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Purpose 
The purpose of this summary report is to provide the Scottish Government with a high level 
overview of the rationale for developing a national policy and strategy for Recognition of 
Prior Learning (RPL) in Scotland that will provide coherence and consistency across 
sectors.  A full research report, including recommendations on a staged partnership 
approach to strategy development and implementation has also been provided.  
 
 
Aim 
A coherent national policy approach and overarching vision of learner entitlement to RPL 
will help ensure that all actors in education and skills are adopting and implementing RPL 
practices.   
 
The objective is to embed the recognition of prior learning and skills of school leavers, adult 
learners, and those settling in Scotland within our education and skills system. This 
approach aims to value diverse learning pathways, enable shorter and more efficient 
progression routes, and align with labour market demands.  
 
 
Why Does Scotland Need a National RPL Policy and Strategy? 

Scotland is a nation rich in skills but many of these go unrecognised which creates under-
utilisation, discourages equity of opportunity and forces people to repeat learning 
unnecessarily which is expensive and time consuming. 

 
Effective use of RPL spans a wide range of sectors and offers significant benefits. An 
overarching policy and strategy will deliver a joined-up approach to ensuring Scotland 
realises the potential of RPL to upskill individuals and ultimately contribute to the 
Government’s vision of creating a wellbeing economy.  
 
A national policy will: 

• Increase participation in the post-16 education and training system and labour 

market by those currently most disadvantaged from accessing opportunities.  

• Shorten training and education routes into employment through recognising the 

value of different types of qualifications, learning routes and skills gained in work and 

lived experience settings. 

• Widen access to tertiary education and progression to skilled employment, 

particularly for those re-skilling and upskilling, using credit rated micro-credentials, 

due to changes in labour force demands. 

• Enable employers to recruit and retain staff from a wider talent pool, drawing on prior 

skills and experience of current and prospective employees. 

• Increase understanding of the benefits and therefore adoption of recognition of skills 

and experience for economy and society 
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Impact and Policy Coherence 

 

An independent review of 13 national reviews and strategies across education, skills in 

Scotland, and economic sectors highlights RPL as a key factor in helping achieve their 

recommendations and deliverables, as well as broader learning and skills strategies.  

 
Potential Return on Investment  
 

• There are a wide range of financial and social benefits to be gained through 
engaging with RPL for individuals, employers and the Scottish economy. These range 
from shortened study times to filling potential skills gaps and less reliance on state 
benefits. 
 

• A Canadian study (2020) calculated an economic impact or ‘multiplier effect’ for RPL 
of 1.5. The study highlights that when learning goes unrecognised, people earn less 
through unemployment or underemployment. 
 

https://www.etf.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-05/4236072_ETF_prior_learning_A4_K8.pdf
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• Evidence suggests that greater skill levels benefit the economy as a whole but also 
provide significant economic and social benefits for the individuals who possess 
them (https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/the-importance-of-skills-economic-and-social-benefits/) 

 

• Findings show that recognition of learning leads to quicker upskilling, which in turn, can 
lead to higher earnings for individuals. 

 

• RPL can help re-engage harder to reach groups in learning and/or build a career 
path which can lead to skills being further developed and utilised, increasing earning 
potential. 

 

• RPL helps to reduce skills gaps and create better skills utilisation as well as further 
individual career development.  
 

 

Future Potential 

At a critical time for Scotland’s economy and changing demographics, a national approach 
to RPL provides a significant opportunity to positively impact the key challenges that 
Programme for Government is seeking to address through growing the economy, tackling 
the climate emergency and reformed public services, including the post-16 education 
landscape.  
 
Scotland has the tools, resources and processes in place to fully embrace RPL and 
the benefits it offers.  A coherent national policy approach and overarching vision of learner 
entitlement to RPL can ensure that all actors in education and skills are adopting and 
implementing RPL practices.   
 

A national policy on RPL should establish: 
• A learner entitlement to RPL across all sectors. 
• Clear objectives and expected outcomes 
• A structured operating model for resourcing 
• Consistent implementation across sectors 

 
A national strategy should provide: 

• A Clear Vision - defining RPL’s role in education, the economy and workforce 
development 

• A Roadmap – a realistic timeframe, milestones and stakeholder responsibilities 
• Evidence-based Objectives – supporting policy decisions with data and research 

 
The policy and strategy should be considered together to ensure alignment. 
 
The strategy must include a clear call to action, an action plan with defined deliverables, 
and stakeholder ownership to ensure successful implementation 
 
 

 

https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/the-importance-of-skills-economic-and-social-benefits/
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Potential Risks and Dependencies 

Risk 
 

Level Mitigation 

Development of strategy does not get 
the support from stakeholders 
 

Low Ensure stakeholders have full input to 
the strategy to create a sense of 
ownership. 

Stakeholders cannot agree on priorities 
for the strategy 

Medium Strong management and facilitation of 
meetings by SG and SCQFP to ensure 
positive outcomes and joint partnership 
working.   
 

Stakeholders cannot commit to the full 
life of the strategy development  
 

Low Manage expectations through clear 
communication. 
 

 
Staff involved in the steering 
group/subgroups move on 

Medium Ensure there is succession planning and 
handover to the appropriate steering 
group member to ensure continuity. 

 
Scottish Parliamentary election takes 
place during strategy development  
 

Medium  If a new minister is appointed as a result 
of the election, ensure they are fully 
informed of the reasons for developing 
the strategy and the potential benefits   

Funding is not available to implement 
the strategy 

Medium This could mean that no activity could go 
ahead and may give the message to 
stakeholders that it is not a priority to 
Scottish Government.  
However, it is important to ensure the 
strategy action plan offers value for 
money and demonstrates streamlining of 
funding with maximum return. 

Change in Scottish Government 
priorities  

Low Re-visit original reasons for developing 
RPL policy and strategy in order to 
realign with new priorities 

Scottish Government lead contact 
changes 

Medium Ensure detailed handover takes place to 
enable project continuity and maintain 
stakeholder relationships 
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Timeline and Key Milestones 
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The Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) provides the mechanism for RPL 

in Scotland.  A set of principles for RPL exist and are owned by the SCQF Partnership 

(SCQFP). These are used to develop policies and processes by institutions and other 

organisations in Scotland including SCQF Credit Rating Bodies (CRBs) 

 

Background  

The Scottish Government has had an ongoing interest in RPL and its potential benefits for a 

number of years. The infographic below provides a brief history: 
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RPL has been in place in Scotland since the early 1990s and has been highlighted in 

Scottish Government strategies and reviews since 2006. However, with the exception of the 

wider access agenda, RPL has diminished in importance over the years.  

 


