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1. Introduction 

This document outlines the formal Department for the Economy (DfE) approved process for 

Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) - accrediting students for previous work and/or industrial 

experience. This process applies to Foundation Degree programmes and other Higher Education 

Programmes delivered within Belfast Met. 

Accreditation of Prior Learning  (APL) is the process of identification, assessment and formal 

acknowledgement of prior learning and achievement. This supports the Recognition of Prior Learning  

(RPL) scheme at Belfast Met. 

At this stage it is noted that Awarding Bodies may use the terms APL or RPL. The term APL is used in 

this process (and in the information for applicants) to ensure consistency with the ‘NI Colleges and 

Universities APEL Good Practice Guidelines’. 

The APL process at Belfast Met will recognise the following Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) activites 

which can be:   

 Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning (APCL); and 

 Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning (APEL). 

Please also refer to the Glossary of Terms in Appendix 1. 

 

2. Who is this information for? 

The information contained in this docment is for all Belfast Met Curriculum staff involved in the 

implementation of the APL process for applicants who wish to claim APL for their application to 

Foundation Degree programmes and other Higher Education Programmes. 

Guidance for Applicants is also available in the HE documents section at:  

https://www.belfastmet.ac.uk/about-us/corporate-information/public-documents/ 

 

  

https://www.belfastmet.ac.uk/about-us/corporate-information/public-documents/
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3. Background 

The Department for the Economy is committed to the principle that Higher Education is open to all 

those who have the ability to benefit from education at this level. To help bring this about, the 

Department wishes to encourage more people, who may have less in the way of formal qualifications, to 

consider applying for places in Higher Education on the basis of accredited prior experience and 

learning.  
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The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) defines as a process through which learning 

achieved outside education or training systems is assessed and, as appropriate, recognised for academic 

purposes. The goal of APEL therefore is to value, recognise and assess an individual’s experiential 

learning with a view to awarding credit for learning that occurs from life and work experiences.  

There exists a common understanding that ‘academic qualifications should not be a pre-requisite for 

entry to Foundation Degree courses and that APEL is retained as a key principle of the Foundation 

Degree philosophy’. APEL is especially relevant to people who hold vocational qualifications and/or 

those who wish to enhance their employment opportunities. It maps particularly well to work-based 

higher education qualifications such as Foundation Degrees.  

Belfast Met subscribes to and applies the ‘Northern Ireland Colleges and Universities APEL Good Practice 

Guidelines’. The development of these Guidelines was of key importance in ensuring the application of 

the widening participation agenda as it provided an opportunity to grow and build student cohorts that 

would not normally progress to Foundation Degrees. These Guidelines represent a model for 

implementing and achieving uniform APL process and practice. 

4. Roles and Responsibilities  

There are four key roles within the APL Process for Belfast Met Curriculum staff: 

1. APL Adviser (a representative from the relevant Curriculum Team, e.g. Course Co-ordinator 

or Course Director); 

2. College APL Coordinator (Emma Connolly); 

3. Subject Specialist (Course Co-ordinator or Course Director); and 

4. APL Assessment Panel (Course Co-ordinator/Director and Subject Specialist, supported by 

APL Coordinator) 

The tasks and responsibilities associated with these roles, along with the responsibilities of the 

applicants and other College staff, are outlined in Table 1 overleaf. 

In the event of an appeal (refer to page 14), an APL Appeals Panel will also be required. The Appeals 

Panel should comprise the relevant Curriculum Area Manager and the College APL Coordinator. 

A Checklist for College Staff is provided in Appendix 2. Staff should be familiar with the NI Colleges and 

Universities APEL Good Practice Guidelines and the associated policy documents of the College.  The 
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Checklist is provided to guide staff through the APL process for individual applications, along with Table 

1 below. 

Table 1: Roles and Responsibilities 

Who?  What? 

Applicant Applicants are required to: 

 make initial contact with the College; 

 attend an initial meeting with a representative from the Curriculum 

Team; 

 collect and collate paperwork and adhere to the guidance provided by 

the College and awarding body/organisations requirements about 

maximum permitted APL against  total credit requirements, if 

applicable; 

 identify existing skills and knowledge and match these against the 

learning outcomes of the programme or entry requirements; 

 collect and collate evidence to support their claim in consultation with 

the APL Adviser or Subject Specialist; 

 submit a claim in the required format within the deadlines specified; 

and 

 inform the APL Adviser of any change in contact details. 

APL Adviser 

Course 
Coordinator 

or 

Course Director 

 

The representative from the Curriculum Team is required to: 

 provide relevant materials and provide guidance (including the Belfast 

Met ‘Guidance for Applicants’ on:  

- the nature of APL, APEL and APCL;  

- the entry requirements for the relevant programme, including 

specific learning outcomes; 

- maximum permitted APL for the programme (i.e. credit value 

permitted by the relevant Awarding Body1); 

- College procedure – structure, limits, process, fees;  

                                                           

1 Awarding Bodies will state maximum APCL credit values. 
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- formulating a claim and demonstrating learning;  

- the APL assessment process;  

- the structure and content of a draft claim;  

 advise the applicant if their APL application is viable, making clear that 

it is not a guarantee of a successful outcome; 

 receive and progress the claim;  

 liaise with/notify relevant College Departments/Offices/Services;  

 liaise with the appropriate representative of the relevant Awarding 

Body as required (e.g. UU FPM); 

 administer the process, monitoring and applicant feedback process; 

 maintain records including database and log of course level APL 

decisions, tracking student progress and completion of exit statistics; 

and  

 notify College APL Coordinator. 

College APL 

Coordinator 

(Emma Connolly) 

The College APL Coordinator is required to: 

 maintain an overview of the APL process and procedures to ensure all 

quality assurance requirements are met; and 

 receive information and track entry, progression and retention of APL 

students. 

Subject Specialist  

Course 

Coordinator 

or 

Course Director 

For APL for entry, the subject specialist is required to assess is the evidence is 

sufficient for exemption from course entry requirements. 

For on-course exemption, the Subject Specialist is required to assess the 

Portfolio of Evidence against the QAA Foundation Degree or other Higher 

Level Course qualification benchmark and the Programme Specification for 

entry onto the programme.  

In cases of APL for on-course exemption, evidence will be assessed against 

the learning outcomes of the relevant module(s), e.g. 50% maximum APL for 

UU programmes. 

For QUB and Stranmillis University College Foundation Degrees 

programmes, APEL credit may be given to a maximum of 80 CATS points. 
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Credit transfer will not be permitted for study undertaken earlier than three 

years prior to entry. 
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5. Overview of the APL Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stage 1: Information and guidance for the APL applicant 

Week 1 

 

Stage 2: Guidance on planning for an APL claim 

Weeks 2 and 3 

 

Stage 3: Preparation of materials for submission of 

evidence to support a claim 

Weeks 4 to 9 

 

Stage 4: Assessment of the claim 

Weeks 10 to 12 

 

Stage 5: Dissemination of the outcome of a claim 

Week 13 

 

Stage 6: Appeals Process (as appropriate) 

Weeks 15 and 16 

Evidence for APL 

should be 

submitted by 24 

June 2019  (unless 

otherwise agreed 

by the APL Adviser 

and applicant, 

deadlines will be 

line with relevant 

Awarding Body 

timelines for 

example Ulster 

University (UU) 

deadline is 23rd 

September 2019, 

please note 23rd 

September 2019  

includes final sign 

off by the UU 

Faculty  Partnership 

Manager (FPM). 

Deadlines are also 

subject to Colleges’ 

HE programme 

commence date. 
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The agreed College APL process is a five stage process as outlined below. 

 

APL Process Recommended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 1: Information and guidance for the APL Applicant  

Applicants should have already applied for a course as per 

the College Admissions Process and online application 

facility. The date and time applied will apply as for any 

other applicant. 

This stage of the process is led by the Course Co-

ordinator/Course Director in conjunction with Course 

Team and School administration team. It is the 

responsibility of the Course Co-ordinator/Course Director 

to provide an outline the APL process to potential 

applicants.  

The School administration team should ensure there is an 

accurate record of dates of communications to and from 

applicants. A APL log template will be provided to School 

administration teams by E. Connolly for this purpose. 

At this stage information and individual advice on APL  

(APEL or APCL) is provided, i.e. is the proposed evidence 

appropriate/likely to meet the entry criteria?  

The output from this stage is the submission of an 

Expression of Intent Form sent by email to the relevant APL 

Adviser within one working week of initial contact (see 

Guidance for Applicants page 14). This stage should be 

recorded in the APL Log.  

 

 

Week 1 

(Week 1 

commences 

when the 

applicant 

receives an 

OFFER letter and 

makes initial 

contact with the 

College .) 

 

Course Co-ordinator 

/Course Director 

Course Team 

School 

administration team 

By telephone, email 

or meeting  
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APL Process Recommended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 2: Guidance on planning for an APL claim 

This stage of the process is led by the Course Co-

ordinator/Course Director in conjunction with Course 

Team and supported by School Administrators. It is the 

responsibility of the Course Co-ordinator/Course Director 

and/or Course team to distribute and explain the APL 

Application Form and the purpose and content of the 

Portfolio of Evidence of Learning (see Guidance for 

Applicants), and it is important to clearly introduce the 

learning outcomes against which the evidence will be 

assessed. This can include referral to relevant case studies.  

At this stage the School Administrator should also be 

informed of the potential APL application and the 

information recorded in the APL log. 

The output from this stage is that, by the end of Week 3, 

the applicant fully understands the process and 

requirements. 

 

 

Weeks  

2 and 3 

 

Course Co-ordinator 

/Course Director 

Course Team 

School 

Administrators 

FPM (for advice) 
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APL Process Recommended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 3: Prepare materials for submission of evidence to 

support a claim 

This stage of the process is led by the applicant, assisted 

and supported by the Course Co-ordinator/Course 

Director, course team and School Administrator. It is the 

responsibility of the applicant to create their Portfolio of 

Evidence of Learning to support his/her claim for APL. 

The output from this stage is the Portfolio of Evidence of 

Learning to support the claim for APL. This needs to be 

submitted to the School Administrator by the end of Week 

9 along with the APL Application Form. 

The School Administrator should record details of all 

information and evidence submitted by an applicant in the 

APL log. 

 

 

 

Weeks  

4 to 9  

 

Applicant 

Course Co-ordinator 

/Course Director 

Course Team  

School Administrator 
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APL Process Recommended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 4: Assessment of the Claim  

This stage of the process is led by the APL Assessment 

Panel and supported by the APL Co-ordinator (or their 

nominee). The APL Co-ordinator (or their nominee) will 

audit the procedures in place in each School to ensure 

equitable and consistent treatment of claims. It is the 

responsibility of each School to record each activity for the 

individual and assimilate a dataset to ensure fairness and 

consistency of decisions.  

The Checklist in Appendix 2 should be used. 

The assessment of the portfolio should be supplemented 

by a suitably recorded question and answering session with 

the Subject Specialist(s). This will establish authenticity and 

reliability of evidence, understanding of the applicant’s 

expectations of studying at Level 4+, and their motivation 

to progress to Foundation Degree or higher level study.  

Outcomes of claims must only be ‘Insufficient Evidence’, 

‘Approved’ or ‘Not Approved’ (refer to Appendix 3: 

Outcome of APL Claim).  

Decisions should be ratified by the APL Co-ordinator and 

recorded in the APL log and the FPM. 

The output from this stage is assessment of the APL claim 

and should be completed by the end of  Week 12 (this may 

be extended during non-term time in agreement between 

the APL Adviser and applicant, in line with relevant 

Awarding Body timelines). This stage should be recorded in 

the APL Log.  

 

Weeks 

10 to 12 

 

 

APL Assessment 

Panel 

APL Co-ordinator  

Subject Specialist 

FPM (for final 

approval) 
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APL Process Recmmended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 5: Disseminating the outcome of a claim  

This stage of the process is led by the APL Assessment 

Panel and supported by, School Administrators. It is the 

responsibility of the APL Assessment Panel to inform the 

applicant of the result of any claim within one week of 

receiving an approved decision using the Outcome of APL 

Claim form (Appendix 3). 

The outcome will be either ‘Insufficient Evidence’, 

‘Approved’ or ‘Not Approved’.  

A database of decisions must be kept to ensure equitable 

and consistent treatment of claims. Therefore all data 

regarding evidence and decisions should be forwarded to 

the APL Co-ordinator for audit purposes.  

The output from this stage is official notification of 

outcome to applicant by the end of Week 13, with relevant 

data passed to the APL Co-ordinator for recording, tracking 

and auditing for quality assurance purposes. This stage 

should be recorded in the APL Log.  

 

Week 

13 

 

APL Assessment 

Panel 

School Administrator 

APL Co-ordinator  
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APL Process Recommended 

Timeline 

Who? 

Stage 6: Appeals Process   

The Appeals Process is led by the Curriculum Area Manager 

(CAM) in conjunction with the Course Co-ordinator/Course 

Director and Head of School, supported by the Quality 

Manager.  

In the event of an appeal it is the responsibility of the CAM 

to direct any applicant to the College Compliments and 

Complaints Policy and inform him/her that there is no 

external Appeals process. 

Appeals must only be considered if submitted within 10 

days of the date the applicant was informed of the 

decision. Where an on-course exemption is awarded, the 

Portfolio of Evidence that has been approved must be 

retained and made available to External Examiners through 

the validation panel. 

The output of this stage will be the recording of relevant 

data and retention of portfolios in accordance with College 

procedures, including retention of evidence and 

documentation. 

This stage should be recorded in the APL Log.  

 

Week 

15 - 16 

 

Course Co-ordinator 

/Director 

School Administrator 

APL Co-ordinator  

and 

College Quality 

Manager 

 

 

 

Please note a complete record of the APL process for each applicant , including the applicants portfolio 

of evidence will need to be retain by the Course Coordinator / Director. This record must be retained 

and made available to External Examiners and assiocated the Awarding Body. The retention schedule  of  

each applicants record and portfolio will be in accordance with College procedures and the assiocated 

Awarding Bodys rention schedule.  
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Appendix 1: Glossary of Terms 

 

The definitions in the Glossary overleaf are taken from the QAA Guidelines on the Accreditation of Prior 

Learning (Sept. 2004) and the NI Colleges and Universities APEL Good Practice Guidelines. 
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Glossary of Terms 

Recognition of Prior 

Learning (RPL) 

Any process that acknowledges and establishes publicly that some reasonably 

substantial and significant element of learning has taken place and can be 

assessed to have done so. 

Accreditation of 

Prior Learning (APL) 

A process for assessing and, as appropriate, recognising prior experiential 

learning or prior certificated learning for academic purposes. This recognition 

may give the learning a credit value in a credit-based structure and allow it to 

be counted towards the completion of a programme of study and the award of 

qualifications associated with it. 

APL may be through APCL or APEL (see below). 

Accreditation of 

Prior Certificated 

Learning (APCL) 

A process through which previously assessed and certificated learning is 

considered and, as appropriate, recognised for academic purposes. 

Accreditation of 

Prior Experiential 

Learning (APEL) 

A process through which learning achieved outside education or training 

systems is assessed and, as appropriate, recognised for academic purposes. 

APL Adviser Person with subject expertise to provide advice and guidance to applicants. 

Authenticity The evidence should clearly relate to the applicant’s own effort and 

achievements. 

Credit An educational currency which provides a measure of learning achieved at a 

given level. 

Currency The evidence should relate to current learning i.e. within the last five years. 

Where the course/subject and/or professional, statutory or regulatory bodies 

have specific requirements and/or time limits for the currency of evidence, 

certification or demonstration of learning, these should be made clear and 

transparent.  

Reliability This is the extent to which there is interassessor agreement or consistency in 

the assessment of claims. 
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Sufficiency There should be sufficient written evidence to demonstrate fully the 

achievement of the learning being claimed. 

 

Validity  There should be a clear and transparent link between the learning being 

evidenced and the outcomes against which recognition is being sought and the 

evidence should relate to the applicant.  

 

Authenticity The evidence should relate to the applicant’s own effort and achievements. 
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 Appendix 2: Checklist for College Staff 

Staff should be familiar with the NI Colleges and Universities APEL Good Practice Guidelines and the 

associated policy documents of the College.  

The Checklist is provided to guide you through the APL process for individual applications. Please also 

refer to Table 1 on pages 6 and 7 for guidance on your roles and responsibilities within the APL process. 
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 Checklist for College Staff         

A.  Tasks Yes/ No Comments 

 

a. Arrange meeting with applicant. 

 

b. Provide information and advice programme of 

study. 

 

c. Recommend any further sources of advice. 

 

d. Discuss learning from experience and sources of 

evidence to be used in claim. 

 

e. Provide guidance notes and relevant forms for 

applicant (see Guidance for Applicants). 

 

f. Agree timeframe and action plan for putting claim 

together. 

 

g. Inform Course APL Co-ordinator (and FPM for UU). 
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B. Consideration of Portfolio of Evidence of Learning Comments 

1. 

 

Is the background of the experiential learning relevant to the 
course of study sought? 

Does the evidence support the achievement of each of the 

knowledge, skills and understandings as contained in the QAA 

Foundation Degree Level Course Qualification Benchmark? 

(i) Critical understanding of the well-established principles in 

their field of study and the way in which those principles 

have developed. 

(ii) Successful application in the workplace of the range of 

knowledge and skills learnt throughout the programme. 

(iii) Ability to apply underlying concepts and principles outside 

the context in which they were first studied, and the 

application of those principles in a work context. 

(iv) Knowledge of the main methods of enquiry in their 

subject(s), and the ability to evaluate critically the 

appropriateness of different approaches to solving 

problems in their field of study and apply those in a work 

context. 

(v) An understanding of the limits of their knowledge, and 

how this influences analyses and interpretations based on 

that knowledge in their field of study and in a work 

context. 

(vi) Ability to use a range of techniques to initiate and 

undertake critical analysis of information, and to propose 

solutions to problems arising from that analysis in their 

field of study and in a work context. 
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B. Consideration of Portfolio of Evidence of Learning Comments 

 

1. 

 

(vii) Ability to effectively communicate information, 

arguments, and analysis, in a variety of forms, to specialist 

and non-specialist audiences, and deploy key techniques 

of the discipline effectively in their field of study and in a 

work context. 

(viii)  Ability to undertake further training, develop existing 

skills, and acquire new competencies that will enable 

them to assume responsibility within organisations. 

(ix)  Qualities and transferable skills necessary for 

employment and progression to other qualifications 

requiring the exercise of personal responsibility and 

decision making. 

(x) Ability to use opportunities for lifelong learning. 

 

 

2. How well presented is the portfolio?  

Scale of 1 to 5 with 5 Excellent. 

Score Comment: 
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 Yes / No Comments 

3. Does the portfolio meet the requirements of currency and 

authenticity? 

  

4. Have any additional activities been carried out in support of 

the portfolio i.e. Viva, performance assessment, interview? 

  

5. Does the Portfolio of Evidence, in your opinion, clearly meet 

and map to the learning outcomes of the module(s) for which 

exemption is sought? 

Please refer to the relevant programme specification. 

  

6. Are there any additional comments you believe are relevant to 

the final decision? 

  

7. Do you recommend that the exemption requested is awarded?   

Please state the level and volume of exemption you 

recommend.  Please provide a rationale for your decision. 

  

 

Signature: 

(Subject Specialist) 

Date: 

Print Name: 

Signature: 

(College APL Co-ordinator) 

Date: 

Print Name: 
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Appendix 3: Outcome of APL Claim 

The Outcome of APL Claim form should be completed by the APL Assessment Panel and sent to the 

applicant by the end of Week 13. 
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Name of Candidate:  

Course applied for: 

 

 

 

 Please tick 

Decision Insufficient evidence – refer to applicant 

 

 

 Application approved 

 

 

 Application not approved 

 

 

Comments: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Entry to Foundation Degree 

 

 

 

 

Details of exemption to be awarded 

 

 

 

 

 

Outcome of APL Claim 
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Signature:  

APL Adviser 
 

Signature:  

Subject Specialist 

 

 

Signature:  

Chair of APL Assessment Panel 
 

 

Outcome reported to candidate 

 

Date: 

Information reported to Course Committee 

 

Date: 

Decision and detail recorded on database 

 

Date: 

 

 

If you required the Word version of this document please contact Quality Assurance team via email on 

qualityassurance@belfastmet.ac.uk  

mailto:qualityassurance@belfastmet.ac.uk

