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Recognizing Non-Formal Learning 

 “I would found an organization where any one [sic] could study any thing [sic]” (Thelin, 

2004) stated Ezra Cornell. Is school the only place to learn?  Learning outside of school has 

come to be known as non-formal, or informal learning.  It has been proposed that “most people 

acquire most of their knowledge outside school” (Illich, 1983).  The connectedness of the 

Internet has opened up many new ways for non-formal learning to occur.  Coombs, Prosser, and 

Ahmed (1973, p. 11) define non-formal learning as "any organized educational activity outside 

the established formal system-whether operating separately or as an important feature of some 

broader activity-that is intended to serve identifiable learning clienteles and learning objectives".  

More succinctly it is “education „owned‟ and „directed‟ by the learner” (Hall, 2009, p. 31).  

Informal learning on the other hand is usually unplanned and unstructured (Colardyn & 

Bjornavold, 2004, p. 71).   

There are the lectures and materials posted by college and university faculty to public 

sites such as Massachusetts Institute of Technology‟s (MIT) Open CourseWare (OCW), which 

“is a free publication of MIT course materials that reflects almost all the undergraduate and 

graduate subjects taught at MIT” ("MIT Open Courseware," 2011a). This includes nearly 2000 

course which offer materials differing amounts of the following materials: 

 Lecture notes 

 Assignments (with or without 

solutions) 

 Online textbooks 

 Projects (with or without 

examples) 

 Exams (with or without solutions) 

 Image Galleries 

 Multimedia content (Lectures) 

 Open CourseWare Scholar 

 Study groups 
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Most of the course materials since 2002  have been made available online ("MIT Open 

Courseware," 2011b). Stanford‟s Engineering Everywhere (SEE) program makes 13 of their 

most popular engineering courses available online. All of the courses include full course 

materials and lectures. Included in the offerings is the Introduction to Computer Science series 

("Stanford engineering everywhere,") Harvard‟s Open Learning Initiative offers select noncredit 

courses and make them “open to the public” ("Open learning initiative," 2011),  as well as the 

many lectures that have been posted to YouTube and iTunes ("iTunes U,").  YouTube is also 

used by people to share what they know with each other. If you search for the word “Tutorial” 

you will receive 5.5 Million videos, searching for “organizational theory” results in 559 videos, 

and “Henry Mintzberg” results in 132 videos ("Youtube,").   

There are also alternative structures popping up to assist people in forming their own 

education. Peer2Peer University offers people the opportunity to “work together to learn a 

particular topic by completing tasks, assessing individual and group work, and providing 

constructive feedback” ("Peer2Peer university,").  In this structure people with expertise can 

form courses, or groups of people can make study groups to collectively learn about a subject. 

The School of Everything is set up to connect learners with someone who is able to teach them a 

subject ("School of everything,").  Zero Tuition College is another framework for learning where 

“mages” post assignments that “students” can do at their own pace.  Mages are subject matter 

experts who have the desire to share their knowledge.  Students can either work on premade 

assignments or contact mages directly for individual tutoring ("Zero tuition college,"). 

Additionally people can get information from crowd sourced offerings.  Crowd sourced is where 

an online community contributes, and reviews the content of a site.  Examples of crowd sourcing 

include wikihow.com, where people contribute how-to guides on everything from networking at 
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conferences to career guides to kids science experiments.  Wikihow.com currently contains over 

123,000 articles ("WikiHow,").  Wikipedia is a crowd sourced encyclopedia containing over 3.7 

million articles in English. Wikipedia “is a great way to get an overview of a topic that might be 

new to you” McAdoo continues “check the entry‟s Reference section to find links to more 

authoritative sources” (McAdoo, 2009).  Given that there are multiple ways to learn outside of 

the formal educational system (Boonrampai & Srichandr, 2010; Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004; 

Coombs et al., 1973; Davidson, Goldberg, & ebrary Inc., 2010; Eraut, 2000; Gallacher & Feutrie, 

2003; Hall, 2009; Illich, 1983), the question becomes how is that learning measured and 

recognized?  

While the world and organizational theories have moved on; the formal educational 

systems are stuck in the classical frame, where there is “one best way to accomplish any task of 

social organization” (Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2011, p. 35).  They are structured in such a way that 

there is one set path to a goal, and hold the belief that everyone must follow the same path to be 

successful.  In this new economy the human resources frame is more applicable.  Bolman & Deal 

(2003, p. 133) state that it is more important now for people to learn how to develop skills and 

flexibility that will make them marketable.  It is hard to learn flexibility and creativity in a 

system that focuses on outdated methods, and refuses to keep up with the times.   

It has become an expectation that everyone will attend college, and that is the only way to 

get ahead in life. There is a counter belief that the formal system is not for everyone, and that 

skills and knowledge necessary to be successful can be learned through non-formal methods. The 

reasoning behind the pushback against the formal system is due to the increasing cost, and 

rigidity of the formal system. This is not to say that the formal system does not work for some, or 

even most people; however, there are those that are capable, and excel when learning outside of 
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the formal system.  Peter Thiel, the founder of PayPal, has created a fellowship that is going to 

pay 20 of these types of people $100,000 each to drop out of college in order to work with 

mentors on real world projects for two years (Thiel, 2011). 

Dale Stephens, founder of UnCollege, has written that a college degree is the signal to 

employers that a student is ready to go to work  (Stephens, 2011). What different methods of 

recognition could be implemented to convey that fact that individuals have attained a level of 

knowledge or skills that is desirable to employers?  Would any of these be accepted as a college 

degree is?  Could it be used to show a higher level of knowledge application than a degree?  

Joichi Ito the new Director of the famed MIT Media Lab embodies this.  He was appointed to 

oversee “a diverse group of scholars, researchers and students at the Media Lab”(Gustin, 2011).  

Ito himself does not possess any type of college degree.  What did they see in him that qualified 

him for such a prestigious position?  Currently in the United States there is no system for 

recognizing knowledge or skills achieved outside of the formal college system.  Ito was able to 

gain recognition from his previous positions as the former CEO of Creative Commons, along 

with sitting “on the boards of the Mozilla Foundation, the international human rights group 

Witness, and Global Voices”  (Gustin, 2011).  This is not possible for many individuals who 

wish to learn on their own. Employers want to see something that makes it easy to distinguish 

who is qualified, and who is not. 

  On Septermber 15
th

, 2011 the McAurther Foundation announced a competition to start 

wide spread work on the Mozilla Open Badge Framework.  The purpose of the competition is to 

“create digital tools that support, identify, recognize, measure, and account for new skills, 

competencies, knowledge, and achievements for 21st century learners wherever and whenever 

learning takes place” ("Badges for," ; Trotta, 2011).  During the announcement Secretary of 
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Education Arne Duncan stated that badges should measure not just seat time but real learning, 

whether formal or informal (Duncan, 2011). 

The research question of this paper is: Will the Open Badge Framework offer the tools 

required to implement widespread recognition of non-formal learning?  Implicit in the 

recognition of non-formal learning is the ability to have learning of all types be recognized, and 

for learners to be freed from the rigidly and cost of the formal system.   

There is no published research on Badge Frameworks, so this paper will look at 

components that make up the framework and has been broken into several sections. First it will 

at governmental mandates put forth in the European Union (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004; 

Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003) and South Africa, and the practices associated with these mandates, 

as well as practices in the Unites States.  Next it will take a critical look at portfolios, and 

examine of the reliability of self and peer evaluations. Finally it will address open education 

(Schmidt, Geith, Håklev, & Thierstein, 2009), and the Mozilla Badge Framework that is 

currently in the proposal stage (Mozilla Foundation, 2011; Trotta, 2011).    

International and Domestic Practices 

This section includes examples of how RPL is implemented in the European Union 

Countries of France, Scotland, Italy, and the United Kingdom. It will also cover practices in 

South Africa, and the United States. Each of these countries have different methods of applying 

RPL. These differences include national policies, organizations which perform evaluations, how 

RPL is used, and reasons for implementing RPL. 

 

 



RECOGNIZING NON-FORMAL LEARNING 7 

 

European Union 

The European Union (EU) has recognized the importance of  recognizing “the entire 

scope of knowledge and experience held by an individual, irrespective of the context where the 

learning originally took place” (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004).  The European Commission 

(2000) holds that “lifelong learning must accompany a successful transition to a knowledge-

based economy and society”. It is in response to this belief that they drafted the Memorandum on 

Lifelong Learning in order to encourage EU member states to develop policies that would allow 

recognition of non-formal and informal learning (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004). In response to 

this many countries have implemented processes, several are in the planning or experimentation 

stages, and only a couple have not developed policies as shown in Table 1.  

      Table 1 

Policy Stage Countries 

Planned Belgium-Flanders, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, 

Iceland*, Liechtenstein, Latvia, Malta, Poland, Romania 

Experimental Denmark, Italy, and Sweden 

Implemented Austria, Belgium-Wallonia, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, 

Hungary, Ireland, , Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, 

Portugal, Scotland, Slovenia, Spain, Turkey*, the UK 

None  Cyprus, Slovakia 

Note: *EU candidate country. (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004; Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003; 

Leney, 2004; Perulli, 2009) 

The policies vary widely in their implementation as well as scope.  The most common 

implementation Accreditation of Prior and Experiential Learning (APEL) (European 

Commission, 2000) is in the form of Vocational Education and Training (VET).  This framework 

allows modules within a course of study to be replaced with credit from non-formal learning 

methods.  An intended byproduct of recognizing modules is that individuals are able to transition 

to formal education structures to continue their education.  Additionally some countries allow for 

certification that individuals meet full program requirements (Leney, 2004). 
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France.  The French system consists of two different processes the validation des acquis 

professionnels (VAP) and validation des acquis de l’expérience (VAE).  The VAP was intended 

to show professional skills, and requires five years of experience before credit can be requested 

(Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003).  The area of their experience has to match an existing degree 

program. VAP was introduced in 1985 in order to open access to the university system to adult 

learners. In 1993 it was modified to allow credit towards a degree to be awarded. Under this 

system all but one unit of credit can be awarded based on the VAP process (Pouget & Osborne, 

2004).  VAE was introduced in 2002 and has since replaced the VAP.  Major changes in the 

VAE is the reduction of the required experience to three years, and the broadening of the 

acceptable experience to include non-salaried or volunteer experience.  The VAE process also 

allows for the obtainment of an entire degree.  In this system each institution has substantial 

freedom on implementation.  For degree credit the processes includes submission of formal 

evidence which is evaluated by internal and  possibly external assessors.  When applicants are 

only requesting access to the university they are evaluated on a portfolio which shows proof of 

their learning.  “Many universities still have relatively little interest in providing access to higher 

education for adult students” (Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003) and have not implemented either the 

VAP or VAE processes.(Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003; Pouget & Osborne, 2004) 

Scotland.  There is no formal national policy in Scotland; rather, the universities have 

spearheaded a movement to organize and develop a framework to recognize non-formal learning.  

This framework has subsequently drawn national funding and support. Scottish use of APEL is 

typically associated with specific professional programs, and is used most often for credit in 

graduate programs. Like the French system there is considerable complexity in the evaluation 
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process, which is intended to ensure the quality of work is equivalent to that of traditional 

students.   (Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003). 

Italy.  The Italian Istruzione e formazione tecnica superior [Higher Technical Education 

and Training] (IFTS), pathways has a requirement of a upper secondary education certificate, 

which can be supplanted by “previous education, training and work pathways” (Perulli, 2009).  

In Italy compulsory education ends at the age of 15.  While most students continue to the age of 

18; the students have to pay for their upper secondary education (Le Métais, 2002). The people 

who most commonly use recognition of competencies are: women, the long-term unemployed, 

disadvantaged, or employed persons needing retraining (Perulli, 2009). 

United Kingdom.  The United Kingdom has National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) 

exams which are extremely modularized (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004).  In this system exams 

are available in many different business sectors ("Education and learning," 2011) as well as five 

different levels.  Level four relates undergraduate work, while level five corresponds to masters 

and doctoral degrees ("Explaining the," 2010).  Once a person has reached level three they are 

encouraged to enter a formal degree or certificate program. In order to qualify for a NVQ exam a 

person has to be employed or attending college and have a part-time job ("Education and 

learning," 2011).  Evaluations are carried out by experts in the field and consist of a portfolio 

showing past work as well as an “observation of actual competences in a practical work situation” 

(Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004). 

South Africa 

Not long after the EU Memorandum on Lifelong Learning the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) formed the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) 
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in order to develop a National Qualifications Framework (NQF) which sets forth the 

requirements for Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) (Motaung, Fraser, & Howie, 2008).  In 

2008 the Parliament of the Republic of South Africa enacted the National Qualifications 

Framework Act 67 of 2008. The importance of recognizing learning is addressed early in the 

preamble.  It states “the advancement and recognition of learning is an essential attribute of a 

free and democratic nation and a prerequisite for the development and well-being of its citizens” 

(Republic of South Africa, 2010).  Two primary drivers of RPL are removing barriers to access 

of education, training, or careers, and making reparations for past discrimination (Dyson & 

Keating, 2005). 

The South African Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) system has substantial processes 

to address industrial needs based on a NQF which are defined for different industry sectors, with 

specific procedures. A common element in all of the procedures is extensive pre-evaluation work 

in order to ensure candidates receive the maximum RPL credit for their existing knowledge 

(Dyson & Keating, 2005).  It also has a process similar to VAP designed to allow admission into 

programs at a level that is related to their experience, not just formal education.  Faculty had 

initial concerns that RPL would allow non-qualified individuals into their programs.  Through a 

study of 15 candidates undergoing the RPL process Motaung et al.  (2008) found that there was 

little published information on the process, but when asking specifically about it candidates were 

able to get everything they needed.  Once in the process they are given guidance from the 

evaluators, and finally evaluated based on a portfolio and an interview. All 15 of the subjects 

were placed into higher standing in the program based on their RPL evaluation. Motaung et al. 

(2008) further comment that the process is not open to everybody, and primarily people who the 

faculty already believe will do well are introduced to the program. 
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United States 

In the Unites States the idea of gaining credit for non-formal education was initiated by 

veterans returning from WWII (Romaniuk & Snart, 2000).  In response to the report “Less Time, 

More Options”; Educational Testing Service (ETS) was formed in 1974 in order allow greater 

access to education by allowing students to bypass prerequisite courses (Dyson & Keating, 2005).  

ETS is now responsible for the administration of many exams including Advanced Placement 

(AP), College Level Examination Program (CLEP), Graduate Record Exam (GRE), and Test of 

English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) ("Educational Testing Services," 2011).  Some of the 

methods of gaining college credit include military experience, AP and CLEP exams, or 

individual course challenges based on a portfolio or exam.  In the United States the term Prior 

Learning Assessment (PLA) is used in place of RPL. Most colleges place a limit of 30 units that 

can be gained through the use of PLA for a bachelors program.  The current system has several 

drawbacks.  First many programs do not have outcomes-based criteria, which makes it hard to 

determine what knowledge or skills should be assessed.  Accrediting bodies have recognized this 

and implemented policies aimed at making course outcomes more transparent. Secondly, 

vocational or professional experience may not align with a specific course, or may be difficult to 

document. Finally, many colleges and faculty are resistant to the acceptance of PLA (Dyson & 

Keating, 2005). The Council of Adult Experiential Learning (CAEL) is a national organization 

that works towards wider acceptance of PLA.  One of the primary drivers of RPL work in other 

countries is due to the influence of CAEL (Dyson & Keating, 2005; Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003; 

Motaung et al., 2008).  
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Portfolios 

 As noted above one of common methods of PLA is the use of a portfolio.  This is 

due to portfolios being able to contain evidence of many different types of learning which can be 

evaluated (Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003; Romaniuk & Snart, 2000; Stasiūnaitienė, 2009; Sweygers, 

Soetewey, Meeus, Struyf, & Pieters, 2009).  The recognition type of portfolio is typically used 

by learners to evaluate their own learning, and is the first stage in developing an 

acknowledgement portfolio that can be used for PLA (Sweygers et al., 2009).  In an analysis of 

30 different portfolio projects Sweygers et al. (2009) found that out of 16 categories of 

comparison, acknowledgement portfolios differed from recognition portfolios in six areas.  

These areas included, cost, target group, assessment of competencies, assessment of 

acknowledgement portfolio, guidelines for evidence, and personal development plan.  The 

differences were due to the increased formality, and nature of being reviewed by others. The one 

area that the recognition portfolio were more strict was the plan for development. This was more 

often included as a requirement of recognition portfolios.  Dorninger and Schrack (2008) see the 

portfolio with three distinct purposes. As a learning tool for students, an assessment tool for 

formal educational uses, and as a documentation tool for use in society and the labor market.  

“This approach also offers the chance for integrating informal und non-formal acquired 

knowledge and knowhow in this personal competence tool” (Dorninger & Schrack, 2008).  The 

use of portfolios as a personal reflection tool allows people to evaluate what they have learned, 

and if they are ready to attempt recognition of their knowledge as shown in their portfolio. 

Electronic portfolios (eportfolios) have the ability to transform between these stages while 

allowing collaboration and sharing of portfolio content.  Additionally the use of eportfolios 

allows for the inclusion of materials that cannot be represented in print alone.  In the formal 
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setting the use of portfolios can be used to move from a teaching to coaching environment where 

the coach helps the student find the knowledge they need in whatever way best fits them.  Finally 

portfolios allow the opportunity to include different assessment methods including self, peer, or 

external evaluations (Dorninger & Schrack, 2008).  In a study (n=469) Stasiūnaitienė (2009) 

found that portfolios are more important to RPL evaluation than exams or even self analysis. 

They presented their data solely as a stacked graph and gave percentages of responses who 

thought selected methods were not important.  Using the divisions on their chart it is estimated 

that the assessment methods received the following importance  ratings: 

 Self analysis: ~58% 

 Portfolio: ~61% 

 Practical skills assessment: ~95% 

 IT Test: ~51% 

 Written test: ~58%   

 Conversation: ~69% 

This shows that the most important element in RPL evaluation is the Practical skills assessment. 

The next important method was a verbal conversation with the evaluate, then portfolios. It should 

be noted that ~9% of the respondents were not familiar with the use of portfolios. He goes on to 

state:  

It is necessary to note that in practice a learning achievement portfolio is most often used 

to assess non-formal and informal learning achievements, as it provides evidence that a 

person, while learning at the workplace or another environment, acquired competencies 

related with certain study or learning outcomes of a study programme or outcomes that 

correspond to the requirements set for a certain vocation. (Stasiūnaitienė, 2009, p. 83) 

External evaluations are the primary method of PLA as illustrated by the process in place 

at Charter Oak State College in Connecticut. This is a regionally accredited virtual college 
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formed by the legislature and is heavily involved in using portfolios for PLA. Their guidelines on 

what is to be included in a portfolio require a narrative explaining how and when the student 

obtained their knowledge, as well as how it is equivalent to the course material. Additionally 

evidence must be presented that shows both a theoretical understanding and practical application 

of the knowledge. The narrative must explain for each piece of evidence: what the student 

learned through the experience, why it was included, the importance of the learning to the 

broader subject, and the students understanding and application of the theories involved.  In this 

system one portfolio can be used by students to gain credit for multiple courses (Dyson & 

Keating, 2005).   

Peer Evaluations 

 This section will be broken into two sub sections. The first (Learning Evaluators) will 

focus on research that addresses evaluators who are at the same stage of learning as the person 

being evaluated. This research comes from the formal education system and pulls studies from 

both college/university and K-12 levels. The second section (Experienced Evaluators) will 

address peer review as used in scholarly work. Both areas are being examined because open 

systems give the ability for evaluators of different experience levels to contribute to the 

evaluation. 

Learning Evaluators  

As Dorninger and Schrack (2008) noted portfolios introduce the opportunity for self and 

peer evaluations.  The benefit of self assessment is that it‟s reflective nature can lead to deeper 

understanding and a higher quality of work (Dorninger & Schrack, 2008; Sluijsmans, Dochy, & 

Moerkerke, 1998).  Upon analysis of self evaluations versus instructor evaluations it was found 



RECOGNIZING NON-FORMAL LEARNING 15 

 
that “good students tended to under-rate themselves and that weaker students over-rated 

themselves” (Sluijsmans et al., 1998).  Additionally it was found that as students had a better 

understanding of the material, by moving to more advanced courses and receiving feedback on 

the quality of their work, self evaluations were closer to that of the instructor (Sluijsmans et al., 

1998).   

 Peer assessment in a formal setting is performed by other students in the class.  Peer 

assessment can be used as either a formative or summative evaluation while also encouraging 

students to reflect on what composes quality work.  The major drawback of peer assessment is 

concern relating to inter-rater reliability (Chang, Tseng, Chou, & Chen, 2011; Falchikov & 

Goldfinch, 2000; Freeman, 1995; Sluijsmans et al., 1998), and validity when compared to ratings 

of an instructor (Falchikov & Goldfinch, 2000; Freeman, 1995; Sluijsmans et al., 1998).  Some 

of the concerns with peer assessment is that rating will not be accurate due to evaluator‟s lack of 

knowledge, lack of practice performing evaluations, or relationships with those being evaluated 

(Sluijsmans et al., 1998).  While studies show that there is a correlation between peer evaluations 

and instructor evaluations it is not statically significant.  The reason for the weak correlation is 

explained by looking at inter-rater reliability. An analysis of  inter-rater reliability showed that 

peer evaluators were more likely to trend around the mean than instructors (Falchikov & 

Goldfinch, 2000; Freeman, 1995; Sluijsmans et al., 1998).  Chang et al. (2011) had 79 high 

school students complete a peer evaluation of web-portfolios using a rubric. It was found that 

there was no inter-rater or inner-rater reliably.  Additionally there was no correlation to the 

instructor. Sluijsmans et al. (1998) was a meta-analysis (n=62) of studies related to self- peer- 

and co- evaluation in higher education. They found that the correlation between evaluators and 

the instructor was the highest when an negative-positive scale (ie. -2, -1,0,1,2) was used rather 
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and an all positive scale (ie. 1,2,3,4,5). They also note that the biggest problem with peer 

evaluation is the weaker students who are not able to determine quality, or adequately judge the 

work of others. Falchikov & Goldfinch (2000) was another meta-analysis (n=48) and determined 

several recommendations for increasing the reliability and validity of peer evaluations: 

 Avoid using large numbers of peer evaluators 

 Include students in the creation of criteria 

 Have evaluators give global scores 

Experienced Evaluators 

 The general consensus is that peer review provides a mechanism for documents to be 

improved before publishing. On the other hand there is also concern about the inclusion of bias 

in the process. The selection of the reviewers can greatly affect whether a article receive a 

positive review. It is common for one reviewer to recommend acceptance and another to 

recommend denial of an article. By careful selection an editor can guarantee acceptance or 

rejection (Thomas, 2011). It has been found that inter-rater kappas can range from .07 - .54 

(Starbuck, 2003).  In a 2000 study of submissions to two neuroscience journals the inter-rater 

kappas for articles submitted were .08 (n=179)  and .28 (n-116).  These kappas correspond with 

agreement rates of 47% and 61% respectively (Rothwell & Martyn, 2000).  Part of the reasoning 

between this large discrepancy is due to reviewers placing importance on the author, and the 

intuition that they belong to.  One study showed that of nine articles resubmitted to journals who 

originally published them were rejected due to methodological problems.  The only difference 

between the original and resubmissions were the names of the authors and their affiliations 

(Peters & Ceci, 1982). 
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Van Rooyen, Delamothe, and Evans (2005) conducted a study addressing the quality of 

peer review reports. They framed a study in which articles (n=471) were randomly assigned to 

have the reviews published to the web site or not. Reviewers were made aware of their status 

when they received the article for review. The study found that when using a validated 

instrument the scores between the control (review not published), intervention (reviw published), 

and author had no significant differences. It should be noted that 55% of the reviewers 

approached to take part in the study declined to participate (van Rooyen et al., 2005). 

Open Education & Badge Frameworks 

Open Education  

 Open education in the most basic form is embracing technology and the many new ways 

of learning that have been made available by global instant communication. Through the use of 

the internet people are able to find information on any subject they want to learn, or use open 

course materials from colleges and universities ("MIT Open Courseware," 2011a; "New York 

University," ; Schmidt et al., 2009; "Stanford engineering everywhere,").  There are over 200 

international higher education institutions involved with the OpenCourseWare (OCW) 

Consortium, These institutions make courses available online for anyone to access ("New York 

University,").  OCW is university level course materials that are organized into courses and 

made available freely online. The materials can then be used by other educational organizations 

or individuals ("What is opencourseware?,").  Another primary characteristic of open systems is 

the ability to interact with a global community.  Inherent to this arrangement is that individuals 

gain reputation and are recognized in secondary settings (Schmidt et al., 2009).  
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Most current methods of PLA are limited to matching the learning that is done through 

non-formal methods to existing offerings at formal organizations (Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003; 

Schmidt et al., 2009).  Gallacher & Feutrie (2003) contend that by forcing learners to conform to 

the formal structures and offerings, learners lose their intrinsic drive, in turn causing them to 

limit their learning. This is contrary to the goals of non-formal education where “the motivation 

for learning may be wholly intrinsic to the learner” (Eshach, 2007). 

Badge Frameworks 

Badges have long been used to recognize non-formal education. One of the oldest and 

most well know instances of this is the Boy scouts of America, founded in 1910.  In this setting 

boys and young men were able to gain recognition for a demonstration of knowledge, and use 

this recognition to advance to higher levels of the organization ("Historical Merit," 2010).  Vick 

& Garvey (2011) analyzed how 23 science merit badges addressed the Revised Bloom‟s 

Taxonomy. Blooms Taxonomy has been a common method of classification of cognitive 

behaviors  since 1956. It uses verbs to describe leaning skills that shows respective levels of 

understanding and application of learning. In the 1990‟s it was edited to form the Revised 

Bloom‟s Taxonomy which includes the following levels: remembering, understanding, applying, 

analyzing, evaluating, and creating (Overbaugh & Schultz). It was found that on average 59% of 

the criteria specified in the scouting merit badges belonged to the lower three levels of the 

taxonomy, while 18% of the criteria had wording that either excluded it from classification (ie. 

visit) or made classification difficult (ie. discuss) (Vick & Garvey, 2011).  

In order to leverage the benefits of open educational systems and social networking there 

has been work on forming an open badge framework. This work has been conducted in a 



RECOGNIZING NON-FORMAL LEARNING 19 

 
collaborative manor by the Mozilla foundation along with input for educators, public and private 

organizations, and the general online community.  While work on the framework is still in 

process the Mozilla Foundation has been running a pilot program at Peer2Peer University 

("Peer2Peer university,").  The framework has three main components: the badges, the 

assessments, and the infrastructure.  Badges could fall into one of three categories. First are 

badges designed to capture learning. These could be based upon intermediate activities while 

learning a broader topic, or as an achievement indicator. Secondly badges could be offered to 

encourage and motivate learning.  These could be milestones, to encourage further depth in a 

subject, or things that are absent from formal assessments. The final category is that of the social 

aspect of the learning, including reputation, or group membership (Mozilla Foundation, 2011).  

Primary methods of assessment are peer review of a specific type of work or portfolio 

assessment ("Badges/FAQs," 2011).  A core component of the badge infrastructure is the ability 

for the badge to be more than just a picture, but to also include metadata that includes the issuer, 

date, criteria, and a link to the evidence submitted for the badge. Additionally there is that 

possibility for badges to be endorsed by organizations in order to add more weight (Mozilla 

Foundation, 2011).  

On September 15
th

, 2011 the McAurther Foundation along with the Humanities, Arts, 

Science, and Technology Advanced Collaboratory (HASTAC) and secretary of education 

Duncan launched a two sided competition to start work on creating badges.  One side of the 

competition contains three phases intended to work through the process of creating badges, the 

other side of the competition is intended to spawn research on the subject. HASTAC is a 

collaboration between UC Irvine and Duke University, other notable collaborators on the 

competition are 4-H Council, Intel, NASA, Microsoft, Motorola, the National Association of 
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Manufactures, Corporation for Public Broadcasting, American Library Association, and the US 

Departments of Education, Energy, Labor, and Veterans Affairs ("Badges for,").  Badges will be 

offered by formal educational institutions, professional bodies, non-formal learning networks or 

organizations, communities of practice,  OCW initiatives, or companies ("Badges/FAQs," 2011). 

Badges will also have the ability to be aggregated into meta-badges representing a larger body of 

knowledge.   

Discussion & Conclusion 

 The research shows that in many countries RPL is tied to, and carried out in formal 

educational institutions. In countries like the UK and South Africa there are governmental 

agencies which work directly with the public to grant RPL. Perhaps the most robust and 

integrated system is in the UK where RPL can be used interchangeably from secondary 

education through doctoral research.  While there is published research into the existence of 

programs that allow for the recognition of non-formal learning; there is a significant lack of 

empirical research into the success of these programs.  

In order to take advantage of the many new opportunities granted through open education 

and the collaborative nature of the internet a new system of recognizing non-formal learning may 

be on the horizon.  Digital badges have the support of United States government as well as major 

educational and corporate organizations.  Portfolios have the ability to work within this badge 

system as one method of providing evidence of learning.  There are several areas of concern 

regarding the validity of the badges.  The first is related to badges which are given based upon 

peer evaluations.  As the research above revealed, repeated studies have demonstrated peer 

evaluation has reliability and validity problems.  A second issue regarding validity is the number 
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of different issuing organizations, and the level of quality they will require.  The method of 

approving badge issuers will have a decided impact on the validity of badges.  

Digital open badges must be able to address these issues in order for them to be accepted. 

The failure to address these issues will result in a system that has no authority or weight and may 

prove to be disregarded when looked at by traditional employers and academia.  The employers 

most likely to embrace badges are those who are in 21
st
 century fields, and already use social 

technology to access potential employees. 

Areas for Further Research 

The first area for further research is that of the quality and consistency of peer 

evaluations in an open environment.  The validity of open peer assessment for the issuance to 

badges will be a critical factor in acceptance by industry and academia. The research cited above 

dealt with students who were in the processes of learning the same material they were accessing, 

and of expert peer reviewers.  The research showed that neither case showed significant 

reliability. Would the reliability be stronger when working in an open environment?  Would 

evaluators be more likely to give positive or negative ratings based on factors other than the 

presented work?  

Another major area of research has to do with industry acceptance of badges.  Would 

employers be willing to accept anything other than a formal college degree as evidence of 

knowledge ie. a portfolio or digital badge.  If they would accept a digital badge, would there be 

restrictions on the issuer?  Would badges need to be endorsed?  Would they take into account the 

motivation or social badge types?  
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The multiplicity of issuers is also an area that needs to be researched.  While the ability 

for there to be multiple issuer types is a necessity of an open system; it also presents a problem.  

Several issues are addressed above in relation to industry acceptance.  Research should also be 

conducted to determine if there is a need to relate badges of like status and content from different 

issuers to each other.  If this is seen to be a benefit; who would perform the correlations?  Would 

this be performed in an open (voting) system, or by some authority? 

 Additionally there should be research into the effectiveness of RPL programs in other 

countries. The UK system is robust and has been in place for a decade.  It should be able to 

provide ample data to perform an ex post facto study into its effectiveness.  
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