place of validation in company business and 
training plans will always evolve according to the needs of the organisations. 
Validation is part of broader organisational processes, including company 
assessment and training agendas.
	 Stakeholders involved in validation from this sector are generally unfamiliar 
with education standards and procedures. Staff training within the sector, or 
collaboration with partners with the relevant experience and expertise, may 
help to ensure greater success of their initiatives. It seems that declarative 
and portfolio methods are the most prevalent in the private sector, although 
the research has also uncovered examples of the use of tests. The portfolio 
method can also be used in the private sector, for instance by social partners 
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delivering non‑formal training. Declarative and portfolio methods can be 
used to conduct a summative or formative assessment of the validation 
beneficiary and are widely employed within the private sector. Summative 
assessments can help to inform the career development of an individual and 
may serve as evidence to support career progression and salary increases, 
while formative assessments can help employers/employees to identify 
skills gaps and training needs. These methods are seen as a cost‑effective 
and flexible approach. In particular, employees who undertake validation in 
addition to their daily job are likely to appreciate the possibility to prepare 
their validation ‘application’ at a pace that suits their own circumstances 
and abilities.

7.3.3. The voluntary sector
The predominant methodologies appear to be declarative methods and 
the portfolio method. They represent cost‑effective, flexible approaches 
to the validation, which suit the needs of both the beneficiaries and the 
voluntary sector organisations. Declarative and portfolio methods also 
offer a more accessible approach for certain target groups, who may be 
unaccustomed to, or have had previous negative experiences in, a formal 
education environment. One of the weaknesses associated with declarative 
and portfolio methods in the voluntary sector is that it may be difficult to 
link them to national standards, qualifications and frameworks. It may also 
be more difficult for providers, without appropriate training, to design and 
deliver validation initiatives which are linked to them. Moreover, declarative 
and portfolio methods rely on significant input from the individual beneficiary. 
For beneficiaries to link their learning successfully to formal standards or 
qualification frameworks, it is likely that a high level of support would be 
required by them, which is difficult for voluntary sector organisations to 
provide due to staffing and resource constraints.



CHAPTER 8

Validation practitioners
Guidelines
Effective operation of validation processes depends fundamentally on the professional activity 
of counsellors, assessors and validation process administrators. The preparation and continuous 
training of these people is critically important.
	 Networking that enables sharing experiences and the full functioning of a community of 
practice should be a part of a development programme for practitioners.
	 Interaction between practitioners in a single validation process is likely to lead to more 
efficient and effective practices that support the individuals seeking validation.

In this chapter the roles, skills and training of validation practitioners are discussed. 
These practitioners cover all aspects of validation and include those that offer 
information, advice and guidance (orientation), those that carry out assessment, 
the external observers of the process, the managers of assessment centres/
procedures and a range of other stakeholders that have an important but less 
direct role in the validation process. These five groups of practitioners are 
evident in validation systems internationally. It is not possible to say that each 
of these five groups are distinct from one another; in practice one person or 
one kind of body can have roles that cross this classification.
	 The work of validation practitioners is clearly decisive in determining the 
quality and trust in process outcomes. It is, therefore, not surprising that much 
has been written on the training and professional development of these people. 
It is not quite so obvious why the roles of the different kinds of practitioners are 
not referenced in documentation about validation processes. For example the 
inventory of validation practices has few references. There are possibly two 
reasons for this: it is possible that the practitioners aim to be ‘invisible facilitators’ 
and the effects of their combined work is the efficient operation of validation that 
leads to positive outcomes for individuals; and the roles of practitioners can vary 
in scope and depth so that it is difficult to generalise about their contribution.
	 The European inventory of practice, however, makes the point that validation 
processes need to ensure that there is interaction between practitioners within 
a single validation process and between practitioners and other stakeholders 
in the validation process.
	 Each validation process is unique and the roles of the practitioners can vary 
from candidate to candidate: it is likely that the experience that practitioners 
gain from different candidates is a very important asset. It follows that 
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interactivity between professionals in a validation centre through a community 
of practice is likely to contribute significantly to the development of individuals 
and to the more effective working of the whole system.

8.1. Counsellors
There is a strong conviction among national experts that counselling individuals 
and providing information, advice and guidance is crucial to validation success. 
Starting with the process of reaching out to engage potential candidates for 
validation, then preparing the candidate for assessment, the role continues 
by guiding the candidate after the assessment decision.
	 In these guidelines the assessment stage is treated as separate from 
the orientation stage. In fact, part of the role of the counsellor is often to 
work with the candidate to appraise the breadth and depth of evidence of 
learning in relation to assessment criteria/standards. Some would refer to 
this as competence mapping. To carry out this process the counsellor has 
to have a clear understanding of the standards involved.
	 The counsellor also has to prepare candidates for the assessment process, 
informing them of procedures, how to present evidence of learning, respond 
to questions, expectations in terms of behaviour, possible outcomes and so 
on. This also requires the counsellor to have a thorough knowledge of the 
assessment process.
	 The distinctive part of the counsellors’ role is their independence from 
the actual assessment process for an individual and their ability to offer 
impartial but useful advice.
	 To fulfil this role counsellors should have:
•	 a thorough knowledge of the education system (orientation);
•	 a thorough knowledge of the validation process (information);
•	� an understanding of the labour market (expected standards and post 

assessment advice);
•	� a list of contacts (experts) to answer specific technical questions (social 

partners and other sector experts).

8.2. Assessors
The job of an assessor is to seek and review evidence of an individual’s 
learning and judge what meets or does not meet specific standards. Assessors 
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must be familiar with the standards and the potentially useful assessment 
methods that might be used to reference evidence against standards.
	 Assessors should be acknowledged as professionals in their sector, 
as this leads to trust and credibility in the assessment process itself. The 
authenticity of the assessment situation is likely to be improved when 
sectoral experts can direct the use of an assessment instrument or judge 
the outcomes of its use.
	 Assessors should not be linked to the candidate or their work or social 
life in any way.
	 To fulfil this role assessors must:
•	 be familiar with the validation process (validity and reliability);
•	� have no personal interest in the validation outcome (to guarantee impartiality 

and avoid conflicts of interest);
•	 be familiar with different assessment methodologies;
•	� be able to inspire trust and to create a proper psychological setting for 

the candidates;
•	� be committed to provide feedback on the match between learning outcomes 

and validation standards/references (via support systems);
•	� be trained in assessment and validation processes and be knowledgeable 

about quality assurance mechanisms.

8.3. Process managers
The third key group of practitioners are the managers of the validation 
process. Their function is to manage the process, the people and possibly 
a physical or virtual centre where candidates, counsellors and assessors 
come together. Process managers can have responsibilities for the public 
profile of the validation centre, for ensuring equality of access to validation, 
managing an appeals process and ensuring external review.
	 One key role is financial management of the process. Whether privately 
or publicly funded, the task of minimising costs and creating a sustainable 
operation is challenging.

8.4. External observers
External observers provide a quality check on validation procedures, training 
of practitioners and outcomes for candidates. Counsellors and the assessors 
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have distinct roles when engaged with the candidate and the external observer 
reflects on the maintenance of separation of these roles.
	 In some settings the external observer is an advisor to counsellors 
and assessors and helps them to learn from their experience and that of 
others.
	 The external observer may have a role in reviewing the efficiency of the 
process and checking that resource use is optimised.
	 External observers should:
•	 not necessarily be expert in the given profession/activity;
•	 be trained in quality assurance procedures;
•	 not necessarily have regular or systematic presence;
•	 be considered as a source of advice;
•	 operate as an external auditor.

8.5. Interested stakeholders
It is not possible to focus on the practitioners involved in validation processes 
without referring to a group of supporting stakeholders who do not manage, 
counsel, assess or manage centres. These stakeholders have an interest 
in the successful operation of validation and they include:
•	 responsible people in public bodies that fund the process;
•	� responsible people in public bodies that have agreed a policy for valida‑

tion;
•	 managers of human resources for private companies;
•	� community leaders that seek engagement of groups of individuals in learning 

and working;
•	 education services in the formal sector;
•	 charities that are donors.
	 These stakeholders often serve on advisory committees within centres 
and are important links to the various communities served by validation 
outcomes.



(29)  �European Commission. Proposal for a Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council 
on the establishment of a European quality assurance reference framework for vocational education and 
training. Brussels: European Commission, 2008. (COM(2008) 179 final). Available from Internet: http://
eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2008:0179:FIN:EN:PDF [cited 3.2.2009].

CHAPTER 9

Summary of principles
and guidelines

9.1. ���The fundamental principles 
underpinning validation

•	 Validation must be voluntary.
•	 The privacy of individuals should be respected.
•	 Equal access and fair treatment should be guaranteed.
•	 Stakeholders should be involved in establishing systems for validation.
•	� Systems should contain mechanisms for guidance and counselling of 

individuals.
•	 Systems should be underpinned by quality assurance.
•	� The process, procedures and criteria for validation must be fair, transparent 

and underpinned by quality assurance.
•	� Systems should respect the legitimate interests of stakeholders and seek 

balanced participation.
•	 The process of validation must be impartial and avoid conflicts of interest.
•	� The professional competences of those who carry out assessments must be 

assured.

9.2. ���The guidelines
Effective practices: the European perspective
The practice of validating informal and non‑formal learning should be compatible with the main 
elements in the 2004 European principles for the validation of non‑formal and informal learning, 
the European principles for quality assurance of education and training, and the recommendation 
for a European quality assurance reference framework for VET (29).
	 European cooperation in validation should be further developed, in particular by regularly 
updating and improving these guidelines and the European inventory on validation of non‑formal 
and informal learning.
	 European level tools and frameworks (European qualifications framework, Europass, European 
credit systems, etc.) could be used to promote validation and to improve comparability and transparency 
of the outcomes of validation processes and so build trust across national boundaries.
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Effective practice: the national perspective
Validation of non‑formal and informal learning should be seen as an integral part of the 
national qualifications system.
	 The formative approach to assessment is important as it draws attention to the ‘iden‑
tification’ of knowledge, skills and wider competences, a crucial part lifelong learning.
	 Summative validation needs to have a clearly defined and unambiguous link to the 
standards used in the national qualifications system (or framework).
	 The entitlement to validation could be considered in cases where non‑formal and 
informal learning is seen as a normal route to a qualification, parallel to formal education 
and training.
	 The development of national qualifications frameworks could be used as an opportunity 
to integrate validation systematically into qualifications systems.
	 The introduction of validation as an integral part of a national qualifications framework 
could be linked to the need to improve access to, progression within and transfer of 
qualifications.
	 The sustainability and coherence of national systems of validation should be supported 
by regular cost‑benefit analysis.

Effective practice: the organisational perspective
Formal education, enterprises, adult education providers and voluntary organisations are 
key stakeholders in providing opportunities to validate non‑formal and informal learning.
	 Validating non‑formal and informal learning poses challenges to formal education in 
terms of the range of learning that can be validated and how this process can be integrated 
into the formal curriculum and its assessment.
	 There are major advantages for enterprises in setting up systems to document the 
knowledge, skills and competences of employees.
	 Enterprises need to balance their legitimate interests as employers with the legitimate 
interests of individual employees.
	 The adult education sector is a major contributor to non‑formal and informal learning 
and its further development should be supported by systematic development of formative 
and summative validation.
	 The third (or voluntary) sector offers a wide range of personalised learning opportunities 
that are highly valued in other settings. Validation should be used to make visible and value 
the outcomes of this learning, as well as assist their transfer to other settings.
	 The functions of the different bodies involved in validation require coordination through 
an institutional framework.
	 The institutional route to validation and certification should not lead to certificates that 
are seen as of different status on the basis of the route taken to achieve them.
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Effective practice: the individual 
The centre of the validation process is the individual. The activities of other agencies involved 
in validation should be considered in the light of their impact on the individual.
	 Everyone should have access to validation and the emphasis on motivation to engage in 
the process is particularly important.
	 The multiple stage process of validation offers individuals many opportunities for deciding 
about the future direction of their validation. Decision‑making should be supported by information, 
advice and guidance.

Effective practice: the methods
Methods of validating non‑formal and informal learning are essentially the same tools that are 
used in assessing formal learning.
	 When used for validation, tools have to be adopted, combined and applied in a way which 
reflects the individual specificity and non‑standardised character of non‑formal and informal 
learning.
	 Tools for assessment of learning need to be fit‑for‑purpose.

Effective practice: validation practitioners
Effective operation of validation processes depends fundamentally on professional input by 
counsellors, assessors and validation process administrators. The preparation and continuous 
training of these people is critically important.
	 Networking that enables experience sharing and the full functioning of a community of 
practice should be a part of a development programme for practitioners.
	 Interaction between practitioners in a single validation process is likely to lead to more 
efficient and effective practices that support individuals seeking validation.

Effective practice: validation process structure
The three processes of orientation, assessment and external audit can be used to evaluate 
existing validation procedures and support the development of new validation procedures.



ANNEX 1

Glossary of terms
All of the terms below have been negotiated with representatives across 
Member States and are part of the Cedefop multilingual glossary. This 
publication has also drawn on work carried out by the OECD and reported in 
Qualifications Systems – bridges to lifelong learning, OECD, Paris, 2007.

Assessment of learning outcomes
The process of appraising knowledge, skills and/or competences of 
an individual against predefined criteria, specifying learning methods 
and expectations. Assessment is typically followed by validation and 
certification.

Certificate
An official document, issued by an awarding body, which records 
the achievements of an individual following a standard assessment 
procedure.

Certification of learning outcomes
The process of formally attesting that knowledge, skills and/or competences 
acquired by an individual have been assessed and validated by a competent 
body against a predefined standard. Certification results in the issue of a 
certificate, diploma or title.

Formal learning
Learning that occurs in an organised and structured environment (e.g. in 
an education or training institution or on the job) and is explicitly designated 
as learning (in terms of objectives, time or resources). Formal learning is 
intentional from the learner’s point of view. It typically leads to validation 
and certification.
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Formative assessment
A two‑way reflective process between a teacher/assessor and learner to 
promote learning. 

Informal learning
Learning resulting from daily activities related to work, family or leisure. It is 
not organised or structured in terms of objectives, time or learning support. 
Informal learning is mostly unintentional from the learner’s perspective.

Key competences
The sum of skills (basic skills and new basic skills) needed to develop in 
contemporary knowledge society. The European Commission sets out the 
eight key competences:
•	 communication in the mother tongue;
•	 communication in foreign languages;
•	 competences in maths, science and technology;
•	 digital competence;
•	 learning to learn;
•	� interpersonal, intercultural and social competences, and civic 

competence;
•	 entrepreneurship;
•	 cultural expression.

Learning
A process by which an individual assimilates information, ideas and values 
and thus acquires knowledge, know‑how, skills and/or competences.

Learning outcomes
The set of knowledge, skills and/or competences an individual has acquired 
and/or is able to demonstrate after completion of a learning process.
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Lifelong learning
All learning activity undertaken throughout life, and which results in improving 
knowledge, know‑how, skills competences and/or qualifications for personal, 
social and/or professional reasons.

Life-wide learning
Learning, either formal, non‑formal or informal, that takes place across 
the full range of life activities (personal, social or professional) and at 
any stage.

Non‑formal learning
Learning which is embedded in planned activities not always explicitly 
designated as learning (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or 
learning support), but which contain an important learning element. Non‑formal 
learning is intentional from the learner’s point of view.

Qualification
The term qualification covers different aspects:
•	� formal qualification: the formal outcome (certificate, diploma or title) of an 

assessment and validation process which is obtained when a competent 
body determines that an individual has achieved learning outcomes to 
given standards and/or possesses the necessary competence to do a 
job in a specific area of work. A qualification confers official recognition 
of the value of learning outcomes in the labour market and in education 
and training. A qualification can be a legal entitlement to practice a trade 
(OECD);

•	� job requirements: the knowledge, aptitudes and skills required to perform 
the specific tasks attached to a particular work position (ILO);

•	� personal attributes: the sum of knowledge, know‑how, skills and/or com‑
petences acquired by an individual in formal, non‑formal and/or informal 
settings.
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Qualifications framework
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.

Qualifications system
A system which provides rules governing all aspects of education and 
training activities leading to recognition of learning outcomes at national or 
sectoral level, including:
•	� definition of qualification policy, training design and implementation, 

institutional arrangements, funding, quality assurance;
•	 assessment, validation and certification of learning outcomes;
•	� mechanisms that link education and training to the labour market and 

civil society.

Recognition of learning outcomes
•	� formal recognition: the process of granting official status to skills and 

competences:
	 •	 through the award of qualifications (certificates, diploma or titles);
	 •	� through the grant of equivalence, credit units or waivers, validation of 

gained skills and/or competences;
	 and/or
•	� social recognition: the acknowledgement of the value of skills and/or 

competences by economic and social stakeholders.

Standard (or referential)
Expectation, obligation, requirement or norm expected. It is possible to 
distinguish between:
•	� educational standard refers to the statements of learning objectives, 

content of curricula, entry requirements as well as resources required to 
meet the learning objectives;

•	 occupational standard refers to the statements of the activities and tasks  
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	� related to – or to the knowledge, skills and understanding needed for – a 
specific job;

•	� assessment standard refers to the statements of the learning outcomes 
to be assessed, the level of performance to be achieved by the individual 
assessed and the methodology used);

•	� validation standard refers to the statements of the learning outcomes to 
be assessed, the assessment methodology used, as well as the level of 
performance to be reached;

•	� certification standard refers to the statements of the rules applicable for 
obtaining a certificate or diploma as well as the rights conferred.

Summative assessment
The process of assessing (or evaluating) a learner’s achievement of specific 
knowledge, skills and competence at a particular time.

Validation of learning outcomes
The confirmation by a competent body that learning outcomes (knowledge, 
skills and/or competences) acquired by an individual in a formal, non‑formal 
or informal setting have been assessed against predefined criteria and are 
compliant with the requirements of a validation standard. Validation typically 
leads to certification.
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Evaluation checklists
This annex offers tools for evaluating the validation processes as they are 
applied to non‑formal and informal learning in any setting. The tools have 
been developed by the peer learning cluster on the recognition of learning 
outcomes and are based mainly on discussions in the peer learning activity 
held in Brussels (January 2007).
	 The first table sets out some general areas that underpin all validation 
processes. In the second table the range of components of good orientation 
processes are defined. The components of an assessment (or evaluation) 
process makes up the third table. No good quality assurance process is 
complete without some independent check of procedures; the components 
of such an independent check is outlined in the final table.
	 The components in each of the tables have been grouped under four 
headings:
•	� conditions required: this covers the way the context of the process is 

created and maintained for optimum performance;
•	 knowledge requirements: what practitioners need to know;
•	 practice requirement: what has to happen;
•	� expected outcomes: where the process leaves the candidate and what 

comes next.

Table 4. �Validation checklist: underpinning quality indicators 
for validation practices

Reliability

Validity

Safety, security and 
confidentiality

The validation process must lead to trusted results. If the settings for learning 
and validation vary greatly, then the process of validation must allow for these 
differences; should the process be repeated then the outcome must be the same.

The evidence documented for an individual must be directly related to the 
standards being used for validation. The evidence must not be allowed to shift the 
understanding of the standards.

Initial and continuing engagement with the validation process from identification 
through to certification must not be compromised by lack of trust and 
consequential deterioration in motivation to proceed.

Underpinning ideas	 Why they are important
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Table 5. �Validation checklist: general conditions, practical features, 
professional requirement and outcome expectation

General 
conditions 
essential for 
validating 
non‑formal and 
informal learning

Orientation phase Formative process

Encouraging 
psychology

Engaging 
individuals and 
providing access

Impartiality

The primary purpose of orientation is to shape 
the subsequent assessment stage so that the 
outcome is optimal for the individual.

Personal motivation will need to be sustained 
with encouragement of all participants and the 
general approach which is taken.

The initial interactions that overcome obstacles 
to participation are open and motivating 
(outreach).
The procedures minimise potential obstacles 
(e.g. financial, psychological).

The interests of the individual are not 
compromised by the interests of those 
managing validation and other stakeholders 
(no conflict of interest).

	 Components	 Explanatory notes

Standards/referential

Sustainability

Visibility/transparency

Fitness for purpose

Cost-efficiency

These are the basis of measuring learning outcomes; they must exist in a clear 
and unambiguous form that has the confidence of the key stakeholders. The 
standards are also an ‘organiser’ for the documentation phase. Without standards 
the validation process cannot pass the identification of learning stage.

Validation processes can be resource intensive, especially for individuals who 
present themselves for validation. Trust in validation also depends on the time 
the process has been operating and the way it is known and understood in 
communities. Thus sustainability is a key consideration.

The way the assessment and validation process operates must generate trust 
for the judgements to have meaning. Transparency and visibility of the validation 
is one of the fundamental features supporting trust. The transparency of using 
established standards is particularly important.

There are many methods for judging the level and sufficiency of evidence of 
learning. Not only should any chosen method be suited to the form of the learning 
but methods in combination should create a sensitive and trustworthy toolbox of 
methods of assessing learning.

It is generally the case that validation processes for non‑formal and informal 
learning do not have the benefit of large scale application (large cohorts of 
learning being assessed in similar ways). Therefore economies of scale are 
limited and costs need to be measured in relation to the expected returns to the 
stakeholders concerned.

Underpinning ideas	 Why they are important



Orientation phase has to generate:
∙ �trust in the process and those managing it by 

the individual;
∙ �trust by the other managers of the process in 

the individual;
∙ �trust in the process by those using the 

outcomes of validation.

European guidelines for validating non‑formal and informal learning80

General 
conditions 
essential for 
validating 
non‑formal and 
informal learning

Orientation phase

Assessment phase

Visibility of process

Privacy and 
confidentiality

Formative

Encouraging 
psychology

Access

Impartiality

Visibility for 
individuals

Ethical behaviour

Appeal procedure

Defining role of 
stakeholders

Voluntary

Owned by individual

Flexible

Trust

Nothing should be hidden. There should be no 
surprises arising from poor information.

The outcomes of assessment are restricted 
to the individual and any partners doing the 
assessment.

It is likely that the assessment stage itself will 
have a formative effect on the individual. This 
should be generally a positive experience.

Personal motivation will need to be sustained 
with encouragement of all participants and the 
general approach which is taken.

The choice of assessment tools should be 
appropriate to the knowledge, skills and 
competence of the individual (e.g. use ICT 
only when the candidate is comfortable with 
computer techniques).

Unless the conditions engender an objective 
approach the fairness of the assessment may 
be compromised.

Printed and spoken information should be 
structured from the viewpoint of the learner.

Those who manage orientation must not enter 
into the personal deliberations of the individual 
beyond the point which makes the individual 
vulnerable or uncomfortable.

Even a fair system will lead to issues for 
individuals in specific contexts: there should 
always be an opening for the individual to 
question decisions.

Everyone involved should understand the role 
of others.

There should be no compulsion to continue the 
process in specific ways.

All decisions should be made by the individual.

Response to the changing position of the 
individual should be the norm, therefore
there needs to be as few fixed procedures
as possible, some may be inevitable.

	 Components	 Explanatory notes
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General 
conditions 
essential for 
validating 
non‑formal and 
informal learning

Practical features 
of validation 
of non‑formal 
informal learning

Assessment phase

Orientation phase

Visibility of process

Information

Guidance and 
counselling

Privacy and 
confidentiality

Personal approach

Visibility for 
individuals

Ethical behaviour

Appeal procedure

Defining role of 
stakeholders

Trust

Focused on the 
individual

Voluntary

Nothing should be hidden. There should be no 
surprises in the assessment procedure.

A full range of accessible information (covering 
the process requirements) needs to be 
available to potential candidates.

These provide important support for 
self‑reflection by the candidate on the learning 
to be validated and the process of validating it. 
Some would see guidance and counselling as a 
counterpart to information. The two components 
form the basis of the orientation process.

The whole orientation process needs to be 
private for the individual if self reflection and 
trust are to be optimal.

To ensure that the future assessment 
process is appropriate and individuals remain 
motivated, they should have access to one 
or more individuals who are knowledgeable 
about the position of the candidate and skilled 
in enabling the assessment process to operate 
in the individual’s interests.

All assessment information and procedures 
should be structured from the viewpoint of 
the learner.

Those who make assessments must not enter 
into the personal deliberations of the individual 
beyond the point which makes the individual 
vulnerable or uncomfortable.

It should be possible to challenge decisions on 
the outcome of assessment from the viewpoint 
of procedure or fairness.

The individual should know the roles of all 
participants in the assessment process.

Where the expertise and fairness of the 
assessors is questionable and procedures 
are perceived as biased, the outcome of 
assessment will be perceived as having less 
value (by the individual and other users).

Within the limitations of agreed procedures 
the assessment process should focus entirely 
on the written, spoken and other evidence 
provided for the assessment of the individual.

While the assessment process may have fixed 
procedures the individual should be aware that 
participation in assessment is voluntary.

	 Components	 Explanatory notes
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Practical features 
of validation 
of non‑formal 
informal learning

Orientation phase

Assessment phase

User-friendly

Standards/
referential

Qualified assessor

Assessment 
methods

Self assessment

Further orientation

Transparency

Authenticity

Stakeholder 
involvement

Listening

Fairness

If a process is not user‑friendly it is likely to 
damage self‑confidence, motivation and raise 
other barriers to access.

Assessment instruments require clear criteria 
so that users can make judgements about 
the validity and the sufficiency of learning. 
Assessment criteria are often based on more 
generic standards such as occupational 
standards. The validation process itself 
is sometimes governed by criteria for 
their operation. These are often based on 
educational standards.

A qualified assessor has knowledge and 
experience of standards, assessment criteria 
and assessment instruments as well as some 
knowledge of the validation process.

A range of methods (with their associated 
standards) should be available to tailor to the 
particular circumstances of a validation.
These methods should result in valid and 
reliable outcomes.

The central role of the individual means 
that full use is made of the potential of self 
assessment (against assessment criteria and 
standards) by the candidate (e.g. validity and 
sufficiency of documentation for assessment).

Assessment is a summative and formative 
process and further orientation may result 
from the assessment process.

Assessment instruments should hold no 
secrets. Their structure and use should be 
obvious to candidates.

In addition to valid and reliable outcomes, 
assessment instruments should be used in 
assessment situations that provide, as far as 
possible, a true reflection of the learning and 
its context.

The validity and authenticity of assessment 
are enhanced with the involvement of the 
stakeholders who use qualifications and 
standards. These people (employers and other 
providers and recruiters) should be involved in 
assessment processes.

With the individual at the heart of the process, 
facilitators need to engender a listening 
culture over and above an expert‑information 
giving one.

Information, guidance and counselling needs 
to ensure fair treatment of individuals as 
unfair approaches will undermine access, self 
reflection on learning and trust.

	 Components	 Explanatory notes
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Practical features 
of validation 
of non‑formal 
informal learning

Knowledge 
requirement
for professionals

Assessment phase

Orientation phase

Assessment phase

Implementation of 
the assessment 
instruments

Education system

Validation system

Labour markets

Qualifications

Legal provision

Roles of other 
stakeholders

Assessment 
methods

Assessment criteria

Communication

Appeal procedure

All the conditions for the assessment have 
to be in favour of a reliable process (e.g. the 
structure of the documentation provided has to 
be clear; the assessment environment should 
not be distractive).

Validation process will draw on the previous 
formal education and training of the individual 
and the outcomes may directly link to the 
system, therefore knowledge of the system 
is essential.

From motivation of individuals to seek 
validation through to post assessment 
possibilities, the rules and procedures of the 
whole process need to be clear. Knowledge 
of links to other validation systems is also 
important.

Progression in the labour market is a common 
desirable outcome from the validation process. 
Knowledge of local and national conditions is 
important.

The qualifications available to individuals 
can present a complex picture. Knowledge 
of qualification requirements, currency and 
potential progression routes related to main 
qualification needs to be up to date.

The legal foundations of the validation 
process and individual entitlements need to 
be understood by managers of the validation 
process.

The individual is at the centre but the 
validation process could involve others in the 
documentation process; it will involve others in 
the assessment stage and, if certification follows, 
other agencies will be involved. The smooth 
operation of validation depends on effective 
cooperation by different stakeholders, therefore 
good knowledge of their roles is required.

The range of possible methods and their 
fitness for purpose for the individual situation 
needs to be understood.

Standards, such as those defining occupations, 
are used for a range of purposes. It is 
necessary to tailor them for specific use 
in assessment through the creation of 
assessment criteria.

Candidates require information about 
assessment processes and when and where 
they will be carried out.

A clearly defined process should be available.
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Knowledge 
requirement
for professionals

Expected 
outcomes of 
validation of 
non‑formal 
informal learning

Assessment phase

Orientation phase

Assessment phase

Validation process

Clear outcome for 
the individual

Validation outcome

Certification

Record of 
the individual 
achievement

Satisfaction, further 
orientation

Qualified human 
resources

Time and effort 
requirements

Documentation
of process

Qualification

From motivation of individuals to seek 
validation to post assessment possibilities, the 
rules and procedures of the whole process 
needs to be clear. Knowledge of links to other 
validation systems is also important.

The outcome of the validation process should 
be unambiguous and signal all possible further 
actions required of the individual.

The result of assessment should be 
communicated without delay and with the 
option of further orientation.

The way the outcome of the validation process 
leads to a qualification for the individual 
should be clear.

Certification may follow assessment; however 
a record of the process and its outcome is 
useful for candidates.

Following an assessment process the 
individual may wish to provide feedback on the 
validation process or seek further orientation.

Not all successful validation outcomes lead to 
certification and the social recognition arising 
from validation may be a required outcome for 
some individuals.

Within the constraints of a flexible process 
there should be clear statements about stages, 
tasks and time scales expected during the 
process.

There should be an up‑to‑date record of 
the validation process, decisions taken and 
outcomes that is accessible to all stakeholders 
that need to advance the interests of the 
individual.

Where assessment can lead to certification for 
a particular qualification level, the knowledge 
of qualification requirements, currency and 
potential progression routes related to main 
qualification is critical and needs to be up 
to date.
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Table 6. �Validation checklist: auditing the process

Conditions 
required

Knowledge 
requirements 

Practice 
requirement

Expected 
outcomes

External

Frame of 
reference

Whole or 
partial review

Recommendations 
to improve 
system

Evidence base

Analytical

Statistical part

Expert part

Style of audit

Independent

Expert knowledge

Regular

Transparent

Frame of 
reference

Individual focus

The external function is designed to build trust in the process by 
users of the validation process and its outcomes. There will always be 
tension for those involved in validation work between arrangements 
and assessments of validation that are user friendly and the impartial 
judgements required by assessment criteria.

The focus of review should be understood by reviewers. Reviewers 
should be knowledgeable about validation systems.

Attention should focus on aspects of validation that are under review.

The formative approach would lead to a sense of self improvement for 
the validation centre experts and reports could offer further suggestions 
for improvements to procedures and assessment.

Information about all the orientation and assessment practices relevant 
to the review should be available and all judgement should be based on 
this evidence.

The review should aim to be analytical and not descriptive of the 
validation processes. The analysis should be targeted at creating 
opportunities for improving the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
processes.

The review should include numerical data on, for example, candidate 
numbers, duration of orientation and assessment, outcomes.

Judgements based on qualitative evidence such as candidate and 
assessor feedback.

The formative aspect of validation could be the guide to the style of 
review with a low profile and interactive style rather than a top down 
inspection style.

A review of processes and outcomes should be independent of all 
interests in the validation processes. It is possible for external reviewers 
to be involved with an individual, a sector, an institution or company in 
some way.

Reviewers should be experienced in validation processes.

The process of review should be set to prescribed time scales.

All review criteria and processes should be open for scrutiny.

Reviews may not cover all aspects of a validation processes the focus of 
review should be explicit.

While the review is of the overall arrangements for validation, the 
procedure for review should take a viewpoint of a candidate for validation 
whenever possible.
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ANNEX 3

Countries participating in
the peer learning cluster

Austria (from 2008)
Belgium (Flanders, from 2007)
Belgium (Wallonia)
Bulgaria
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia
Finland
France
Germany (from 2008)
Greece (from 2008)
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Italy
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway (from 2007)
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
Turkey
UK (Scotland)
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