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Recognition of Prior Informal Learning

A guide for potential students: how to think about your informal learning and how it transfers to academic study 

Introduction

It may seem a daunting prospect to apply your prior learning to an academic, university context, especially when your learning has been informal.  You may have lots of questions such as what is informal learning and what have you learnt?  How do you express what you’ve learnt and how is it relevant to the studying you’d like to do?  This guide aims to help you with these questions – both for making an application and in increasing your confidence for transferring to a course of study if you are accepted.  It may also help if you don’t yet feel ready to apply but would like to work towards this in future.
What counts as informal learning?
People learn throughout their life and in various settings including:

· Paid or voluntary work

· Training courses undertaken for paid or voluntary work

· Training or teaching others something, formally or informally

· Being a union representative

· A course at a community centre

· Community or leisure activities such as hobbies, clubs, groups and committees

· Reading books, listening to podcasts, watching documentaries
· Family life including caring responsibilities and domestic organisation
How do you learn?
Everybody is different and learns in different ways.  Some people prefer to learn in groups, others learn better on their own.  There are many different ways of learning including through reading, watching, taking notes, listening or talking.  
Another way of learning is by reflecting on experiences – thinking about what happened or how you did something, what went well or not so well, and how you may be able to do something better next time.  Even negative experiences may have led to you learning something about yourself.  It is also possible to generalise about an experience and apply what you have learnt to new situations.
It is possible to learn from any experience or event which is significant to you.  Here are some examples of why an experience may be significant, if it:

· Was enjoyable

· Affected you deeply

· Changed your outlook on life

· Had successful outcomes

· Gave you a sense of achievement

· Earned you respect or recognition

Activity: Think about how you prefer to learn and why.  It is likely that you learn in different ways at different times and that you learn different things depending on the method of learning.  You may find it helpful to make notes about this which you can refer back to later.
Identifying what you’ve learned
This involves thinking about (reflecting on) the knowledge, skills and understanding you have gained in particular settings and through your experiences.  
People sometimes find it more difficult to identify skills than knowledge or understanding.  Core skills are transferable – they may be used to study and work in many areas.  Types of core skills include:

· Verbal communication skills e.g. answering enquiries, organising people, explaining things

· Written communication skills e.g. writing minutes, letters or emails; writing or checking reports, reading papers and documents

· Skills with paperwork and numbers e.g. keeping or organising records, budgeting or doing accounts, typing or keyboard skills

· Problem solving skills e.g. planning and organising things, finding solutions to problems

· Practical and mechanical skills e.g. using tools, maintaining machines, crafts, cooking

· Information technology skills e.g. using office applications such as word processing and spreadsheets, internet skills such as doing research, advanced skills such as programming

You may also have additional skills such as driving, languages or first aid.
Activity: Think about the various situations in which you have learnt informally and what you have learnt from them.  You may find it helpful to make notes about this which you can refer back to later.
Showing what you’ve learned
Some people find it helpful to keep a diary or journal to reflect on their experiences.  While this is private and for your own use, you may find it useful when you come to apply for a course and you may even be able to use extracts from it as supporting evidence.  You could organise a diary by reflecting on specific events (topic, sequence of events, notable events, analysis of the event) or by reflecting on general thoughts, ideas and feelings (e.g. what went well, what didn’t go so well, what thoughts and feelings did I have, what important thing did I learn).
If you apply for a course the academic staff will let you know exactly how they would like you to present evidence of your learning e.g. essay, portfolio or observation.  They will also give you further information about what the course involves so that you can decide how best to apply learning you’ve done to the particular course you are interested in and how to provide your evidence.
Next steps

If you are accepted on to a course – congratulations!  The university can support you to develop essential student skills which include becoming an effective learner.  You can find out more here: https://induction.uhi.ac.uk/ 

There are also a range of books available to help you with study skills and academic writing, some of them specifically written for mature students.  Libraries will be happy to suggest and lend you suitable titles. 

Further reading
The following books are not essential reading, however, if you want to read further on the subject you may find them useful.  If you start a course of study with UHI they may be available to borrow through UHI libraries.  If you wish to read any before beginning a course it may be possible to access them through your local public library or to purchase a second hand copy online. 
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This guide contains information adapted from Facilitating the Recognition of Prior Learning Toolkit from the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework, 2010.
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