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Abstract: Validation is an effective procedure for recognising the skills and knowledge acquired by
individuals. However, the validation mechanisms in each country are not always easy to understand,
especially due to a lack of information/data. The aim of this paper is to design a management system
based on processes for the accreditation of professional competences acquired by work experience
in Spain, considering European regulations. This is carried out through a contextualization of both
regulatory frameworks through a bibliographic review, as well as the analysis of the quantitative
and qualitative outcomes of the surveys that groups of experts involved in these tasks/procedures
completed in Spain. All this has made it possible to design a model for the validation of learning
acquired through professional experience as well as non-formal and informal channels in Europe
and Spain, which facilitates the process of accreditation of competences.
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1. Introduction

In the field of Vocational Education and Training (VET), the importance of its profes-
sional development and validations are broadly acknowledged at national and international
levels. Certification, validation, and identification are widely accepted mechanisms of
recognition. Validation means the verification, by the qualified authority, of the outcomes
of study obtained by a person in non-formal, formal, and informal education. Validation of
the outcomes of non-formal adult education implicates the identification, evaluation and
recognition of knowledge and skills a person obtains during life.

Strategic directions of validation of non-formal adult education have shown their
significant role in the economy and society in general, allowing professional mobility,
social integration, as well as the development of the concept of lifelong education [1].
Validation is an effective procedure to obtain qualifications that allows for recognition of
the worker’s knowledge; however, the validation mechanisms within each country are not
well understood and the corresponding data are not sufficient. VET plays a relevant role in
the change towards more knowledge-intensive societies. Indeed, around half of all jobs
in 2020 will need a medium level qualification, which will be obtained by some form of
VET [2].

In the 1970s, the United States of America raised an educational practice called prior
learning assessment (PLA), also known as recognition of prior learning (RPL), assessment
of prior learning (APL), prior learning assessment and recognition (PLAR), and validation
of prior learning (VPL). This was carried out following research that displayed the viability
of equating and assessing adults’ prior non-college learning with college-level learning [3,4].
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The increase of national qualifications frameworks at international levels has generated a
supportive legislative and policy architecture for the development of PLA. Over the years, a
wide range of practices have been established across the United Kingdom, North America,
Scandinavia, New Zealand, Australia, and South Africa. Practices to test prior learning
change from large-scale examinations to individual or learner petitioning. Postsecondary
institutions have worked out their own approaches to PLA. The portfolio method is often
implemented. In this approach, the apprentices display proof of their prior learning and
give reasons as to how it relates to specific or general criteria. The access and/or credit are
consequently conceded. Portfolios can be complemented using other assessment methods
such as demonstrations, assigned essays, interviews, among others. Some PLA need
learning from experience to join formal knowledge in a precise manner. Other practices
run with the concept of equivalence; that is, determining that learning from experience is
usually at the college level.

Terokhina [1] dealt with the issue of recognition of the results of non-formal adult
education in the United States of America (USA) in order to be adopted by Ukraine. It
was proposed to consider the College Level Examination Program (CLEP) and the credit
system of the American Council on Education (ACE), since these are the mechanisms of
non-formal adult education validation employed in USA. The process of validation can
be assessing, discussion, demonstration of knowledge, training, interviewing, examina-
tion, communicative and social skills, critical reflection, expert explanations, simulations,
declarative and portfolio methods.

The field of RPL in Quebec is being expanded due to the inclusion of different termi-
nologies and policies established on the reality of contemporary Quebec society. A new
stream of research associated to RPL and immigrant settlement and integration is starting
to be more distinguished. The work recognized gaps in the research and recommended
areas to encourage study, contributing to the field of scholarly endeavours of RPL. The
conclusions from the consolidated RPL research should be a profit to the emerging field of
RPL research [5].

Two issues in relation to assessment of prior learning were discussed by Aarkrog
and Wahlgren [6]. These were the encounter of practical experience and school-based
knowledge as well as the validity and reliability of the assessment procedures. The study
showed that by mixing various assessment of prior learning methods and comparing the
teachers’ assessments, these address the issues of validity as well as reliability. In essence,
it was discussed that validity and reliability can be boosted if the competencies are well
established and the education system is aware of achieving a balance of knowing what,
knowing why, and knowing how, given that teachers are appropriately qualified for the
assessment procedures.

Paulos [7] studied the qualification of adult educators in Europe with special attention
to Portugal. In this country, adult educators are a heterogeneous group. In the last decade,
they have mainly worked in vocational training as well as in the recognition of prior
learning. As a consequence, the professionalization of adult educators has been incipient,
however, according to Guimarães [8], the profession of adult educator has never been
organized. The unemployment of a part of the professionals implicated in adult education
activities, especially in the recognition of prior learning process, has been due to the political
disinvestment in the field of adult education that was carried out in the last few years. It
should be relevant to guarantee the continuity of adult education policies to invest in the
training of adult educators and secure stable employment situations, among others. These
should be basic conditions for providing quality to adult education. Policies based on
evidence should also be proposed to improve adult education. In addition, policies should
include the valorisation of adult educators, allowing the creation of structured careers and
their corresponding professional development.

Di Rienzo [9] carried out a study of empirical research completed in Italy. The interest
was derived on the constant rising number of adults who were enrolled in graduate degree
programmes. The research method joined qualitative and quantitative approaches, was
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composed of a national survey on the basis of a questionnaire sent to the Italian universities,
and took methods of qualitative orientation. The survey aided to detect organisational
procedures and instruments for the validation of prior vocational learning. Furthermore, it
was able to state that it is only from the outlook of lifelong learning that universities were
able to tackle the object at issue.

RPL will return to its legitimate position, if it is able to ensure the RPL candidates’
accomplishment. As a consequence of this, Snyman & van den Berg [10] set out the
relevance of the profile of candidates. Empirical research was addressed, which involved
the analysis of RPL candidates’ life stories. The conclusion was that this requires an
RPL approach that takes into account the significance of the outline at the apprentice,
practitioner and institutional levels.

Werquin [11] analysed the recognition of non-formal and informal learning outcomes
(RNFILO). This was pointed out as a policy tool and the possible applications and imple-
mentations were carried out. A definition of the key terms was put forward as well as a
feasible rationale for organising recognition programmes and a schedule of pros and cons
to carry them out.

More than 100 high-quality cases were put together on the state of validation of
non-formal and informal learning (VNFIL) practices in 27 European countries as part
of the Leonardo-OBSERVAL project. These covered specific strategies sustained in its
implementation. Different topics were determined from this study and were selected to be
analysed in the OBSERVAL-NET project. This project looked to sustain the development of
comprehensive, coherent, and flexible models for VNFIL practices and recommendations
as a result of a comparative study of samples of practice across European countries [12].

There are multiple experiences related to validation of learning in countries of the
European environment, and these have been collected in various reports made by Cedefop
under the title “European Inventory for Validation” [13–16]. A research project was com-
pleted in order to establish a common evaluation framework for Nordic countries (Iceland,
Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Denmark). The project was structured in two phases, the
first called “Quality in validation in the Nordic countries,” where a context analysis was
carried out, and the second part called “Quality Model for Validation in the Nordic coun-
tries. A development project 2012-13,” in which a series of proposals were accomplished
for the definition of a common model under the premise of quality [17]. The corresponding
legislation in each country was studied and the references to the quality in these standards,
the procedural development approaches from the operational point of view and how the
quality could improve the procedure were also examined. The working group used the
definition of quality given by the Canadian expert Van Kleef [18], which distinguished
different aspects that could show a direct impact in the quality of the validation for these
countries. These include:

• Laws, norms, regulations, etc.
• Policies
• Description of the validation system, organization, institutional affiliation, etc.
• The involved agents, organizations, labour market, etc.
• The skills of the validation professionals, certification, potential competence require-

ments and opportunities for the development of competences
• Methods for validation

In 2002, the EU began to tackle VET through a resolution approved by the Council
called the “Copenhagen declaration” [19]. It requested the collaboration of the member
states to improve VET systems. Two priorities could be highlighted: (a) to develop tools for
mutual recognition and validation of competences and qualifications; and (b) to improve
quality assurance in VET. In 2004, the contributions carried out two years earlier were con-
firmed and the established priorities were also developed (Maastricht Communiqué) [20].
Specific duties were entrusted to the member states. These include:

• Identification of common tools for the development of VET
• Development of the systems according to the needs of the people
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• Redefinition of open and various learning environments through VET frameworks,
which allow mobility and validation between different levels and educational contexts

• Implementation of quality assurance systems in VET in collaboration with all stakeholders

The first specific reference document on validation in Europe was raised in 2004,
through a conclusions project called Common European Principles for the determination
and validation of non-formal and informal education, in an effort to determine and validate
differentiated learning [21]. This document arose in response to the European Council in
Lisbon 2000 [22] to set out the challenge of making the European knowledge economy the
most dynamic in the world, providing a special relevance to education and training.

The principles and validation elements of learning have been studied due to the
accreditation procedure of competences and have had a heterogeneous development both in
the European Union (EU) and Spain. This has not provided a response to the implantation
of a validation system between the different European countries. The validation data
collection from users of non-formal and informal learning is a major challenge and the
demand for validation is increasing. Some exceptions have been noted in countries that
have validation systems with a long tradition, like France and the Netherlands, where
demand seems to have stabilized. This lack of data limits the opportunities for evaluation
and control of validation activities.

It is important to understand the regulations that have been done at the European
level in terms of validation as well as to the Spanish level in terms of accreditation. In Spain,
there are several validation frames that cover various education levels: Qualifications and
Vocational Training Act of 2002, Employment Act from 2003, Education Act from 2006,
Higher Education Act from 2007, and Royal Decree 1224/2009 [23] on the recognition of
professional competences acquired through work experience [14]. There was a joint call for
validation in 2011 in order to implement the last decree. Most of the Autonomous Commu-
nities, with the exception of one, launched validation calls. The needs for accreditation have
not been successfully dealt with, as well as the number of positions and the offer of existing
qualifications in the National Catalogue of Professional Qualifications for the Spanish case.
The principles and elements that determine the validation in European countries should
be identified. The difference between the principles of validation should be presented
according to the several international organizations such as UNESCO, European Council,
and Cedefop, and the principles and elements that determine accreditation in Spain [24].

There is a shift between countries relative to the knowledge of VET, ranging from 46%
to 91% of respondents. This displays a positive image in Europe, in relation to the capacity
to make available job positions and prepare people for the workforce. Most respondents
coincide that general education shows a more positive image than VET; 75% of Europeans
agree with the statement that students with low grades are led to VET. However, the main
country differences need further exploration to establish factors influencing the image of
VET in different national contexts [25].

According to Cedefop [26], the implementation of validation arrangements is based
on several interconnected steps. The main target of these guidelines is that validation is
about: (a) how to attribute suitable value to results of non-formal and informal learning;
and (b) how to show the results of non-formal and informal learning.

Quality assurance systems are capable of guaranteeing reliable, valid, and credible
evaluations. Thus, they should be deepened in the research of this field. The connection
between the national qualifications framework and the validation should be established
deeper in order to write and to use learning outcomes for validation purposes [27]. As
a consequence, the aims of this work are to review the validation framework of learning
outcomes in Europe and Spain in order to characterize the validation of the acquired
learning by professional experience in non-formal and informal learning, as well as to
identify the development of the accreditation programme of competences in Spain.

The outline of the paper is as follows. Section two presents the theoretical framework;
section three describes the methodology used; section four analyses the results; finally,
section five summarizes the main conclusions.
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2. Theoretical Framework

The adoption and development of qualifications framework based on learning out-
comes improve the situation of non-formal and informal learning in the labour market as
well as in society. Focusing on the development of validation in the EU, the first official
document of the EU that mentions the need of this recognition was the white book of the
European Commission related to teaching and learning [28]. The preamble establishes the
need to strengthen professional training policies as an element to improve the employa-
bility and competitiveness of the companies. Since then, the EU has shown an increasing
interest related to the importance of the validation of all types of learning for its economic
and social development. In the year 2000, the Lisbon European Council recognized that
VET should be a tool that allows social inclusion, cohesion, mobility, employability, and
competitiveness [19].

The following premises were used to develop the Directive relative to the recognition
of professional qualifications [29]:

• Individual rights
• Obligations of the responsible
• Reliability and confidence
• Credibility and legitimacy

These premises allowed for the development of the recognition Directive of profes-
sional development [29], which confers the warrant to access the same profession and
exercise it in other Member States with the same rights as nationals. It was also estab-
lished to enhance the procedure to perform the recognition. This process was carried
out through the Helsinki Communiqué (European Commission, 2006), which delved into
and developed the highlights of the Copenhagen process, especially in terms of trans-
parency, allowing ratification of the Europass and establishing the basis for the European
Qualifications Framework (EQF), European Credit System for Vocational Education and
Training (ECVET), and European Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and Training
(EQAVET). In 2008, the priorities and strategies of the Copenhagen process were revised
anew and it was called the Bordeaux Communiqué [30]. This was completed while keeping
in mind the new objectives after 2010. In this same year, Cedefop published the European
Training Thesaurus [31], which collects all the definitions in the field of vocational training
to create a common language in the EU as a tool for the transparency and homologation
of the concepts that are being used in each country. In 2009, Council of Ministers of the
EU defined a new Framework for education and training. It was called Strategy 2020 [32],
which enhanced the Lisbon objectives in 2010 seeking to improve VET, in order to raise
employability and cohesion.

Four strategies were defined for which a set of 16 indicators were set up to perform
their monitoring and evaluation. These were:

• Making reality learning throughout life and mobility
• Improving the quality and efficiency of education and training
• Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship
• Consolidating creativity and innovation, including the entrepreneur skill, considering

education and training levels

The following landmark in the field of validation was the publication by Cedefop of
the Guidelines for the validation of informal and non-formal learning [26,33]. The direc-
tives were established, from the point of view of the public policies, in two perspectives.
The first perspective establishes the need to coordinate the European principles defined in
2004 to support the development of quality assurance mechanisms, along with the princi-
ples of quality assurance and EQAVET Framework, using the tools designed (Europass,
ECVET, EQF) to promote validation, comparability, and transparency of VET systems.
The second perspective raises the validation process as part of the VET systems, and that
the evaluation of the competition presents formative and summative components as well
as the need to determine the sustainability of the process through cost-benefit analysis.
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The document defined the guidelines for validation, taking into account the principles
mentioned previously, according to the following points:

• Individual rights. The process should be voluntary and egalitarian for access and
evaluation, becoming the person at the centre of the procedure.

• Obligations of the responsible. Processes with the guarantee of quality should be
established, which provide information as well as counselling to people about their
rights, procedure, phases and outcomes. The transfer must also be ensured and
provide access to formal VET systems.

• Reliability and confidence. Quality should ensure that the process is fair and trans-
parent, considering reliable instruments and the professionalism of the consultants
and evaluators.

• Credibility and legitimacy. These should be based on quality tools that ensure the
participation of all those interested in the procedure as well as the recognition and the
validity of the results.

In 2010, Bruges Communiqué ratified previous strategic axes in long-term VET [34].
From these perspectives, the following challenges for VET systems were posed:

• Flexibility and quality.
• Adaptation to the labour market and emerging needs.
• Boosting learning throughout life.
• Ensuring the sustainability and the excellence of the Education and Professional

Training (EFP) through a common approach to quality control.
• Promoting the acquisition of essential competences.

These challenges are part of the Europe 2020 planning, which sought to set up new
competencies among citizens, in order to face new social and economic models. This new
European planning can be defined under the following lines of work:

• Innovation for the development of products and services.
• Mobility of young people, enhancing the performance of the education system, pro-

moting non-formal and informal learning as well as the labour incorporation.
• Digital agenda for Europe; unique digital market access to the entire population.
• Effective use of resources with sustainable management in all areas.
• Industrial policy, competitiveness, globalization and social responsibility.
• Agenda for new qualifications and jobs, which improves employment, and training of

workers and students.
• European platform against poverty, increasing cooperation between the member states.

In 2012, the definitive encouragement to validation was produced from two differ-
ent areas:

• UNESCO established directives for the recognition, validation and accreditation of
different types of learning [35].

• The European Council’s proposal for a Council Recommendation on the validation
of non-formal and informal learning [36] where the factors indicated in the Europe
2020 Planning were defined, as well as the socio-economic crisis and young peo-
ple unemployment.

Council Recommendation defined the validation as “a process by which an authorized
organization confirms that a person has acquired learning outcomes, measured at a relevant
level” [36]. The phases of the procedure were also specified:

• The identification of a person’s particular experience through dialogue.
• The documentation that enables to make visible the experience of the person.
• A formal evaluation of that experience.
• The recognition of full or partial qualification, which leads to a certification.

The first Biennial of Validation of Prior Learning was held at Rotterdam in 2014.
International experts reflected on the need to establish alliances throughout this process.
Bjørnavold [37] presented an analysis of scope of the validation procedure to European
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level. It was explained that advances in policy, methodology, and practice and resources
assignation were completed. However, the expectations were not reached according to the
estimated initials. The principles that have to support the validation procedure according
to Bjørnavold [37] are:

• The person is the centre of the validation system; this process is voluntary and the
privacy of the person must be protected and respected. Moreover, an equitable and
fair treatment must also be ensured.

• Information related to validation should be made available to the citizen. It will be
provided in a coordinated manner and it will identify the different responsibilities
between the agencies involved.

• Validation must be procedural and covers four main stages: identification, documen-
tation, evaluation and certification of non-formal and informal learning.

• The validation process must be documented to facilitate transparency and recognition,
using existing European and national tools.

• Guidance and advice are essential for people to be able to adapt validation to their
needs and interests.

• The validation must be part of the vocational training systems. People should have
the ability to obtain a degree, based on the validation of their learning outcomes.

• The validation criteria are defined and described through the learning outcomes
formulated as knowledge, skills and competences. These will use the same standards
as those defined to regulate formal learning.

• The quality assurance must be an explicit and integrated part of the validation pro-
cesses, being reliable and transparent. Quality must also be at all stages of the valida-
tion process in a manner that ensures the reliability and duration of the entire process,
from the identification of information to recognition.

• The training of professionals involved in the process must be ensured.

Validation must be a tool to enhance learning throughout the lifetime and the employ-
ability of people, especially for those with low qualifications and consequently with greater
difficulties in the labour market, boosting the recognition of this tool between companies
as a mechanism of professional career and continuous learning. Cedefop presented new
guidelines, which were published throughout 2015 [26]. The aim was to specify the Council
Recommendation [36] and to ease the implementation of the outcomes analysed by Cede-
fop in the different European Inventories on the Validation of learning. The new guidelines,
based on the different sections of the Council Recommendation [13], defined validation as
a procedure that allows for visibility and assesses the results obtained in different learning
settings, without including formal education. Following the Recommendation, four phases
can be established, such as determination, documentation, evaluation, and certification.
However, it is constructed so that the citizen should not use all phases of the procedure.
The first two phases can be considered as formative evaluation. Subsequently, it could
be a formal evaluation and certification process, such as a summative evaluation. In this
manner, the manager’s goal is created, which is that the citizens can accredit their com-
petences in a transparent and equitable manner. Unlike the Recommendation, it deals
with and deepens the information and orientation phases, which indicates that it should
be particularized, coordinated, and near to the citizen. This process is constituted as an
essential tool for lifelong learning, which enables for the identification of professional com-
petencies, interests, and personal skills in order to ease decision making and working [38].
Furthermore, it is established that the orientation will be part of the validation procedure,
which should include tools such as continuous individual and collective services, specific
websites, self-assessment systems, and the adaptation to the personal needs of each user.
It is also established that the coordination between the different parties involved in all
areas is a fundamental factor. For example, the strategy for the definition of public policies,
the tactic for effective management of resources available, and the operation of the homo-
geneous management of the procedure. It affirms the need to define a legal framework
that facilitates this coordination and regulates the procedure by attending to the different
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phases independently, determining the management tools by facilitating decision-making
based on the needs and expectations of citizens.

The National Qualifications Frameworks should include the mechanisms of non-
formal, informal, and formal training, and equivalent in European Credit for Vocational
Education and Training (ECVET) [39].

Regarding those responsible for carrying out the procedures, it is important to establish
the need to identify each group of interest, and define their functions and participation.
Among those responsible, the following groups of interest are identified: (1) Counsellors;
(2) Advisors, (3) Evaluators; (4) Managers of the procedure; and (5) Stakeholders: Politicians
and Social agents (business associations, trade unions, volunteers, etc.).

The context in which the validation of learning should be developed is also defined.
For this purpose, updates to the previous guidelines [33] and Council Recommendation [36]
were introduced, aligned with the integration of this procedure in VET systems, and with
the use of open resources of education (OER). This process started with a skills audit,
including self-assessment questionnaires, and also the development of tools to detect needs
of training.

Table 1 shows a comparison of Cedefop principles of 2009 [33] and 2015 [26], with
respect to those of UNESCO [35] and Recommendation 2012 [36]. This will allow to
determine the principles and validation elements that will be used later to carry out
the research.

Table 1. Analysis of the validation according to European Recommendations.

Document Context Principles Recommendations Phases

Common European
Principles

18/05/2004

• Recognition of education
and training as part of
economic and social
policies.

• Recognition of the need to
ensure lifelong learning

• Need to capitalize and
validate non-formal and
informal learning

• Support for employability
and development of
human resources.

• Individual rights.
• Obligations of the

administration.
• Reliability.
• Credibility and

legitimacy.

• To broadcast European
principles.

• Adaptation of the principles
to the specific needs of the
sectors.

• Exchange of experiences.
• To analysis how these

principles can support other
tools such as ECVET, EQF or
EQAVET.

• They are not
defined.

European
Directives

04/11/2009

• Need to recognize the
learning outside of formal
systems.

• Strong economic and
employment development.

• Detection of qualified
labour needs.

• Voluntariness
• Privacy.
• Access in equality

and equity.
• Participation.
• Guidance and

advice.
• Quality assurance

systems.
• Impartiality.
• Regulation of the

evaluation results.

• Compatibility with the
Common European
Principles.

• Development of the
European validation
inventory as a tool to
improve the guidelines and
the validation itself.

• Validation must be part of
the vocational training
systems.

• Formative and summative
approach of the evaluation
according to its purpose.

• Normative development of
validation frameworks.

• Sustainability of the system
with cost benefit analysis.

• To use the same tools for
validation as formal training.

• Orientation
• Evaluation of

individual
learning.

• Audit of the
validation
process.
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Table 1. Cont.

Document Context Principles Recommendations Phases

Recommendations-
Validations
20/12/2012

• Importance of creating new
learning opportunities.

• Introduction of non-
formal and informal
learning in 2020 Planning.

• Validation as a mechanism
to access the labour
market.

• Sustainable
integration in a
national
qualifications
framework.

• Information.
• Attention to the

disadvantaged.
• Guidance and

advice.
• Reasonable cost.
• Quality.
• Validation with

formal education.
• Alignments with

other tools such as
Europass, ECTS,
ECVET.

• Participation and
coordination.

• To ensure that exists national
validation systems in 2015.

• To support for national
qualifications frameworks.

• To follow the common
principles of 2004.

• To exchange of good
practices.

• Cooperation between states.
• Creation of instruments for

the transparency of the
procedure.

• Identification
of learning
outcomes.

•
Documentation.

• Evaluation of
the results.

• Certification
of the
evaluation.

New European
Directives

2015

• Economic crisis.
• Low level of average

qualification throughout
Europe.

• High dropout rate early
and failure educational.

• Compliance of validation
recommendation 2012.

• Need to use open
educational resources for
validation.

• Use of validation in
companies.

• Centrality in the
person.

• Information
guidance and
advice.

• Social
responsibility.

• Definition of legal
frameworks.

• Coordination.
• Access, transfer

and accumulation
of outcomes.

• Adaptation of phases
independently depending on
the objective.

• Use of tools for validation
according to the purpose.

• Formative and summative
evaluation.

• Detection of needs.
• Integration with national

frameworks.
• Use of the same standards as

for formal training.
• Training of the staff

responsible of the process.
• Audit of skills and labour

market.

• Identification
of learning
outcomes.

•
Documentation

• Evaluation of
the results.

• Certification
of the
evaluation.

The major landmarks on the validation procedure are highlighted:

• Common European Principles for the determination and validation of non-formal and
informal education (Council of the EU 9600/04 EDUC 118 SOC 253, 18 May 2004).

• European Guidelines for the validation of non-formal and informal learning of Cede-
fop in 2009 [33].

• Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning [36].
• The proposal of the new Cedefop Guidelines that were published in 2015 [26].

The result of the analysis of the documents described previously is displayed in Table 1.
Included are the context in which the recommendation is dictated; the principles that it
collects; recommendations that it provides; and the phases that determine the procedure.

VET is associated with education that prepares people for a specific occupation. The
opening of the market for training and education, including VET, has raised the relevance
of regulation and quality assurance mechanisms to ensure the integrity of qualifications.
Misko [40] studied the approaches to the regulation and quality assurance of VET in a
number of countries, including New Zealand, Canada (province of Ontario) and two
accrediting agencies in USA, as well as selected European member states such as Finland,
Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Therefore, the practices imposed overseas can be used to
report the development of VET regulatory and quality assurance approaches in Australia.

The openness of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act involved large opportunities
for USA, since it had different regional and local models of vocational training. Regarding
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the changing conditions of a globalised economy, the tech-prep is a suitable example
for fitting the traditional school-based vocational education. By matching high school
and community college courses, students can meet the growing demand for an extensive
knowledge base and problem-solving qualifications [41].

The transfer of VET systems is the subject of international debate, however, there is no
sufficient documentation related to the process or study of how such transfers are obtained
in practical terms. Pilz [42] studied the potential for devolving Germany’s dual vocational
training system to German subsidiaries in foreign parts, specifically in Japan, USA, India,
and China. The work arranged the range of training strategies established by German
subsidiaries. Interviews in more than 40 German subsidiaries abroad showed that local
factors in the host country play such an important role that it is not feasible to transfer the
German VET system completely to another country. As a result, the findings showed that
policy borrowing in the area of VET is presumed to be only partial and will be markedly
influenced by the national features of the host country. Furthermore, the vocational and
training performance of German corporations at their subsidiaries in China, India, and
USA has been dealt with. These three countries present relevant markets for Germany and
they are characterised by their varied cultures, employment systems, and VET. The transfer
of the German VET system to other countries has also been a subject of study [43].

Switzerland is one of several European countries with a so-called “dual” VET system
in which students blend learning in school with learning in workplace settings. In Denmark,
Norway, Austria, Switzerland, and Germany, between 30 and 70 percent of students in
upper secondary school are involved in such systems. VET is the mainstream upper
secondary programme, serving 70 percent of Swiss young people. It teaches a broad set
of students including high-tech, health, human service, and traditional trades as well as
crafts. One measure of the power of that economy is that Switzerland presents practically
full employment, with a youth unemployment ratio that is the lowest among developed
countries [44].

VET systems change significantly from country to country due to their present dif-
ferent objectives and because they are embedded within the education and labour market
systems of any country. There are typologies that characterise and compare VET systems.
However, many of them show weaknesses related to the consistency of their descriptive
criteria or, for example, the extent to which the typology can deal with more complex VET
systems. Therefore, a new typology that builds on existing approaches from a range of
disciplines should be developed. Pilz [45] has put forward a novel typology which allows
VET systems in a range of countries to be organized across the different levels involved,
in aspects as varied as curriculum design, teaching practices and government regulation.
Six countries, Germany, France, India, Japan, China and the USA, are selected as case
studies. These have demonstrated sizeable differences but also biased convergences. The
typology proposes a framework for explanatory approaches in individual country contexts
as well as an opportunity for international comparison of key aspects of VET systems, the
possible transfer of VET models from one country to another, and the value enclosed to
vocational qualifications.

3. Methodology

Research presents three clearly identified parts that condition the methodology to be
followed in each case [46]. These phases are: Definition of the investigation, Research work
or field work, and Analysis of the results.

The scheme used in the first phase is shown in Figure 1. It consists of the need to set up
working groups, exchange research objectives, and the management of all documentation
that will be used in the process [47].
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ity groups or improvement); red (key activity); orange (external staff); dark red (quality committee or
improvement); and finally, black (all levels).

The entire procedure for the collection of this information must be processed [48] in
order to ensure homogeneity in the request, search, and the management of the information
(see Figure 2a–c).

For the methodological development of the second phase of the research project, two
tools are considered: one of them qualitative and another quantitative [49]. Documentary
analysis [50] is used in the qualitative part in order to extract the main aspects of the whole
documentation which will be reviewed with the objective to synthesize subsequently the
common elements in the scope of the study. The elaboration of a questionnaire is chosen in
the quantitative part [51]. This consists of two parts, one closed for data contributions, and
another opened to collect the qualification of the respondents on the different phases of
accreditation procedure. Once the documentation and information required has been de-
termined, data collection and analysis for both qualitative and quantitative parts proceeds.
The range of the regulatory framework should be marked out in a European and Spanish
environment. In this phase of research work, the selection and comparison of the different
and extensive documentation will be completed [52]. The outcomes will be collected in
tables that allow for comparison of the study items with the extracted data from each
of them. It will also determine the sample for the execution of the quantitative part [53]
based on the analysis of the calls carried out in Spain and taking into account the items
extracted from RD 1224/2009 [23], which constitutes the frame of reference for this work.
In the analysis of the results, the complexity consists of the integration of quantitative and
qualitative results, which are derived from the surveys to the Autonomous Communities
regarding the different phases of the procedure. The final aim should be to identify the
results of the procedure operation, from the regulatory development in 2009 to the calls
held in 2013.
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Finally, qualitative information treatment is carried out using SWOT (Strengths, Weak-
nesses, Opportunities, and Threats) analysis. This is to determine the relevant points and
the improvement areas of the same, as a starting point for the realization of a proposal
of a management system model [54] based on processes for the accreditation procedure
of competencies in Spain. Some items should be considered to perform an analysis that
provides information to assess the aims compliance of the National System of Qualifica-
tions and Vocational Training; in particular, the procedure of competencies accreditation.
These include:

• Diagnosis of the validation procedure status in Europe and Spain
• Documentary analysis of the regulations for the procedure development in the Au-

tonomous Communities
• Analysis of the calls carried out in the Autonomous Communities
• Diagnosis of positions offered for the accreditation and the qualifications convened as

well as the public resources used
• Preparation of Instruments/Forms for diagnosis
• Field of work: obtaining the required information
• Analysis of the information collected
• Preparation of a report about the accreditation procedure in Spain

The goal is to obtain information to analyse the system using systematic procedures,
based on quality criteria that allows to perform the final evaluation report and the improved
proposal of the system. A specific evaluation of this procedure will be completed, directed
to identify the degree of development, adaptation, and homogenization in the process of
implementation of the different appropriate Administrations.

Figure 3 summarizes the proposal for a comprehensive management system based
on integral, operational, and strategic control processes, for the procedure of recognition,
evaluation, and registration of competences.
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4. Results

This section responds to the planning of the research study, which aims to determine
the validation principles and elements of the learning in the different regulations. Thus,
the validation procedure that has been developed in the EU and Spain should be studied
in order to obtain their recommendations and conclusions. This is carried out using the
theoretical framework reviewed previously, along with data collected in Table 2.
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Table 2. Analysis of the validation according to European Recommendations.

Principles 2004 Directives 2009 Directives
UNESCO 2009

Recommendations
2013 Directives Project 2016

Individual
Rights Individual rights

Voluntariness,
privacy and access

in equality and
equity.

Validation as an
Essential

complement of LLL

The person is the centre of
the validation process.

Credibility
and

Legitimacy

Credibility
and

legitimacy

Impartiality and
Regulation of the
evaluation results.

Alignment with other
tools such as

Europass, ECTS,
ECVET

The qualification criteria
are defined and described

through the learning
outcomes as knowledge,
skills and competences.

Reliability
and

Confidence

Reliability
and

confidence

Quality assurance
systems

Quality systems will
be used to ensure the

reliability, validity
and credibility of the

process.

Quality assurance must be
an explicit and integrated

part of the validation
process.

Obligations
of the

Responsible

Obligations
of the

responsible

Guidance and
advising

Training of the
responsible of the
validation process.

Economic
sustainability of the
validation systems.

Sustainable cost

The professional
competencies of the

validation counsellors and
evaluators should be

developed.

Information Accessibility of the
validation systems.

Information
procedures will be
defined, about the
process and their

outcomes

Information about
validation should be made
available, close the place

where citizens live.

Identification
of the
Phases

Elements that allow
to determine, to

document and to
evaluate as well as to

certify learning
outcomes, equal to

those of formal
education.

Validation has different
purposes and four main

stages.

Orientation
and

Advice

Guidance and
advising procedures

will be defined on the
process and their

results.

Guidance and advising are
essential for people to be

able to adapt validation to
their needs.

Integration
in

National Frame

Validation as part
of the VET systems.

Sustainable
integration in a

national
qualifications
framework.

Validation should be part of
systems and national

qualifications frameworks.

Employability Validation must fortify the
employability of people.

Documentation of
the

Process

The validation
documentation.

Participation
and

Coordination
Participation

Coordination and
integration of
stakeholders.

To promote the
participation,

collaboration and
coordination of the

different
stakeholders,

companies and the
VET supplier centres.

GI coordination from the
definition of the legal

framework, the
organization and procedure
management as well as the

detection of needs.

From this, the aforementioned principles and elements were extracted, which have
been reflected in the models of corresponding records for each geographical area, the
European (Table 3) and the Spanish (Table 4).
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Table 3. Principles and elements of validation according to European recommendations and guidelines.

Principles and elements of the validation of the learnings. Research technique: Comparative analysis. Study
parameters: Principles and validation elements. Study units: Recommendations and Guidelines on
Validations according to the EU.

Categories Variables

Principles

Individual rights

Credibility and legitimacy

Reliability and confidence

Obligations of those responsible

Elements

Information

Identification of the phases

Guidance and advice

Employability

Documentation of the process

Participation and coordination

Table 4. Principles and elements of validation according to Spanish regulations.

Principles and elements of the validation of the learnings. Research technique: Documental analysis. Study parameters: Principles and validation elements. Study
units: Competency accreditation regulations in Spain.

Categories Variables Attributes

Regulation

Date Year

Type of Regulation Normative

Announcement

Competent organ

Educative administration

Labour administration

Both

Others

Regulatory status

Decree

Order

Resolution

Others

Framework

European

Permanent learning

Validation of learning

Mobility

Employability

Competitiveness

Flexibility of itineraries

EQAVET Framework

Spanish

Personal development throughout life

Attention needs productive system

Participation and cooperation agents involved

Adaptation of EU criteria

Validation Principles

Person centre of the process

Next information

Adapted orientation

Independent stages

Integration National frameworks

Competences recognition

Training of human resources

Obligations of those responsible

Processes documentation
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4.1. Analysis of the Validation Principles in European Recommendations

A study has been carried out on the principles and elements included in the different
recommendations and guidelines existing in Europe, see Table 2. This is a prior step to the
preparation of the results present in Table 5.

Table 5. Comparative analysis of the validation principles and elements according to the European recommendations.

Validation
Principles

2004

Guidelines
Cedefop

2009

Guidelines
UNESCO

2012

Recomme-
Dations

2012

Guidelines
Projet
2015

Pr
in

ci
pl

es

Individual rights X X X X 4 80%

Credibility and legitimacy X X X X X 5 100%

Reliability and confidence X X X X X 5 100%

Obligations of those responsible X X X X 4 80%

El
em

en
ts

lnformation X X X 3 60%

ldentification of the phases X X 2 40%

Guidance and advice X X X 3 60%

lntegrati on national
frameworks X X X 3 60%

Employability X 1 20%

Documentation of the process X 1 20%

Participation and coordination X X X X 4 80%

4 5 7 8 11

36% 45% 64% 73% 100%

Considering the two entries in Table 5, an analysis is carried out. The percentage of
each element is collected, see Figure 4. As shown, credibility, legitimacy, reliability, and
confidence are presented in all references studied.
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Eighty percent of the rules display assurance of individual rights as well as obligations
of those responsible. It should highlight that employability and process documentation
are presented only in 20% of the references. The identification of the phases shows 40%
and indicates the difference between the definition of strategic or political aspects and
the operational. On the other hand, analysing from the perspective of the different rec-
ommendations, the upward trend can be clearly seen. In fact, the knowledge about the
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procedure has evolved, mainly through the Cedefop studies. All the elements described in
the normative progression have gradually been introduced. The new directives of 2015
collected 100% of the principles and elements under analysis, which was the highest point
of this development, see Figure 5. Finally, Figure 6 shows detail of the elements included
in each regulation.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 26 
 

 
Figure 5. Percentage of the principles included in the different European recommendations. 

 
Figure 6. Principles and elements collected in each recommendation. 

4.2. Analysis of the Validation Principles in National Regulations 
This subsection is based on Table 4, which includes three aspects: the identification 

of the normative regulation (Table 6), the identification of reference frames that include 
the European and the national frames (Table 7), and finally, the principles and elements 
of the validation in Spanish regulations (Table 8). 

Table 6. Principles and validation elements in Spanish regulations. Regulation. 

 REGULATION 
 Data Type Competent organ Rank 

National Regulations 20
02

 

20
09

 

20
10

 

20
11

 

10
12

 

20
13

 

N
or

m
at

iv
e 

A
nn

ou
nc

w
em

en
te

 

EV
T 

ed
uc

at
io

n 

EV
T 

em
pl

oy
 

Bo
th

 

O
th

er
s 

La
w

 

D
er

ee
 

O
rd

er
 

Re
so

lu
tio

n 

Law 5/2002 (Consolidated) X      X    X  X    
Royal Decree 1224/2009  X     X    X  X X   

Figure 5. Percentage of the principles included in the different European recommendations.

Sustainability 2021, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 18 of 26 
 

 
Figure 5. Percentage of the principles included in the different European recommendations. 

 
Figure 6. Principles and elements collected in each recommendation. 

4.2. Analysis of the Validation Principles in National Regulations 
This subsection is based on Table 4, which includes three aspects: the identification 

of the normative regulation (Table 6), the identification of reference frames that include 
the European and the national frames (Table 7), and finally, the principles and elements 
of the validation in Spanish regulations (Table 8). 

Table 6. Principles and validation elements in Spanish regulations. Regulation. 

 REGULATION 
 Data Type Competent organ Rank 

National Regulations 20
02

 

20
09

 

20
10

 

20
11

 

10
12

 

20
13

 

N
or

m
at

iv
e 

A
nn

ou
nc

w
em

en
te

 

EV
T 

ed
uc

at
io

n 

EV
T 

em
pl

oy
 

Bo
th

 

O
th

er
s 

La
w

 

D
er

ee
 

O
rd

er
 

Re
so

lu
tio

n 

Law 5/2002 (Consolidated) X      X    X  X    
Royal Decree 1224/2009  X     X    X  X X   

Figure 6. Principles and elements collected in each recommendation.

4.2. Analysis of the Validation Principles in National Regulations

This subsection is based on Table 4, which includes three aspects: the identification of
the normative regulation (Table 6), the identification of reference frames that include the
European and the national frames (Table 7), and finally, the principles and elements of the
validation in Spanish regulations (Table 8).
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Table 6. Principles and validation elements in Spanish regulations. Regulation.

REGULATION

Data Type Competent organ Rank

National Regulations 20
02

20
09

20
10

20
11

10
12

20
13

N
or

m
at

iv
e

A
nn

ou
nc

w
em

en
te

EV
T

ed
uc

at
io

n

EV
T

em
pl

oy

Bo
th

O
th

er
s

La
w

D
er

ee

O
rd

er

R
es

ol
ut

io
n

Law 5/2002 (Consolidated) X X X X

Royal Decree 1224/2009 X X X X X

ORDER PRE 910/2011 X X X X

ORDER PRE 3480/2011 X X X X

Table 7. Principles and validation elements in Spanish regulations. Frameworks.

FRAMEWORKS

EUROPEAN SPANISH

National Regulations

Pe
rm

an
en

tl
ea

rn
in

g

V
al

id
at

io
n

of
le

ar
ni

ng

M
ob

ili
ty

Em
pl

oy
ab

ili
ty

C
om

pe
ti

ti
ve

ne
ss

Fl
ex

ib
ili

ty
of

it
in

er
ar

ie
s

EQ
A

V
ET

Fr
am

ew
or

k

Pe
rs

on
al

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t

A
tt

en
ti

on
ne

ed
s

pr
od

uc
ti

ve

Pa
rt

ic
ip

at
io

n
an

d
co

op
er

at
io

n

A
da

pt
at

io
n

of
EU

cr
it

er
ia

T
O

TA
L

PE
R

C
EN

TA
G

E

Law 5/2002 (Consolidated) X X X X X X X X 8 73%

Royal Decree 1224/2009 X X X X X X X 7 64%

Order PRE 910/2011 X 1 9%

Order PRE 3480/2011 X X 3 60%

TOTAL 2 3 2 2 0 0 0 2 2 4 1

PERCENTAGE 50% 75% 50% 50% 0% 0% 0% 50% 50% 100% 25%
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Table 8. Principles and validation elements in Spanish regulations. Principles.

PRINCIPLES OF VALIDATION

National Regulations

Pe
rs

on
ce

nt
re

of
th

e
pr

oc
es

s

N
ex

ti
nf

or
m

at
io

n

A
da

pt
ed

or
ie

nt
at

io
n

In
de

pe
nd

en
ts

ta
ge

s

N
at

io
na

lf
ra

m
ew

or
ks

C
om

pe
te

nc
e

re
co

gn
it

io
n

Tr
ai

ni
ng

ad
vi

so
rs

/e
va

lu
at

or
s

Pr
oc

es
se

s
do

cu
m

en
ta

ti
on

T
O

TA
L

PE
R

C
EN

TA
G

E

Law 5/2002 (Consolidated) X X X X X 8 73%

Royal Decree 1224/2009 X X X X X 7 64%

Order PRE 910/2011 X X 1 9%

Order PRE 3480/2011 X X X X 3 60%

TOTAL 0 4 2 1 3 3 0

PERCENTAGE 0% 100% 50% 0% 100% 75% 75% 0%

Once the reference regulation has been typified, its origin and its traceability is iden-
tified. The used reference frames are analysed as well as the attributes that they include,
Table 7.

The attributes existence of the European framework can be analysed (see Figure 7);
the validation framework for learning is the most referenced (75%); subsequently, mobility,
lifelong learning and employability (50%) follow. It should be noted that this last one
was only included in 20% of the European recommendations, which provides a relevant
indication of the utility that is conceded to the accreditation of competences in Spain.
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The Spanish framework is also analysed. Participation is set up as an essential element
(100%), then the requirement to conform the needs of the productive sectors and the
centrality in the person (both 50%), and finally, the adaptation to European validation
frameworks (25%) collected only in Law 5/2002 on qualifications. The key is that the
publication of Royal Decree (RD) 1224/2009 [23] was prior to the guidelines of Cedefop [33]
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and Council Recommendation on the validation of learning [36]. As a summary, Figure 8
shows the attributes of each recommendation.
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The analysis shows that two aspects determine the nature of accreditation in Spain: in-
formation and integration in national frameworks (100%). These two are the instruments of
the national qualifications system and VET regulated by Law 5/2002 on qualifications [55],
which sets out a system of information and guidance. On the other hand, the national
catalogue of professional qualifications was established as an integrating element of the
entire training proposal in VET, as well as for the accreditation of competences. The need
for the recognition of competences and the training of human resources responsible for
assessment and evaluation presented a significant importance (75%). Figure 9 displays the
validation principles collected.
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It should be highlighted that the person is not determined as the centre of the process
in any regulation as well as the documentation of the processes—items that determine two
of the strategic objectives that were established in the model. These include the detection
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of the citizen needs and the establishment of a documentary system based on processes.
The methodology has provided the determination of the validation principles, through the
tables and graphs. In this manner, the validation of non-formal and informal learnings
acquired by professional experience in Europe as well as Spain has been characterized.

As a result, the accreditation of competences procedure in Spain can be carried out
through an implementation of a process-based management system. See Tables 9 and 10.
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Table 10. Cause-effect relationships between objectives (b).
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5. Discussion

Few countries have established quality codes or guidelines on validation, and the
question remains as to whether quality assurance procedures and systems are effectively
capable of guaranteeing reliable, valid, and credible evaluations [16]. However, the ac-
ceptation and achievement of a qualifications approach established on learning results
improves the situation of non-formal and informal learning in the labour market and soci-
ety. Validation must be an instrument to improve employability and learning throughout
life, particularly for people with low qualifications and, therefore, with greater difficulties
in the labour market [56]. Thus, national qualifications frameworks are essential tools for
the accessibility to the procedure, the transfer and accumulation of learning outcomes, and
the application in VET systems [57].

The methodology consisted of three parts: definition of the investigation, research
work or field work, and analysis of the results. This requires the development of working
groups, exchange of research aims, and the management of all documentation that is
used in the method. The entire procedure for the collection of this information has been
processed to ensure homogeneity in the request, the management of the information, and
research. For the methodological implementation of the second phase of the research, two
tools were considered: qualitative and quantitative [58]. The documentary analysis has
been used in the qualitative part to derive the main aspects of the whole documentation
which will be reviewed with the goal to synthesize the common elements in the scope of
the study.

In the study of the outcomes, the complexity consists of the integration of quantitative
and qualitative results, which are determined from the surveys of the Autonomous Com-
munities regarding the different phases of the procedure. The final aim was to identify
the results of the procedure operation. Qualitative information processing was done using
SWOT analysis. This was carried out to establish the applicable points and the improve-
ment areas of the same as a starting point for the realization of a proposal of management
system model based on processes for the accreditation procedure of competencies in Spain.

The analysis of the validation principles in European recommendations and national
regulations has allowed characterizing the validation of the learning obtained by pro-
fessional experience and in non-formal and informal settings, allowing to set up the
development of the accreditation process of competences in Spain. As a result, these
works open the door to the deepening of research in the quality management field of the
validation procedure in EU and Spain [59,60].
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