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Glossary  

 

Terms in English   Definition 

 

Educational qualification  An educational qualification indicates what you need to  know 

     and be able to do in order to undertake further studies, to 

     participate in society or to practice a certain profession. 

     Source: http://vlaamsekwalificatiestructuur.be/onderwijskwalificaties. 

     In Flanders an ‘educational qualification’ in adult education 

     is actually the combination of a vocational certification with a 

     certificate of the course of AGE, which leads to a diploma of 

     Secondary education.  

 

Examination Board of Secondary Unqualified people can obtain their diploma of Secondary 

Education    Education through self-study without supervision by taking 

     exams provided by the Examination Board.  

 

MACUSA    A module of ‘Society – Culture – Cooperation’ in the course 

     of additional general education which contains a range of 

     transversal skills. It is divided in four units which contains the 

     three aspects separately and one overarching unit. 

 

Orientation certificate B  An orientation certificate B means that the pupil is allowed to 

     'proceed' to the next level, but that the pupil is excluded from a 

     number of disciplines. If the pupil still wants to follow one of 

     the excluded courses of study, he has to repeat the same level.  

     Source: Onderwijs en Vorming - diploma's en getuigschriften 

 

Soft transversal skills  Interpersonal skills which can be applied to any job. They 

include communication skills, listening skills, and empathy, 

among others. These are much harder to define and evaluate. 

Source: https://www.thebalancecareers.com/what-are-soft-skills-2060852  

 

http://vlaamsekwalificatiestructuur.be/onderwijskwalificaties
https://www.vlaanderen.be/onderwijs-en-vorming/diplomas-en-getuigschriften/diploma-secundair-onderwijs/a-attest-b-attest-of-c-attest-in-het-secundair-onderwijs
https://www.thebalancecareers.com/what-are-soft-skills-2060852
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Special needs education (BUSO) Special needs education Secondary school (BUSO) concerns 

     young people with a disability or young people with learning, 

     educational or behavioural difficulties. 

 

Vocational qualification  A vocational qualification indicates what you need to know 

     and be able to do in order to practice a certain profession 

     Source: http://vlaamsekwalificatiestructuur.be/beroepskwalificaties 

 

Waterfall effect   The waterfall effect, or waterfall syndrome, is a Flemish term 

     used in Secondary education means that a pupil starts in a more 

     difficult (theoretical) form of education and after one or more 

     failures, chooses for an easier (often more practical) study. 

 

  

http://vlaamsekwalificatiestructuur.be/beroepskwalificaties
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Abbreviations  

 

Abbreviation  Term in full  (English – Dutch) 

AGE   Additional General Education – Aanvullende algemene vorming 

 

 

AHOVOKS  Flemish Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and 

   Study Grants – Agentschap voor Hoger Onderwijs, Volwassenenonderwijs, 

   kwalificaties en studietoelagen 

 

ASO   General Secondary education – Algemeen Secundair Onderwijs 

 

 

BSO   Vocational Secondary education – Beroeps Secundair Onderwijs 

 

 

BUSO   Special needs education for Secondary school – Buitengewoon Secundair 

                      Onderwijs 

 

CAE   Centre of Adult Education – Centrum voor Volwassenenonderwijs 

 

 

CPD   Continuous Professional Development – Professionele ontwikkeling 

 

 

DBSO   Part-time Vocational Secondary education – Deeltijds Beroepssecundair  

               Onderwijs 

 

DET   Department of Education and Training – Departement Onderwijs & Vorming 

 

 

EC   Examination Board of Secondary Education – Examencommisie Secundair 

                Onderwijs 

 

EVC   Validation of Prior learning – Erkennen van eerder verworven competenties 

 

 

EVK   Recognition of prior qualifications – Erkennen van verworven kwalificaties 

 

 

GO!   Education of the Flemish Community - Gemeenschapsonderwijs 
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KSO   Arts Secondary education – Kunst Secundair Onderwijs 

 

 

NAG   National Advisory Group – Vlaams Adviescomité 

 

 

NT2   Dutch as a second language – Nederlands als tweede taal 

 

 

OVSG   Educational Association of Cities and Municipalities of the Flemish  

   Community - Onderwijsvereniging van Steden en Gemeenten van de  

   Vlaamse Gemeenschap 

 

PBD   Pedagogical Advisory Services – Predagogische begeleidingsdiensten 

 

 

POV   Provincial Education Flanders – Provinciaal Onderwijs Vlaanderen 

 

 

SCE   Second Chance Education – Tweedekansonderwijs  

 

 

TSO   Technical Secondary Education – Technisch Secundair Onderwijs 

 

 

Vocvo   Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education –  

   Vlaams ondersteuningscentrum voor het volwassenenonderwijs 

 

 

VOOP   Flemish Education Consultation Platform – Vlaams Onderwijs   

   Overlegplatform 

 

 

VPL   Validation of Prior learning – erkennen van eerder verworven competenties 
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Executive Summary  

This report presents the Flemish findings of the ‘Visible Skills of Adults’ (VISKA) Erasmus+ Key Action 3 
project. The VISKA project is a collaboration between four partner countries: Belgium (Flanders), 
Norway, Iceland and Ireland. The VISKA project addresses the European policy priority of diminishing 
skills mismatch, fostering employability, economic growth and job creations, and social inclusion – by 
making knowledge, skills and competences of adults more visible through validation of informal and 
non-formal learning. It centres on qualitative improvement in current validation policies and practices 
in the four partner countries. VISKA is a three year project, running from March 2017 to February 2020 
and is co-ordinated by Skills Norway. The research and evaluation partner of the VISKA project is Cork 
Institute of Technology, Ireland.  
The collaboration with the European partners was of added value. It was an enriching experience to 
see how the 4 partners, within their national contexts, carried out the five interventions, some of 
which were theoretically supported by the joint development of deliverables. The exchange of ideas 
and experiences during these three years ensured that the partners were always looking in the same 
direction. This approach leads to more coordination on VPL at European level.  
 

1.1. VISKA Activities 

The aim of the VISKA project is to understand, evaluate and enhance validation across the four 

participating countries. The evaluation also aims to provide country specific insights and case studies 

that can be analysed by policy makers seeking to understand the inherent challenges and 

opportunities within validation for low-skilled, migrants and refugees. Five interventions are 

developed, implemented and evaluated with a view to making the knowledge, skills and competence 

of migrants, refugees and low-skilled adults more visible. 

1. Developing and extending regional/national networks with relevant stakeholders 

2. Extending / adapting tools used in the validation of prior learning  

3. Creating a common set of criteria for the documentation and assessment of transversal skills 

4. Training and / or Capacity building for guidance counsellors and other frontline staff working 

on the validation of prior learning 

5. Improving access to and awareness of validation services and  support among specific adult 

beneficiary groups 

1.2. Research questions 

Four research questions underpinned the evaluation: 

1. To what degree did partners achieve the implementation aim across the five intervention 

strategies, and what factors at local, regional and national and policy level appeared to 

influence the achievement of implementation aims? 

2. What outcomes were achieved for what groups, and to what degree? 

3. What factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

4. What policy-level factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  
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1.3. Evaluation data 

The project partnerships considered at the proposal stages the potential sources of information and 

the mechanisms by which information could be collected and shared. The VISKA project has three 

main stages: 

1. Detailed mapping process to establish existing practices and contexts (literature review, SWOT 

analysis) 

2. Field trials consisting of implementation of selected interventions 

3. Analysis and evaluation – collective consideration of policy impacts 

A number of important sources of data and information were significant before, during and after the 

project activities (field trials). These sources include: 

• Members of the National Advisory Groups and other key stakeholders and policy actors 

• Frontline and Guidance staff involved in validation of prior learning  

• Clients and learners accessing or seeking to access validation services 

• Members of the project team in each partner organisation  

1.4. The VISKA project in Belgium – Flanders 

A diploma in secondary education is an important instrument for the target group of low-skilled adults 

-  not only for increasing personal well-being, social integration but also for increasing (sustainable) 

job opportunities and for lifelong learning.  In accordance with the European directive on validation, a 

Parliamentary Act on VPL for professional qualifications was approved by the Flemish Government 

recently. The VISKA project was an ideal opportunity to draw more attention to the importance of a 

VPL procedure for educational qualifications1. In the Parliamentary Act of adult education 2007, art. 

63, §3,  VPL for educational qualifications is mentioned, but to date it is not elaborated yet. In centres 

of adult education (CAE) low-skilled adults can enrol in the course of additional general education 

(AGE) that, when succeeding, together with a professional qualification, can lead to a diploma of 

Secondary Education. The CAEs that offer the course of AGE already use some sort of a VPL procedure 

by means of an exemption procedure, however, elaborated by the centres themselves.  

With this research we try to take a first step towards mapping out the current VPL procedures for AGE 

in CAEs. We use field trials to investigate how we can guarantee more and equal VPL possibilities for 

AGE for the low-skilled and we explore whether a VPL procedure for AGE is indeed an added value in 

order to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. By providing policy advice, we offer views on the 

conditions for a high-quality VPL procedure for AGE. 

The target group for the VISKA project Flanders consists of low-skilled adults (adults without upper 

secondary education – EQF3) in Flanders and Brussels, are 18 years or older and have the Belgian 

nationality (or can prove their legal residence in Belgium). Migrants and refugees can also be a part of 

 
1 In Flanders an ‘educational qualification’ in adult education is the combination of a professional qualification with a 

certification AGE. This combination leads to a diploma of secondary education. A professional qualification describes the 
knowledge and skills an individual needs to exercise a profession.  An educational qualification gives an overview of the 
knowledge and skills an individual needs to start further studies, to participate in society or to exercise a specific profession. 
In this report the term educational qualification only refers to additional general education (AGE). 
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the target group when they are sufficiently familiar with the Dutch language in order to have a fair 

chance to succeed in the course of AGE. In  seven CAEs spread across the Flemish region, who all 

provide the modular course of AGE, a VPL procedure is organised in which they use a common VPL 

scenario and registration form. Prior qualifications and participation in exemption tests can lead to a 

shorter, or less intense learning path to obtain their certificate of AGE. The data collected and the 

analysis of that data will inform policy recommendations regarding VPL for educational qualification 

AGE for low-skilled adult learners in Flanders. 

1.5. Dataset 

The dataset for Flanders was collected from fieldwork undertaken between May 2018 and June 2019.  

The quantitative dataset is comprised of: 

• Participation of 474 low-skilled adults in the field trials 

• Surveys of 924 adult learners enrolled in the course of AGE to provide a profile of the learner 

AGE 

• Exit surveys of 49 participants of the field trials 

• Surveys of 7 guidance counsellors (frontline staff) 

• Surveys of 14 stakeholders 

• Surveys of 36 guidance counsellors/directors to gain insight in the VPL policy of the CAEs 

offering the course of AGE 

The qualitative data is comprised of interviews and focus groups with four adult learners, seven 

guidance counsellors (frontline staff) of the seven selected CAEs, the Pedagogical Advisory Services 

(PBD) and The Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education (VOCVO), six teachers of the course 

MACUSA2 and 12 stakeholders. 

1.6. Data challenges 

VISKA Flanders was dependent on the goodwill of the CAEs because of their participation on a 

voluntary basis and could not oblige the CAEs to anything. Although the cooperation of the CAEs was 

very good, some encouragement was necessary from time to time. Some of the CAEs were limited in 

resources and time, had to deal with staff shortages or sick leave. This divided cooperation sometimes 

resulted in a limited participation in surveys or providing information on time. 

It was not possible for the VISKA team Flanders to be present at the intake moments (identification 

phase) in the centres, which resulted in an less thoroughly and accurate enough filling in of the 

registration form. Therefore some items could not be included in the analysis of the field trials. 

1.7. Findings 

Programme participants and frontline staff 

To be able to provide a thorough profile of the low-skilled adults who want to obtain a diploma of 

Secondary Education through an educational programme of a CAE, 924 learners enrolled in the course 

 
2 Maatschappij, Cultuur en Samenwerking’ or the module Society, Culture and Cooperation. 
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of AGE were questioned during a lesson of the module MACUSA. The analysis of the survey shows that 

it is a heterogenic group with however some similarities. 

Demographic characteristics 

There was an almost equal amount of male (48%) and female learners (52%). Most of the learners are 

young adults (66% is younger than 26). The birthplace of their parents lets us assume that a large part 

of the learners have a migration background (44% of the parents are not born in Belgium). 

Education and employment characteristics 

Almost half of the learners (45%) are unemployed. The learners’ highest educational level differs from 

none to a diploma higher education, although the latter probably are learners who obtained their 

diploma abroad which has not been acknowledged in Belgium. 60% obtained lower secondary level.   

The main reasons for learners to drop out of secondary school are both personal (37%) and school 

related factors (39%). The most indicated reasons are school fatigue and personal problems. The 

reason why they enrolled in the course of AGE preceded by a VPL procedure is, as to no surprise, to 

obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. The possibility of further education (39%) and increased 

chances on the labour market (40%) are also very strong motives.  

Programme staff 

The programme staff of the CAEs participating in the field trials, are all teachers from origin. Because 

of their large experience in working in CAEs, they take up multiple tasks, being coordinators, 

guidance/trajectory counsellors, assessors, … according to the need in the CAE.  

The validation process 

A validation programme for AGE is provided in every CAE by implementing the four steps in accordance 

with the international guidelines: identification – documentation – assessment – certification based  

on an intake procedure and the existing exemption procedure. The Federation of second chance 

education (SCE), the umbrella organisation comprising all CAEs providing the course of AGE, provides 

support to the centres by developing exemption tests which are shared on an electronic platform. The 

CAEs all signed a covenant wherein they agree to use the exemption procedure, but the Federation of 

SCE has no legal basis so cannot impose regulations to the CAEs. 

With the field trials VISKA Flanders examined how the current exemption procedure could be 

transformed in an official VPL procedure according to the European guidelines. The VISKA team 

Flanders  provided a uniform intake procedure – either face to face or digital - in the identification and 

documenting phase and the monitoring of the exemption tests for the assessment phase. The 

information was gathered for 474 candidates.  

• The identification phase provided insight in the motivation of the learners for seeking 

validation. The main reason is to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education when 

combining the course of AGE with a professional qualification, but also the possibility 

to follow further education and have better chances on the labour market were 

motives. Regarding the intake procedure the qualitative data show that the 

candidates prefer a face to face approach. 
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• As for the documentation phase – recognition of prior qualifications (EVK) – 388 

participants did not receive any exemptions based on prior qualifications, five 

participants were fully exempted and 81 participants received one or more 

exemptions based on prior qualifications. 

• The assessment phase – recognition of prior learning through exemption tests – 

resulted in granting 1305 exemptions in total, an average of 2,8 exemptions per 

candidate out of a total of 14 possible exemptions. No participants obtained all 

exemptions. One out of three candidates did not obtain any exemption. Moreover, 

more than 7 exemptions are rather an exception (10%).  

• As for the certification phase one out of five candidates (81) obtained their certificate 

of AGE after one year. 157 candidates haven’t completed the course yet and 139 left 

the validation programme early. 68 candidates did not enrol in the course of AGE after 

the exemption procedure. 

 

A survey filled in by all CAEs who offer the course of AGE shows that there are large differences in the 

operationalisation of the exemption procedure amongst the CAEs. Most centres work in a relatively 

informal way regarding VPL. They have their own interpretation on the definition of a VPL procedure 

for educational qualifications, not all CAEs (one out of five) always use the exemption tests available 

on the electronic platform, the role of assessor differs from centre to centre, .. Therefore not all 

centres have a high policy level on VPL for educational qualifications and internal quality control also 

varies considerably. The reason for this has to be sought in the fact that the centres have great 

autonomy and that minimum criteria for installing a VPL procedure for educational qualifications are 

missing. According to the frontline staff a uniform framework, a common view on VPL, internal and 

external quality control are lacking. The existing policy does not provide enough (financial) support for 

a consistent VPL offer. To enhance VPL for educational qualifications more transparent regulations 

and adequate resources are necessary. 

Because of the VISKA project more uniformity was provided by offering a uniform intake form. 

Both the centres of adult education and the Examination Board of Secondary Education offer the 

possibility to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. Whereas the CAE operate on a decentral level, 

the Examination Board is a central organisation. The candidates of the field trials are often familiar 

with the Examination Board but prefer the approach of a CAE in which more guidance is offered. Some 

candidates try to combine both.  

Networks 

The VISKA project made it possible that all the following partners met on a regular base on VPL for 

educational qualifications. The Educational partners are the Federation of SCE, the PBD and VOCVO, 

the Education Inspectorate, the Examination Board of Secondary Education and the ‘Learning shops3’. 

The Flemish Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study Grants (AHOVOKS) 

– section curriculum, and the Department of Education and Training (DET) are the national partners. 

According to the stakeholders, a better cooperation between the partners engaged in VPL for 

educational qualifications, requires a structural framework. However, as long as there is no further 

 
3 Dedicated organisations (often called learning shops) are specialised in guiding people to a better employment situation 
through improved access to education and training programmes and the labour market.    
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elaboration of art.63§3 of the decree on adult education of 2007, made agreements are very difficult 

to enforce.  

Tools 

The directors of the CAEs have great autonomy concerning the use of tools, the development of intake 

documents and the policy on VPL for educational qualifications, which leads to diverse aproaches. 

VISKA Flanders developed a uniform intake form to be used in the seven selected CAEs participating 

in the field trials to partially overcome this issue. Although not all participating CAEs were enthusiastic 

about the form and would not recommend a broader introduction (60%), it did help the CAEs to 

document the validation process (80%) and helped to make the validation process more consistent 

(40%). During the field trials, for the assessment phase, the existing exemption tests were used, 

available on the electronic platform of the Federation of SCE. 

Amongst the CAEs there is fairly high level of support to use the common test material, but there is no 

additional financial support for the development of the tools, which has an impact on the quality of 

the tools. Because the development process of tests is cumbersome, time consuming and expensive 

there is only one test foreseen per module (with the exception of the module MACUSA for which there 

are no tests) and some of them have been going on for several years without being adjusted. It is also 

indicated that there is no in-depth external quality control of the content of the tests. This could be 

taken up by the Education Inspectorate. 

Positive is that learners are more aware of their skills and competences after participating in the intake 

procedure and the exemption tests (71%). It boosts their self-confidence. 

Transversal skills 

VISKA Flanders decided from the start of the VISKA project not to engage in VPL for transversal skills 

separately during the field trials, as they are already partially integrated in the existing exemption tests 

of the AGE course. On European level VISKA Flanders did however delivered input for the development 

of deliverable D1.1 and D3.24 regarding transversal skills. 

At Flemish level, digital exemption tests have been developed for almost all modules of the AGE 

programme, with the exception of the module MACUSA, which mainly includes transversal skills. The 

deliverables of the VISKA project regarding transversal skills, delivered under the lead of Iceland, can 

be of great importance to the sector of adult education in Flanders to develop criteria for  transversal 

skills and to develop exemption tests for MACUSA and so to have at our disposal a complete VPL 

procedure.  

Capacity building  

VISKA Flanders did not elaborate a new training session for the frontline staff but focused on discussing 

training needs with the staff involved and on informing on the importance of continuing professional 

development in VPL for educational qualifications.  

 
4 Both documents available on www.viskaproject.eu/results  

http://www.viskaproject.eu/results
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Role of guidance and other frontline staff and their activities 

Guidance is mainly offered by trajectory/guidance counsellors, but teachers and in some cases 

administrative staff are also involved (information and intake procedure). The trajectory/guidance 

counsellor however remains the most approachable person during the learning path of the learner. 

A trajectory/guidance counsellor has many tasks. It goes from conversations with the learners, 

developing a tailor-made learning path, motivating the learners to assessing which exemptions are 

granted. A formal job description, however, is lacking. 

Professionalisation of the frontline staff 

The survey filled in by all the CAEs (N=36) showed that over the last two years, prior to the VISKA 

project, there have been some professionalisation initiatives, which mostly consist of team 

consultation (75%). Only 10% of the CAEs offer professionalisation at the request of the staff and no 

more than 3% states that it is part of their centre’s policy. Taken together, professionalisation of the 

frontline staff regarding VPL for educational qualifications is not strongly elaborated and remains 

rather informal. 

All staff members recognise the importance of professionalisation. Validity of the exemption tests, 

insight in the VPL procedure and how conducting interviews with candidates were areas for 

development given by the frontline staff. 86% of the frontline staff indicates that quality assurance 

guidelines will help them to enhance validation in their centre.  

The stakeholders confirm that more actions are needed regarding professionalisation on VPL for 

educational qualifications and the responsibility of it mainly lies with the Pedagogical Advisory Services 

to ensure its uniformity. To this day there is insufficient support, not enough resources and not enough 

staff to provide professionalisation in a formal way.  

Role of the Pedagogical Advisory Services and Vocvo 

A focus group with the Pedagogical Advisory Services (PBD) and the Flemish Support Centre for Adult 

Education (Vocvo) revealed professionalisation of frontline staff involved in VPL for educational 

qualification is lacking. Professionalisation is however seen of great importance when a VPL procedure 

leads to a certificate. It is the instrument to guarantee quality. 

As to how the PBD and Vocvo see professionalisation, alignment is important and it should happen in 

a uniform way. Lifting the definition and elaboration of a VPL procedure above centre level will lead 

to a clearer, more transparent and reliable procedure. The PBD and Vocvo however do emphasize that 

CAEs cannot be restricted in their way of evaluating and still have to maintain some autonomy.  

Access to and awareness of VPL 

The Federation of SCE indicates that the CAEs, offering the course of AGE, believe that adult learners 

in their search on opportunities to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education are less frequently 

referred to the CAEs by referral authorities. Adult learners themselves will more quickly turn to or be 

referred to the Examination Board of Secondary Education, which functions as a certification institute, 

with no education possibility. Low-skilled people do not always know the existence and the 
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opportunities and chances a CAE can offer them. So far, the activities of the Federation of SCE, covering 

all the CAEs offering AGE, are mainly focused on the development and adjustments of the exemption 

tests with the aim to maximise the opportunities for low-skilled adults to obtain a diploma of 

Secondary Education. In scarcity of manpower and financial resources, working out activities around 

awareness of and access to has not been put in the focus yet. 

VISKA Flanders checked the visibility of the availability of exemption tests on the websites of several 

CAEs at random, important for the target group as well as for referring authorities.   

All stakeholders agree that there is still a lot of margin to improve a better awareness of, access to and 

better communication about VPL for educational qualifications in the sector of adult education. More 

visibility on the websites and the dissemination of unambiguous information can surely contribute to 

make VPL for educational qualifications in the CAEs more visible. Only 7% of the learners questioned 

in the exit survey indicated that they were motivated to validate their skills and enrol in the course of 

AGE by promotion from a CAE. The existence of a uniform framework and the use of a common 

definition and vision on VPL for educational qualifications is necessary to communicate in a strong way 

and to improve the access to and the awareness on VPL for educational qualifications within the CAEs.  

 

The elaboration of an ‘independent one stop learner shop’, as described in the GOAL project, can 

increase the visibility of the CAEs, as the ‘learner shops’ are professionalised in referring the target 

group to the most appropriate learning facility. This means however that the definition and the mission 

of the centres with regard to VPL for educational qualifications will have to be unambiguously 

formulated.  

Outcomes 

The stakeholders and the frontline staff unanimous agreed that the benefit of validation, as offered 

during the VISKA intervention, is that it is of great value for the low-skilled adult. According to the 

stakeholders it will provide the adult learners opportunities to obtain a diploma of Secondary 

Education in a shortened or less intense way, it will boost their self-esteem and offer them more 

chances in life. These values were all confirmed by the learners themselves who even see it as a second 

chance in life and to stand stronger in society. It helps them to access employment or further learning 

(80%). Almost all adult learners questioned in the survey would recommend participating in the 

validation programme to others (93%). 

As for the experiences of the validation programme itself the adult learners were very satisfied with 

the guidance and support, both for the self-assessment tool (87%) and the exemptions tests (93%). 

They also believed that they were able to indicate their previous learning and skills in the self-

assesment tool (intake procedure) (92%). However, after participating in exemption tests seven out of 

ten adult learner did feel that not all of their skills were recognized in the end. This could be because 

of the fact that a learner might overestimate him/herself, because when asked about their experiences 

with the exemption tests the responses were mainly positive (93%). There was however one learner 

who indicated that it was a pity he could not participate in all exemption tests (differs from centre to 

centre), which can also explain the unsatisfaction of the recognition of their skills.  
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The frontline staff states that the exemption procedure as it is today is a good basis for an official VPL 

procedure, but lacks uniformity, quality control and regulation. There should be agreements that are 

to be respected by all the centres, staff needs to be professionalised regarding VPL and the 

government must be persuaded to allocate resources. This was also confirmed by the stakeholders. 

The VISKA project has brought attention to VPL for educational qualifications, whereas the focus to 

this day has mainly been on VPL for professional educations, and it was an incentive for more 

consultation and cooperation. There should however be further elaboration and regularisation for a 

validation programme for AGE through a uniform framework, without being too strict for the CAEs.  

To this day adult learners go to a CAE to enrol in an educational programme with the possibility of 

obtaining some exemptions. However, these exemptions are not official and it is of great importance 

that, in order to be able to speak of an official VPL programme, these exemptions will have to be 

officially recognised in the future. This means that succeeding the tests leads to (sub)certificates that 

are valid in all CAE, and even outside it. Consequently, adult learners go to the CAE with the idea of 

getting their skills and competences validated, regardless of whether they want to follow lessons or 

not.  

1.8. Main policy recommendations 

Although the possibility of participating in the current exemption procedure to obtain - in combination 

with a certificate of a professional qualification - a diploma of secondary education, is well appreciated 

by the learners, it all happens in a rather informal way and is mainly based on voluntary basis. The 

need to recognise and validate the competences of citizens in a fast-changing society, not only for 

personal growth and social integration, but also to broaden the chances on further studies or 

sustainable work shouldn’t be based on goodwill, it must be recognised and honoured.  

The VPL procedure in its current state (exemption procedure) works well, but it has to be optimised 

and needs a more structural approach to guarantee it to be a qualitative procedure. As further 

elaboration of VPL stands on the European agenda, and considering, on Flemish level, the decree of 

vocational qualifications is done, a momentum is created to engage the educational partners on 

practice and policy level in the next step on validation of prior learning. One possibility could be further 

elaboration of art. 63, §3 of the decree Adult Education 2007 which focuses on VPL for educational 

qualifications.  

Continuing the (sub)network on VPL for educational qualifications, installed under VISKA, is 

recommended in order to achieve further results in the development of a VPL procedure for AGE. It is 

recommended that working out a common vision, definition, communication frame and quality 

assurance can happen under supervision of this network, coordinated by the government 

administration and supported by a working group of practitioners on validation.  

The current exemption procedure that the CAEs use, should be turned into a full-fledged VPL 

procedure for educational qualifications, which enhances the quality of the procedure, bringing the 

policy of the CAE on VPL in line with the European efforts and development on VPL. A uniform 

framework should be developed based on a common vision and definition on VPL for educational 

qualifications (European VPL guidelines), high qualitative instruments and transparent 
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communication. The inherent necessity of professionalisation of the frontline staff is inevitably 

associated with it. 

In order to be able to speak of a ‘full-fledged’ VPL procedure, the exemptions obtained through the 

validation process should not only made visible but also have to be recognised.  Candidates must have 

the opportunity to validate all their educational competences. Therefore, the succeeded exemption 

tests should be recognised with a sub certificate. This creates the possibility to foresee a combination 

of (sub) certification through exemption tests alternated with education possibilities for the remaining 

modules. The sub certificates are handed out to the learners, who become owner of their acquired 

competences, what brings value to the learners. When obtaining all subcertificates, the adult learner 

receives their certificate of AGE. Furthermore, also in the mind of the VPL policy on European level, 

the sub-certificates must be interchangeable with other educational institutions, certifying diplomas 

of Secondary Education. To guarantee this interchangeability, the attainment targets to obtain a 

diploma for Secondary Education (the adult education sector and the Examination Board of Secondary 

Education) should be based on and elaborated on the same framework (EQF level 4). It facilitates the 

adult learners in making a well-informed choice where to enrol, even combined. Being well informed 

in advance could save valuable time for the adult learner. 

To this day adult learners go to a CAE to enrol in an educational programme with the possibility of 

obtaining some exemptions. When receiving (sub)certificates adult learners go to the CAE with the 

idea of getting their skills and competences validated, regardless of whether they want to follow 

lessons or not.  

A ‘full-fledged’ VPL procedure has to give the adult learners the possibility to validate all their 

educational competences. In the current exemption procedure this is not possible, because no 

exemption tests have been developed for the module MACUSA yet. The need to develop and conduct 

an exemption tests for the module MACUSA, asks for the required manpower and financial resources. 

It is worth investigating whether project resources can be found for this purpose. To provide a 

common agreed high qualitative VPL procedure with high quality instruments, the professional 

development of the assessment tools must be supported in a structural way. The development of high 

qualitative exemption tests for the whole course of AGE, including MACUSA, whereby the candidates 

can enrol in a full- fledged VPL procedure, however requires more manpower and financial resources.  

Quality assurance standards should be embedded in the system of validation. In order for sub 

certificates to gain value and lead to a certificate, the quality of the underlying test material must be 

assured. Therefore not only internal quality control but also an external quality control mechanism is 

necessary. This must be further elaborated and could be the responsibility of an organisation such as 

the Education Inspectorate.  

A qualitative, well-framed VPL procedure also guarantees transparency for the adult learners on what 

they can expect of VPL in general and the way VPL is offered in the individual centre. Also, ‘one stop 

learner shops’, as suggested in the GOAL project, can really be of added value as they are specialised 

in professional advice to low-skilled people to find their way to the most adequate institutions. When 

there is transparency, all referral authorities can provide high qualitative advice for low-skilled adults 

to direct them to the most suitable learning and certification form.   



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

21 

A linked communication website network across all policy levels (Flemish website on VPL – the 

Federation of SCE – the CAEs offering additional general education – …)  would also increase the 

transparency and visibility in a strong way (referring to the unique well-structured website of the 

Examination Board of Secondary Education).  

The elaboration of a VPL procedure for educational qualifications will however have an impact on the 

autonomy of the centre. While respecting the specificity of the centre, it has to be clarified which parts 

of the VPL procedure are generally imposed and which parts fall under the autonomy of the individual 

CAE policy.  

Through the VISKA project the Federation of SCE recognised that more regulations are needed to 

support their efforts to install a qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications, all this with 

respect for the specificity and pedagogical freedom of the individual centres (elaboration of art. 63, 

§3); the necessity of quality assurance on the validation procedure and process, quality assurance on 

the used test material included; the agreements made in the Federation of SCE must be made more 

enforceable. The current covenant is not strong enough to ensure that the CAEs implement the agreed 

actions.  

The Federation of SCE should be more embedded in an overarching VPL network on Flemish level to 

enhance the support of their work, as the benefits are already made visible through their participation 

in the NAG. 

The results of the VISKA projects revealed the strong need of financial support and manpower.  

• To this date the Federation of SCE works mainly on a voluntary basis. All CAEs contribute a part 

of their operating resources to ensure the functioning of the Federation of SCE. Recently, the 

Federation of SCE received an additional contribution by the Minister of Education at the rate 

of one half time teacher equivalent. This contribution is welcome, but still insufficient to be 

able to translate their mission into the corresponding commitment.  

• The existing network with the Pedagogical Advisory Centres should be re-vitalised (with 

sufficient manpower and financial resources) to elaborate further actions on developing 

qualitative VPL procedures for educational qualifications.  

• The decree on adult education is recently adapted and foresees additional resources for adult 

learners who finalise their learning path with a certificate of additional general education 

(+20% on operation resources), and another 20% when the adult learner obtains a diploma of 

secondary education – being a combination of a certificate of the course of AGE and an 

professional qualification). This adaptation is a step in the right direction to motivate the 

centres to focus on stimulating the adult learners to obtain a certificate of additional general 

education or to obtain a diploma. When CAEs offer a full -fledged VPL procedure for 

educational qualifications, their mission is split up into two commitments: certifying adult 

learners through a validation process at one side and providing education to adult learners to 

obtain a certificate at the other side. It should be strongly recommended that CAEs should also 

be compensated for the assignment they fulfil during the validation process.  

 

Low-skilled adults often make use of allocations from other policy areas to provide for their livelihood. 

Aligning the regulations with these services is important to prevent external factors - i.e. the loss of 
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allocations - from forcing the adult learner to drop out and therefore miss the opportunity of obtaining 

a secondary school diploma. 

The thorough analysis of the current work on VPL in the CAEs and the participation in the field trials, 

which revealed a lot of important data for elaboration of further policy on VPL, could not have been 

done, if Flanders hadn’t been part of the VISKA project. 

These policy recommendations are a first step going forward to develop further policy. This document 

can be the basis of a concept paper for the Flemish Government, wherein the recommendations made 

in this final report will be issued, presenting the next phases. followed by the writing out of different 

possible 'middle ground' proposals in the run up to a fully-fledged VPL procedure.  
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1.  Introduction  

The ‘Visible Skills of Adults’ Project (VISKA) is a collaboration between four partner countries: Belgium 

(Flanders), Norway, Iceland and Ireland. Project VISKA addresses the European policy priority of 

diminishing skills mismatch, fostering employability, economic growth and job creations, and social 

inclusion – by making knowledge, skills and competences of adults more visible through validation of 

informal and non-formal learning. It centres on qualitative improvement in current validation policies 

and practices in the four partner countries. VISKA is a three-year project, running from March 2017 to 

February 2020 and is co-ordinated by Skills Norway. The research and evaluation partner of the VISKA 

project is Cork Institute of Technology, Ireland.  

This report presents national findings for Belgium – Flanders for the VISKA project as a whole.  

1.1. The VISKA project  

The Visible Skills of Adults (VISKA) is an Erasmus+ Key Action 3 Project, filed under the call priority 

theme of “Employment and Skills: validation of informal and non-formal learning in Education and 

Training.” The project partners aim to address the European policy priority of diminishing skills 

mismatch by making knowledge, skills and competences of adults more visible through consideration 

of the practice of validation of informal and non-formal learning and implementation of field trials.  

In particular, VISKA addresses the need to make the skills of low-qualified adults, migrants5, asylum 

seekers6 and refugees7 more visible, in order to enhance their employability, improve their access to 

education and training offers and support active engagement in society. Along with unemployed and 

low-skilled or low-qualified adults in general, these target groups are currently at a disadvantage in 

European societies and could benefit from improved access to validation services and from more 

holistic validation arrangements. 

The VISKA project plans to implement and evaluate five interventions, agreed by the partners and 

applied to the current processes (in the respective national contexts) for the validation of prior 

learning. The interventions have been developed and agreed with a view to making the knowledge, 

skills and competence of migrants, asylum seekers, refugees and adults with low skills8 levels, more 

visible. While there will be differences across the participating countries in relation to validation 

policies, practices and infrastructures; the focus of the project team will be to learn how the chosen 

 
5 The UN Convention on the Rights of Migrants defines a migrant worker as a "person who is to be engaged, is engaged or 

has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a State of which he or she is not a national’. It is generally considered that 
the decision to migrate is taken freely by the individual concerned. 

6 Asylum seekers are people seeking protection as refugees, who are waiting for the authorities to decide on their 
applications. They are legally entitled to stay in the state until their application for protection is decided. 

7 According to the Convention and Protocol relating to the status of refugees (1951) ‘A refugee … is someone who is unable 
or unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion.’ (UNHCR, 2010)  

8 Throughout the project proposal reference is made to low-skilled adults. The project team and indeed the nature of the 
project clearly recognises that this target group is likely to have many valuable skills and that it would be more appropriate 
to consider this group as those having low, or no, formal qualifications. This recognition is at the core of the project 
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interventions, when enacted, can bring about real change, for individuals and systems and to collate 

the learning from the project to contribute to a broader policy agenda. 

The five planned interventions are as follows: 

Intervention 1:   

Developing and extending regional/national networks and partnerships to include policy 

makers, social partners and practitioners working on the validation of NFIL 

Intervention 2: 

Extending / adapting tools used in the validation of NFIL – includes digitisation as well as 

customisation for use with specific beneficiary groups and enhanced quality assurance of 

validation processes 

Intervention 3: 

Creating a common set of criteria for the documentation and assessment of transversal skills, 

able to be used with one or more adult learner groups 

Intervention 4: 

Training and / or Capacity building for guidance counsellors and other frontline staff working 

on the validation of NFIL, including with specific adult beneficiary groups 

Intervention 5: 

Improving access to and awareness of validation services and support among specific adult 

beneficiary groups 

The aim of the VISKA project is that, through developing, trialling and evaluating these interventions: 

1. The processes to implement effective validation services, supporting networks and staff 

development will be mapped.  

2. The criteria, success factors and conditions of processes that contribute to outcomes of 

validation are identified.  

3. Case studies will be made available to be analysed by policy makers and other key policy 

influencers to understand key challenges and success factors in developing robust systems and 

processes in complex policy areas such as validation.  

4. The policy processes that play a role in influencing validation development will be identified 

and described.  
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1.2. The VISKA research and evaluation  

The VISKA evaluation has two main aims. The first is to understand, evaluate and enhance validation 

across the four participating countries. The evaluation also aims to provide country specific insights 

and case studies that can be analysed by policy makers seeking to understand the inherent challenges 

and opportunities within validation for low-skilled, migrants and refugees.  

The evaluation focuses on systems, processes and outcomes, enabling the identification of the varying 

success factors across the different national contexts. This will help to inform the structural supports 

necessary to empower stakeholders and policy makers/ influencers in other partner countries with 

regard to validation of prior learning.  

Four research questions underpinned the VISKA research and evaluation.  

1. To what degree did partners achieve the implementation aim across the five intervention 

strategies, and what factors at local, regional and national and policy level appeared to influence 

the achievement of implementation aims? 

2. What outcomes were achieved for what groups, and to what degree? 

3. What factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

4. What policy-level factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

The evaluation consisted of a number of stages:  

1. A pre-implementation stage (May 2017 to September 2018) activities centred on establishing 

the existing baseline practices, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats within the 

four partner countries  

2. Ongoing data collection from the various stakeholders engaged in the VISKA project  

3. Data collection and subsequent report on interim results  

4. Data collection, data analysis and final reporting  

In the case of Belgium – Flanders data collection and evaluation were conducted by the VISKA team 

Flanders that has recruited two successive research partners on the VISKA budget. 

1.3. VISKA project in Belgium – Flanders 

Context 

The Higher Education and Adult Education Division of the Department is responsible for the Flemish 

partnership in VISKA. Participation in the project will enable the team to inform the Minister of 

Education and the Flemish government about the usefulness and the possibilities of providing an 

accessible validation of prior learning (VPL) procedure in the general education programmes in the 

centres of adult education (CAEs) in Flanders, tailored to the needs of the target group. 

The principles underpinning validation in Belgium-Flanders relate to access to education, the 

workplace, to social inclusion, skills recognition and skills development. In addition, VPL relates to all 

levels of education and training and is seen to relate to the empowerment of learners. After all a key 

priority for the Flemish lifelong learning strategy is the connection between education and the labour 

market. It is important to provide adult learners with a second chance to obtain a qualification since 
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research has shown that a diploma of Secondary education will improve their employment and 

employability opportunities and leads to more sustainable employment. Furthermore, it can lower the 

barrier to success and increase the confidence and self-esteem of the adult learners.  

The VISKA project is embedded in the European policy priorities formulated in Upskilling Pathways, 

and aligns with the decree on adult education to give adults more learning chances and it serves to 

give some policy advice on the implementation of  Art. 63 §3 of the decree: CAEs are authorised to 

assess adult learners who have not followed courses at the centre in question within the field of 

(additional) general education (AGE) on basis of VPL. 

With regard to validation in Belgium-Flanders, two main acronyms are in use: ‘EVC’ (Erkennen van 

Competenties) and ‘EVK’ (Erkennen van Kwalificaties). While the former refers to the recognition of 

competences acquired in different context without formal assessment, the latter refers to the 

recognition of qualifications (credits or certificates approving assessed competences in a previous 

formal study programme, now leading to exemptions in a current study programme). For ‘EVC’, no 

distinction is made between competences acquired in a formal, non-formal or informal setting. For 

the purpose of the project we use the consortium-agreed definition of VPL, Validation of Prior 

Learning. However in the context of the VISKA project Flanders we sometimes do have to use the term 

‘EVK’ for the purpose of understanding. When we refer to ‘EVK’ we use the term validation of prior 

qualifications.  

Problem definition - Aim 

A diploma in secondary education is an important instrument for the target group of low-skilled adults 

not only for increasing personal well-being, social integration but also for increasing (sustainable) job 

opportunities and for lifelong learning.  In accordance with the European directive on validation, a 

Parliamentary Act on VPL for professional qualifications was approved by the Flemish Government 

recently. The VISKA project was an ideal opportunity to draw more attention to the importance of a 

VPL procedure for educational qualifications9. In the Parliamentary Act of adult education 2007, art. 

63, §3, VPL for educational qualifications is mentioned, but to date it is not elaborated yet. In centres 

of adult education (CAE) low-skilled adults can enrol in the course of additional general education 

(AGE) that, when succeeding, together with a professional qualification, can lead to a diploma of 

Secondary Education. The CAEs that offer the course of AGE already use some sort of a VPL procedure 

by means of an exemption procedure, however, elaborated by the centres themselves.  

With this research we try to take a first step towards mapping out the current VPL procedures for AGE 

in CAEs. We use field trials to investigate how we can guarantee more and equal VPL possibilities for 

AGE for the low-skilled and we explore whether a VPL procedure for AGE is indeed an added value in 

order to obtain a diploma in Secondary education.  

By providing policy advice as a result of participation in the VISKA project, views are offered on the 

conditions for a high-quality VPL procedure for AGE. This way, policymakers with an interest in AGE 

 
9 In Flanders an ‘educational qualification’ in adult education is the combination of a professional qualification with a 

certification AGE. This combination leads to a diploma of secondary education. A professional qualification describes the 
knowledge and skills an individual needs to exercise a profession.  An educational qualification gives an overview of the 
knowledge and skills an individual needs to start further studies, to participate in society or to exercise a specific profession. 
In this report the term educational qualification only refers to additional general education (AGE). 
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will be able to create an adequate framework for VPL procedures for AGE, possibly in line with the VPL 

decree for professional qualifications but certainly contributing to a win-win situation for both society 

and for the individual.  

Activities 

For the elaboration of the different interventions, the VISKA team had frequently bi- and multilateral 

consultations with the different stakeholders and policy makers all of them members of the National 

Advisory Group (NAG), representatives from: 

• the Education Inspectorate 

• the Pedagogical Advisory Services and the Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education 

(VOCVO) 

• the Federation of Second Chance Education (SCE)  

• Flemish Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study Grants 

(AHOVOKS) 

  Section Curriculum and Qualifications 

 the Examination Board of Secondary Education 

• the Department of Education and Training (DET) 

• the ‘Leerwinkel’ (guidance and information centres for adults). 

 

 The VISKA team cooperated:  

• to capture the expertise of the different stakeholders in the project 

• to find a common agreement on the process of the project  

• to supervise the progress of the field trials 

• to ensure that the final policy advice of the VISKA project for Flanders will be supported by 

all stakeholders 

 

The VISKA team developed activities on the following intervention strategies: 

Developing and extending regional/national networks and partnerships to include policy makers, 

social partners and practitioners working on VPL. 

• frequent bilateral and multilateral meetings:  

 with the objective to see what is required to install a VPL-procedure for the course of 

AGE and the conditions for it, taking into account the European VPL instructions 

 to analyse the quality of the exemption tests in the CAE, and the current way of 

working in the CAE regarding VPL for AGE 

 to investigate how the quality of the existing VPL procedure in the CAEs in Flanders 

(use of exemptions tests) can be improved, to connect with the European guidelines 

of VPL procedures 

 With the Examination Board of Secondary Education to explore ways of sharing 

expertise and cooperation  
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Extending / adapting tools used in the validation of prior learning – includes digitisation as well as 

customisation for use with specific beneficiary groups and enhanced quality assurance of validation 

processes10. 

The VISKA project members investigated the reliability and validity of the current exemption tests and 

the existing manuals for guidance and examination of these exemption tests. 

Because CAEs have great autonomy, the available tools differ from centre to centre. In order to 

transcend this fragmentation, the VISKA team, together with the staff from the CAEs developed a 

uniform intake document and a roadmap, with more practical information on how to use. One of the 

participating centres works with a digital self-assessment tool. The content of the online intake is 

adapted to be similar to the face to face intake.  

Creating a common set of criteria for the documentation and assessment of transversal skills, able 

to be used with one or more adult learner groups 

From the beginning of the project Belgium Flanders decided not to engage in ‘VPL for transversal skills’ 

as an isolated topic. Transversal skills are part of the existing exemption tests and cannot be tested 

separately.  

VISKA Flanders shared the attainment targets from the module MACUSA  ‘Society – Culture – 

Cooperation’ in the course of AGE with the European partners, insofar as they refer to the transversal 

skills as included in document 'D1.1. Briefing paper on transversal skills11'. Providing these attainment 

targets contributed to the development of document 'D3.2. Criteria for the assessment of transversal 

skills12'.  

Training and / or Capacity building for guidance counsellors and other frontline staff working on the 

validation of prior learning, including with specific adult beneficiary groups 

Given the role of the Flemish Ministry Department of Education and Training to respect the autonomy 

of adult education centres, VISKA Flanders cannot provide a training module independently. VISKA 

Flanders completed this intervention in the following way: 

At the start of the VISKA-project, a survey was launched to the adult education centres belonging to 

the Federation of SCE on the current status of capacity building and training of frontline staff. Halfway 

the project VISKA organised a seminar for these CAEs on the familiarity with the EU principles on 

informal and nonformal learning and on the possibilities of the VPL Quality kit, developed by 

AHOVOKS.  

 
10 The participating CAE, as the other stakeholders, were not funded by VISKA. They gave their collaboration and cooperation 
on voluntary basis. Therefore, many tasks were taken on by the VISKA team itself. 
11 Published on the VISKA website: https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf  
12 Published on the VISKA website: https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf 

https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
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At the end of the project the CAEs were asked whether the participation in the seminar and the work 

on VPL for educational qualifications within VISKA has influenced their understanding and actions. 

VISKA Belgium-Flanders also organised a focus group with the pedagogical advisory services as they 

are the leading organisations providing educational support to the adult education centres. The 

interest and the necessity of training courses, in particular with regards to assuring the quality of the 

VPL procedures for the course of AGE and potential learning outcomes were discussed.   

Improving access to and awareness of validation services and support among specific adult 

beneficiary groups. 

The Federation of SCE indicated that in the CAEs, which offer the course of AGE, the idea lives that 

low-skilled people do not always know the existence and the opportunities and chances a CAE can 

offer them.  

VISKA Flanders decided to check the ‘visibility’ of the exemption procedure on the websites of the 

CAEs, important for the target group as well as for referring authorities. The results of the screening 

were discussed amongst others in the NAG and the focus group with the coordinators of the field 

trials. In the learners exit survey the learners were also asked about the access to and the awareness 

of the CAEs.   

VISKA Flanders also discussed with the members of the NAG one of the outcomes of the GOAL – project 

activities13, being the fact that learner shops can be of added value as they are specialised in 

professional advice to low-skilled people to find their way to the most adequate institution (El 

Yahyaoui, Hoefnagels, Reynders, & van den Buijs, 2018). As such, learner shops can bring the existence 

and importance of the CAE to the attention of the target group of low-skilled adults.  

Sites 

Seven CAEs spread across the Flemish region were selected to participate in the field trials. These CAEs 

all provide the modular course AGE. As previously mentioned, the CAEs have the possibility to grant 

exemptions based on prior learning or on evaluation of competences. It will provide low-skilled adults 

with the opportunity to obtain a certificate of the course of AGE. In these seven selected CAEs a VPL 

procedure is organised. They use a common VPL scenario and registration form prepared by the VISKA-

team in Flanders. Prior learning results and participation in exemption tests can lead to a shorter time 

to graduation/certification or a less strenuous trajectory, in the context of the modular AGE course.  

Target learner group 

The target group for the field trials consists of low-skilled adults in Flanders and Brussels, are 18 years 

or older and have the Belgian nationality (or can prove their legal residence in Belgium). In 2016, 28,2% 

of the Belgian14 population between 15 and 64 years was low-skilled (Belgische Federale Overheid , 

2013). When we look at the distribution of low-skilled people over the different age groups, we can 

 
13GOAL report national evaluation report Flanders, p. 19 and 24  
14 Note: attention has to be paid in the results of research and investigation, since some studies are based on the situation 

in the Flemish region, the Brussels Capital region and the Walloon region, while other studies look at the situation of Belgium 
as a whole. 
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see that the proportion of low-skilled people increases significantly with the increasing age (Vlaamse 

Overheid, 2013).  

According to the European Social Survey (European Social Survey, 2012) almost 80% of the low-skilled 

adults in Flanders and Brussels are born in Belgium. Less than 15% of this group does not have the 

Belgian nationality and 10% belongs to an ethnic minority group in our country. The parents of the 

low-skilled adults are born in Belgium in approximately 70% of the cases. When we compare this to 

the average distribution in the whole population, we can conclude that there is a slight 

overrepresentation of people from another origin in the low-skilled group. The parents of the low-

skilled group are most of the time also low-skilled themselves, with a very small number of parents 

that are high-skilled. Based on data collected in the VISKA project we may assume that the target group 

will mainly consist of adult learners born in Belgium (around 70%,Table 3.5, p48) along with other adult 

learners mostly coming from the Netherlands, Morocco, Russia, Afghanistan, Iraq and Turkey (Vlaamse 

Overheid, 2017). Migrants and refugees are a part of the target group when they are in line with the 

linguistic requirements linked to the course of AGE.  

1.4. About this report  

We are happy to present the final VISKA country report for Flanders. The national country reports of 

the other participating countries can be found on the VISKA website:  http://www.viskaproject.eu/.  

An interim cross-country report, published in July 2019, can also be found on the VISKA website as 

well as the final VISKA cross-country report, which synthesise data and findings from all four VISKA 

countries. 

This national report is divided in 11 chapters and is structured as follows: 

Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the VISKA project in general and to the specific 

context for the VISKA project in Flanders. It also describes the aim of the VISKA project 

Flanders, the activities VISKA was engaged in, as well as the description of the target group 

and where it was trailed. 

In chapter 2 the used methodology, is described in depth. In the first place the design of 

the research is specified, information about the participants sample is given as well as the 

data collection and its analysis. Finally, we review what we have done to preserve the 

reliability and validity of the research  

An overview of the VISKA programme participants and stakeholders in Flanders is provided 

in chapter 3. 

Chapters 4 to 10 focus on the results of the research. First the VISKA validation process is 

described, then the partnerships and networks are discussed, followed by the development 

and/or adaptation of the tools used in the VISKA project. Next the transversal skills are 

discussed, followed by capacity building for the frontline staff and the access to and 

awareness of validation. Lastly the learner outcomes are thoroughly presented. 

http://www.viskaproject.eu/


D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

31 

The conclusions of the VISKA project Flanders, chapter 11, address the overarching 

evaluation questions and the potential implications of this project for future VPL 

procedures and policy advise for optimisation. 

We would also like to inform you that the glossary (p7) and the list with abbreviations (p9) will make 

it easier to read this report. 
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2. Methodology  

This section summarises the research and evaluation methodology and how the evaluation protocol 

is being supported and implemented in each participating country.  The methodology is influenced by 

the complexity of the project aspirations and by the variation in the contexts for the project in practice.  

In summary the research and evaluation activities of the VISKA project had a number of objectives.  It 

was intended to support the field trials or interventions by guiding the development of an evaluative 

framework, through both formative measures and a summative assessment of impacts.  Another 

objective was to extract evidence and analysis that would contribute to future policy and practice 

progression in validation processes. 

2.1. Evaluation design and methods 

In developing the methodological framework for VISKA the realities within which the project would be 

undertaken were influential.   

• The project context in each of the project partner countries including variations in: 

o Target cohort for the project intervention – influenced by the policy aim and 

environment  

o Target cohort size  

o Economic and social imperatives for the project 

o Legislative and regulatory framework for VPL 

• The project partners in each country have varying roles and responsibilities in relation to VPL 

• Partners have selected the interventions in which they will take part and which are relevant 

for their organisations and their setting 

• The project resources are finite and are rightly focused on the implementation of the 

interventions and the identification of transferable policy implications rather than the 

research and evaluation. 

In addition, the make-up of the project partnership and therefore the practical ability to undertake the 

implementation of the field trials changed during the course of the project which added to the 

complexity of the task. 

As indicated in the proposal document it was not anticipated that an experimental or quasi-

experimental evaluation could be achieved, nor indeed might it be desirable in the circumstances. It 

was clear at the proposal stage that the identified target cohorts for the interventions would not be a 

representative sample of the available population subgroup within the country but would be chosen 

with reference to economic imperatives, skills gaps, accessibility, willingness and coherence.  Indeed, 

it was also clear that these imperatives might change during the course of the project.   

A (modified) Realist Evaluation approach has been adopted which allows the contexts for the 

interventions enacted under the project to form a real background to the interpretation of the findings 

and the project focuses on the collection of rich information around the practice setting which 

contributes to the later extraction of value in the policy domain.  This interplay between the contexts 

and the actions comes to the fore throughout the project.  As propounded by Pawson and Tilley 
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(1997)15– the question in Realist Evaluations is: What works, for whom and in what circumstances? 

Generally, a realist programme theory specifies which mechanisms (changes or interventions in our 

case) will enervate the outcomes and what features of the context will affect whether or not those 

mechanisms work to achieve a desired or anticipated result. Ideally, these elements (mechanisms, 

outcome, context) are reflected on at the evaluation design stage, as it enables to design the data 

collection to focus on testing the different elements of the programme theory. 

In adopting the Realist Evaluation approach, the VISKA project team considered the relevant aspects 

of the context such as the legislative and regulatory setting, the views of the stakeholders of the Viska 

project as well as conducting a pre-trial SWOT analysis across the five interventions.  The interventions 

had been agreed by the project team at the proposal stage with a view to the desired outcomes and 

the research methods include collection of both qualitative and quantitative data sets. Realist 

evaluation provides a structure to explore change brought about by an intervention by referring to the 

actors who act and change (or not) a situation under specific conditions and under the influence of 

external events (including the intervention itself). In the VISKA project, the project partners are 

embedded in the social reality of their particular context and that influences how the intervention is 

implemented and how actors respond to it (or not). The project partnership adopts an open and 

collaborative approach which recognises the project partners as experts within their own context and 

practice setting.  To ensure the work is completed in an efficient and cost effective manner CIT has 

leveraged the experience of JD Carpentieri - through a subcontracting arrangement - whose expertise 

in the design of interventions, deployment of field trials and research and evaluation frameworks for 

the ongoing Guidance and Orientation Pilots for Adult Learners (GOAL) project has been of 

considerable value in reviewing materials and providing guidance on process steps and the research 

and evaluation methodology. Two of the partners of the VISKA project were partners of the GOAL 

project so their expertise in policy experimentation projects has also been leveraged to ensure 

efficient transfer of knowledge and practice. 

2.2. Collection of Data for the Project 

The interventions in the project proposal are phrased in very general terms and the project team has 

worked to find common activities that can be the basis for the collection of comparable data arising 

from the varied field trials that are planned.  However, the project team and the research and 

evaluation partners have been sensitive to the different contexts and differing challenges experienced 

by the partners in relation to VPL, while keeping to the fore the requirement to make a policy 

contribution at a local, national and European level.  This has resulted in a very collaborative approach 

to developing the framework for research and data collection throughout the project. It also has 

informed the evaluation focus of the project in line with the Realistic Evaluation ethos. 

The research protocol document and research instruments were developed collaboratively by the 

project partners, following from data collection workshops to enable consistent and comparable data 

gathering during the development and trial of the various tools and the field trials of the VISKA project. 

It also supports the collection of rich and valuable information from all project participants based on 

their experiences of the project. 

 
15 Pawson, R., & Tilley, N. (1997). Realistic Evaluation. Sage. 
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In addition to the defined common and comparable data to be gathered by each of the field trial 

partners it was recognised that there may well be local and national nuances which impact the 

implementation of validation within partner countries providing the rich context for the Realistic 

Evaluation Process. Data related to these specifics will also be decided upon and gathered locally and 

interpreted in the context of the local situation as well as extrapolating potential impact for Europe as 

a whole, where appropriate. 

The target groups for the field trials are not generally numerous enough at each location to allow 

statistically significant conclusions to be drawn.  It is also recognised that the field trial participants are 

not likely to be fully representative of the migrant, refugee or low-skilled population across Europe or, 

indeed within the partner countries. These populations tend to change from time to time in response 

to local and international pressures and the target cohort for the project will be generally in line with 

the aims of the participant country at the time of the project proposal.  However, the findings and 

conclusions of the project will be based on the empirical data gathered from the field trial participants, 

frontline and guidance staff, the National Advisory Groups (NAG), and importantly from the project 

partners themselves in the partner countries. In all cases the project partners will be working with 

adult learners who for one reason or another will benefit from opportunities to have their learning 

recognised and validated and this will provide valuable transferable learning for others. 

Together the project partners have considered what information can be collected, from whom and at 

which stage in the project. The project partnership considered at the proposal stages the potential 

sources of information and the mechanisms by which information could be collected and shared. As 

detailed in the Proposal the project essentially has three main stages: 

1. Detailed mapping process to establish existing practices and contexts. 

2. Field trials consisting of implementation of selected interventions. 

3. Analysis and evaluation – collective consideration of policy impacts. 

There are also a number of important sources of data and information which will be significant before, 

during and after the project activities.  These sources include: 

• Members of the National Advisory Groups and other key stakeholders and policy actors 

• Frontline and Guidance staff involved in validation of prior learning  

• Clients and learners accessing or seeking to access validation services 

• Members of the project team in each partner organisation  

 

Detailed mapping process to establish existing practices and contexts 

The detailed mapping to establish existing practices and to set the baseline ‘as is’ for the project was 

conducted by each of the project partners within their particular context.  The research and evaluation 

partners provided the research protocol document and research framework for the submissions by 

each partner. The detailed mapping report included the perspectives of the different stakeholders 

included in the VISKA project which include the support worker and the policy maker. A pre-trial SWOT 

analysis across the five interventions were also conducted in the four partner countries. The purpose 
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of this was to ascertain areas in need of development which may be addressed through VISKA. Field 

Trials consisting of implementation of selected interventions  

Depending on the source of the data, the size of the target group and the stage in the project 

consideration was given to a number of different tools and methods by which data could be collected 

and shared. Both quantitative and qualitative data sets were anticipated and to ensure mutual 

understanding and consistency a data collection methodology workshop was held with the various 

partners. A handbook was developed to support the processes and to address issues related to ethics, 

data protection and other common items of concern.  The data collection methodologies of most 

interest for the project team include interviews, focus groups and surveys or questionnaires.   

Again working collaboratively, a complete question set was developed in October 2018.  This 

document provided clear templates which had been agreed by the partners would form the basis of 

the Interim and Final reports (D5.1 and D5.2). The guideline provided detailed questions to be asked 

of stakeholders, staff and learners and the appropriate time throughout the project duration.   

Recognising that the partners would be working in various languages survey questions were provided 

but a survey instrument was not mandated, question guides were provided for focus groups and 

interviews; but it was recognised that the context and setting would require some flexibility for each 

of the partners. 

Where appropriate information has been presented in quantitative or tabular form using mainly 

descriptive statistics and in other cases quotations are provided at this point. 

Due to different implementation frameworks, different interventions of interest and different target 

cohorts the timeframe for the collection of data as well as the data collected varied across the 

consortium.   

Analysis and Evaluation- collective consideration of policy impacts 

The main analysis of the data emerging from the project will form the basis of deliverable D5.2 which 

is the synthesis report of the VISKA project.  Qualitative date from the various focus groups and 

interviews will be analysed through a thematic framework.  The topics for that analysis will be 

informed by the guides which had been developed and will have particular relevance to policy 

implications.  The project partners will be key to ensuring that the information has been appropriately 

interpreted, that the context for the intervention and the resulting data is well-described and that any 

conclusions are appropriately drawn.  This will ensure a robust and reliable output.  

Interim reporting  

A cross country synthesis interim report was published in May 2019. Interim key findings are available  

on viskaproject.eu/results under the heading ‘Deliverables’. A key aim of the interim report which 

contained data collected through May 2018- March 2019 was to analyse and share early key 

reflections in order to inform future validation development. The findings of the interim report are 

integrated into the final report.  

http://www.viskaproject.eu/results
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2.3. Research methodology by Belgium – Flanders 

This section discusses the methodology of the research in Flanders. The research design, the 

participant sample, the data collection, data analysis, the methodological challenges and limitations 

and finally the validity and reliability are discussed successively. 

Design of the research 

The design is a hypothesis test, which is presupposed in the problem definition, in which it is examined 

whether the setting up of a VPL policy, specifically for the course of AGE offers added value. A 

descriptive and exploratory approach was chosen, because this approach allowed us to gather more 

information about a VPL procedure for AGE and what the needs are. The field trials took place in the 

natural setting of the respondents. 

An exemption procedure is already applied in the CAEs who offer the course AGE, but each CAE has its 

own interpretation of it. As there is currently no VPL policy specifically for the course of AGE, it was 

important to get the best possible view of this. A thorough environmental analysis was therefore 

necessary to provide a solid basis for the ‘as is’ situation.  

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were used in this study, i.e. the 'mixed methods' (Creswell, 

2012). Information was therefore collected from various sources, which means that findings are 

supported by more than one source  (Mortelmans, 2009) The quantitative data (surveys) are 

alternated with qualitative data (e.g. focus groups, in-depth interviews) in order to be able to provide 

a more detailed picture. The collected data and the analysis of these data form the basis for a policy 

recommendation with regard to the validation of prior learning for low-qualified adults in Flanders. 

Participant Sample  

Table 2.1 (p37) gives an overview of all the participants in the VISKA project. It has to be taken into 

account that some of the learners who attend the course of AGE (learners AGE) and some (few) of the 

participants of the field trials are one and the same person because the field trials took place between 

June 2018 and October 2018 and the survey sent out to the learners AGE was sent out in October – 

November 2018, which means that some of the participants of the field trials probably started the 

course of AGE by October-November.  

It is also important to know that during the VISKA-project the number of the frontline staff questioned 

were not always the same. Before the field trials we sent out a survey to the directors and coordinators 

of all the CAEs offering the AGE-course (N=36) to gain insight on the use of and policy on VPL in their 

centres16.  The seminar we held regarding a CPD module was attended by some of the coordinators 

and guidance counsellors of these centres (N=27).  When we talk about results of the CAEs participating 

in the field trials, we only questioned the coordinators/guidance counsellors (N=7) of those particular 

CAEs. These coordinators/guidance counsellors are also included in the counsellors/coordinators of 

CAEs across Flanders (N=36).  

 
16 These centres did not all take part in the field trails (only 7 did) but the 41 centres are informed on a regular base of the 

progress of the project and where possible involved in the content (e.g. seminar) 
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Table 2.1: Participants sample 

 Participants Number of participants 

Learners participating in the field trials  474 

Learners of the course of AGE  924 

Directors, counsellors and coordinators of 36 CAEs  36 

Coordinators and counsellors of 7 selected CAEs  7 

Teachers of the course MACUSA  6 

Policymakers and stakeholders  14 

N  1465 

Directors, guidance counsellors/coordinators AGE 

41 CAEs who offer the course of AGE were contacted to provide information about the current 

validation policy in their centre. Directors or guidance counsellors/coordinators of 36 CAEs provided 

us with information through a survey (87,8%). A quarter of the surveys was filled in by directors (25,7%, 

N=9), three quarters by the coordinators AGE (74,3%, N=27). A majority of these respondents (N= 27) 

were also involved in the CPD module. The former head of the Federation of SCE was contacted by 

phone to provide more in-depth information about the background of the Federation of SCE and the 

establishment of the exemption tests.  

Teachers of the course MACUSA 

Meetings took place with six teachers of the course MACUSA. The aim was to gain information on how 

to obtain supportive proposals that can contribute to the development of an assessment for 

transversal skills, i.e. the development of an exemption test for the course MACUSA. 

Learners attending the course of AGE 

In addition to a survey about the VPL policy of the centres offering AAV (N=36), a survey was sent out 

to learners attending the course of AGE in the autumn of 2018. 23 centres of the 38 centres offering 

the course of AGE (60,5%) disseminated the survey among their learners AGE. A total of 924 learners 

AGE were reached out of 2217 learners AGE attending the course MACUSA (41.6%). 

Coordinators/guidance counsellors of seven selected CAEs for participation in the field trails 

To select CAEs to participate in the field trials, attention was drawn to several criteria:  distributed over 

the Flemish region; representing different educational networks; centres that differ in the number of 

course participants; small vs large centres offering the course of AGE. A number of seven centres 

seemed feasible. In this way, it was decided to include one centre in the field trials in each province 

and the Brussels-Capital Region. Based on the data 'number of registered learners attending the course 

of AGE in the current reference period that started on 1 April 2017, a ranking was made of the number 

of learners AGE per centre. This was used to divide the centres into three categories: large, medium 

and small (for the AGE programme). Each category contains one-third of the number of centres. We 

also looked at the distribution of the educational umbrella organisations. Since GO! and Catholic 

Education Flanders each represent almost 40% of the centres, it was decided to each include two 

centres in the field trials, while OVSG and POV each included one centre. No centre of VOOP was taken 

into account, as they represent a too small population of learners. VISKA Flanders received the 
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voluntary participation of the seven selected centres to take part in the field trials. The centres 

participate in the project on their own expenses, they are not financed by the VISKA project. Seven 

guidance counsellors/coordinators of AGE of these centres were questioned several times during the 

course of the VISKA project. However, the response was not always all seven of them because of sick 

leave or a lack of time. There have also been meetings/interviews with some of them. 

Potential future learners attending the course of AGE in seven selected CAEs 

474 low-skilled adults, who wanted to enrol in the course of AGE, participated in the validation process 

under the VISKA project. However, it has to be taken into account that not all data were captured for 

all 474 participants. There are several reasons for this: 

• A number of participants, who participated in the field trials, left the process early 

(N=139) or decided not to start the course of AGE (N=68) (Table 4.17, p64) 

• The response on the exit survey was rather small (N=48) due to the reasons mentioned 

above and also because they already obtained their certificate and due to the 

anonymity could not be reached anymore. It also has to be taken into account that 

some participants decided not to fill in the survey. We were also dependent on the 

CAEs for the dissemination of the survey. Due to the fact that the survey was sent out 

at the end of the schoolyear, the CAEs had little time to disseminate the survey 

because the end of a schoolyear is a tremendously intense time for the CAEs and some 

learners already had their last lessons and could not be easily contacted. 

Policy makers and stakeholders 

The policy makers and stakeholders (N=14) were also part of the NAG and were questioned on a regular 

basis during the course of the VISKA project. To avoid repetition, we refer to the next section ‘data 

collection’ for further information on who was questioned. 

Data collection  

The data collection consisted of an environmental analysis and both qualitative and quantitative data: 

• Surveys: 

 Staff members of CAEs 

 (Potential) Learners attending the course of AGE 

 Policy makers and stakeholders 

• Focus groups 

 Staff members, more specific members of the Federation of SCE 

 Stakeholders  

 Pedagogical counsellors 

• In depth interviews 

 Staff member of a CAE, who initiated the establishment of the Federation of SCE  

 Policy makers 

 Learners who participated in the field trials 
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• Meetings/Consultations 

 teachers MACUSA 

Environmental analysis 

The environmental analysis was, as previously mentioned, essential to provide a clear view on the 

current situation of how validation has already been implemented. It consisted of an extensive 

document analysis, website screening, exploratory talks with coordinators, guidance counsellors, 

MACUSA teachers, a member of the test-development unit of the Examination Board of Secondary 

Education, the Federation of second-chance education (SCE), the Education Inspectorate and policy 

makers.  This provided a solid basis for making an ‘as is’ of the current state of affairs. The exploratory 

talks were not audiotaped and therefore have not been transcribed, but comprehensive reports have 

been elaborated. An overview of the consulted documents can be found in the appendix (appendix 1). 

Quantitative data  

Quantitative data were collected at different stages: before the field trials, during the field trials and 

after the field trials.  

Before the field trials 

A survey was conducted and distributed to all CAEs across Flanders who offer the course of AGE to 

provide an insight on the VPL policy of the CAEs at that time. The survey consisted of questions 

regarding the support base for a VPL procedure, what the organisational thresholds are and how the 

CAEs work on exemption tests for AGE. An important part of the survey was devoted to the 

operationalisation of the instrument to map out different phases or dimensions in the VPL procedure.  

During the field trials 

An intake form (appendix 2) was conducted by the VISKA team and distributed to the seven 

participating CAEs to provide a uniform intake procedure among the seven centres. This intake form 

gathered information about the demographical characteristics, school career, highest education level, 

motivation of participation, documentation of prior learning and skills of the learners participating in 

the VISKA field trials. It also included the reporting of the assessment phase of each learner. Their 

exemptions based on prior qualifications and/or prior learning are registered in this form. One centre 

already used a digital intake form and integrated the VISKA form into their existing tool. The data were 

gathered by local guidance counsellors/coordinators of the centres who supported the adult learners 

during the VPL-procedure according to the instructions in the roadmap (appendix 2), which has been 

drawn up by the VISKA-team in Flanders, in consultation with the adult education centres.  

During the months October and November 2018, a survey was carried out among learners who 

enrolled in the course of AGE. VISKA provided the opportunity to gain insight into the profile of these 

learners, a potential target group for a VPL procedure for educational qualifications. We assume that 

the learners AGE is not a homogeneous group with the same background characteristics, needs and 

expectations. A research into different profiles is therefore necessary. We are looking for different 

profiles who have different needs regarding information about and following shortened courses, 

different attitudes towards obtaining a diploma and guidance. It is a thorough research which provided 

an extensive report on the profile of a learner of the course AGE. It offers an enormous amount of 
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information on demographic characteristics, educational characteristics but also on social inequality.  

The latter results, however, extend beyond the scope of this report where the focus is on validation, 

but if it was not for the VISKA project, Flanders would not have had such a valuable extensive profile. 

For this report administrative data were also consulted.  

Halfway the project the members of the NAG were able to evaluate the progress of the VISKA project 

through a survey. The same survey was used to ask for their point of view on professionalisation, 

transversal skills, the value of VPL and where the responsibility for policy lies. Unfortunately, not all 

members completed the survey. The cause of this may be found in the fact that the VISKA project is 

not a priority for the members of the NAG who are very preoccupied people and therefore has 

consequences on the participation degree.  

Guidance counsellors/coordinators of the participating centres were questioned during the field trials 

to evaluate the progress of the VISKA project, mainly regarding the initiatives and the tools developed 

under VISKA. They were also questioned about their point of view regarding professionalisation of 

frontline staff, validation of prior learning in the course of AGE, the current policy of VPL for 

educational qualifications, communication between the CAEs and with the other VPL provider, the 

Examination Board, and the benefit of a better communication. 

Another part of the activities of the VISKA project was a seminar about the European guidelines on 

VPL and the use of the Quality kit from AHOVOKS regarding the professionalisation of the frontline 

staff. As previously mentioned, VISKA Flanders was not authorized to provide training. Through a 

seminar the VISKA team sought to achieve a better understanding of VPL and how to monitor its 

quality. The seminar was held during a meeting of the Federation of second chance education (TKO) 

in November 2018 and was attended by guidance counsellors/coordinators of CAEs across Flanders 

offering the course of AGE. After the seminar an evaluation survey was sent out to the participants of 

which 27 completed the survey to indicate what they learnt and what their general thoughts about 

the seminar were.  

After the field trials 

After the field trials the members of the NAG, the frontline staff and the learners participating in the 

field trials were asked to fill in an evaluation survey regarding their experiences of the VISKA project. 

The members of the NAG were mainly asked about the importance of VPL for educational 

qualifications, if more attention was brought to it because of the VISKA project, the continuation of 

the networks and their view on policy (changes) for VPL. The frontline staff of the participating centres 

were questioned about their participation in the VISKA project, regarding professionalisation and 

guidance. They were able to evaluate the intake form provided by the VISKA team and give their 

thoughts on further elaboration of the networks and further policy on VPL.  

The evaluation survey for the learners asked about their experiences with the validation process, 

guidance during the validation, the access to and awareness of validation and what they have learnt 

from it for themselves. Unfortunately, the VISKA team could not reach all participants of the field trials. 

Only 49 out of 474 filled in the survey due to the fact that it was voluntary and a lot of the participants 

could not be reached anymore (see ’Potential future learners attending the course of AGE in seven 

selected CAEs’, p38). Thus, the findings of the survey cannot be generalised for the whole group of 
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participants in the field trials, but the survey does provide valuable insights into the experiences of the 

participants. 

Because of the fact that the seminar regarding professionalisation was held not only for the guidance 

counsellors/coordinator of the participating centres, the VISKA team attended another meeting of the 

Federation of SCE in May 2019 to give the guidance counsellors/coordinators the chance to fill in the 

short survey regarding professionalisation (after the field trials) in order to obtain the highest possible 

response. However, not all the participants of the seminar in November 2018 were present at this 

meeting which leaded to a response of 19 people instead of the anticipated 27.  

Qualitative data  

Qualitative data were also collected at different stages: before, during and after the field trials. These 

data make it possible to provide a more in-depth view of the quantitative data generated. 

Focus groups and semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted with stakeholders, counsellors 

and learners. Guidelines on how to conduct these focus groups and interviews were provided by CIT 

after a ‘data-collection workshop’ attended by researchers of the participating countries. Focus groups 

have the advantage of collecting a lot of data in a short period (Mortelmans, 2009) and the strength 

lies in its profundity and the interaction between the different participants. For both the focus groups 

and the in-depth interviews the researchers aimed to let the participants speak freely and not to steer 

the conversation too much. 

An overview of the qualitative data during the course of the VISKA project: 

• The former head of the Federation of SCE was contacted by phone to provide more in-depth 

information about the background of the Federation of SCE and the establishment of the 

exemption tests.  

• A focus group with the guidance counsellors of the seven participating centres about the 

validation process.  

• A focus group with four stakeholders (members NAG) to evaluate the process of the VISKA 

project (during) 

• A focus group with the pedagogical advisory group. Six pedagogical counsellors of different 

educational networks (GO! (N=2), Katholiek Onderwijs Vlaanderen (N=1), POV (N=1), VOCVO 

(N=2)) participated in the 1,5hour discussion regarding professionalisation of frontline staff 

involved in validation.  

• Four in-depth semi-structured interviews with four learners to ask them about their 

experiences with the validation process (after). To find learners willing to give an interview 

was not easy. The aim was to foresee one learner per participating centre, but we did not 

succeed. We only were able to find four willingly learners of three centres. The interview guide 

was structured in such a way that general questions were first asked in order to make the 

participants feel at ease, and then to go deeper into their experiences with the trajectory 

guidance, the exemption tests and the validation process as a whole. 

The interviews and the focus groups were recorded and transcribed by the VISKA team in order to fill 

in the gaps in the notes of the VISKA team. After the focus groups and interviews reports were 

elaborated as a basis for the qualitative data analysis.  
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Before the field trials there were a lot of bilateral meeting with stakeholders, directors and guidance 

counsellors of the CAEs to provide a thorough view on the current VPL procedure. There were also six 

meetings with teachers of the course MACUSA regarding transversal skills. These meetings however 

were not audiotaped but extensive reports have been drawn up.  

Evaluation manual  

As mentioned before, a handbook was developed to support the processes and to address issues 

related to ethics, data protection and other common items of concern. The data collection 

methodologies are mainly surveys, interviews and focus groups. A complete question set was 

developed in October 2018 agreed by all partners as a basis for the interim report and this final report. 

In April 2019 the question set regarding the collection of data ‘after the field trials’ was again 

collaboratively adjusted by all partners. In addition to this data collection manual, we have also drawn 

up two surveys, one in order to be able to provide a detailed profile of a learner AGE and another to 

get an idea of the current VPL policy within the CAEs. 

2.4. Data analysis  

Environmental analysis 

As previously mentioned, different documents were examined (appendix 1) to provide insight on the 

current VPL procedure. There was a thorough website-screening of all the CAEs offering the course of 

AGE to compare how information about the validation process (exemption procedure) was given on 

the website. To provide more depth to the results of the document analysis there were exploratory 

talks with persons who are somehow involved in the validation process. Extensive reports were made 

of these discussions. It concerns guidance counsellors, directors and/or coordinators of the seven 

selected CAEs, six teachers MACUSA, a member of the test-development unit of the Examination 

Board of Secondary Education, the Education Inspectorate, the Federation of SCE and policymakers. 

Quantitative data 

Most of the quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistics (frequency, averages, cross-

tabulations). The analyses were conducted using the statistical software programme R and presented 

in frequency tables or graphs. 

The survey regarding the policy on VPL of the CAEs was analysed using descriptive statistics, but also 

at a more advanced level. As mentioned before, we surveyed the support base for a VPL procedure, 

what the organisational thresholds are and how the CAEs work on exemption tests for AGE. On the 

basis of a main component analysis, we can distinguish three components. Firstly, professionalisation, 

secondly, informal operation in accordance with the agreements with the Federation of SCE and, 

thirdly, formal operation.  The survey allowed us to map out different phases or dimensions in the VPL 

procedure. Centres can evolve from one position to the next and therefore to an increasingly higher 

degree of a VPL policy. We operationalised the dimensions in such a way that the response categories 

follow an ordinal scale (according to the theoretical scheme) and analysed it as such. Four dimensions 

were measured on the basis of several items, the dimension on quality assurance is based on one 

question. 



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

43 

 

 

We list the dimensions here:  

• Informing the student 

• Recognition of competences 

and experiences 

• Recognition of competencies 

• Expertise assessor 

• Quality assurance 

The main component analysis shows that we can also empirically distinguish the four dimensions of 

the VPL procedure and the quality assurance. A second-order main component analysis shows that 

the individual dimensions are also strongly interrelated. This enabled us to organise the centres 

according to the individual dimensions but also according to an overarching dimension measured by 

the VPL policy. 

The survey of the learners AGE and the results of the field trails were also analysed at a more advanced 

level using the statistical software programme R and SPSS. However, it has to be taken into account 

that the results from the survey of the learners AGE presented in this report mainly focus on 

descriptive outcomes. In the full report17 of the profile of a learner AGE the much more in-depth results 

can be found. 

The quantitative data of the field trials were mostly analysed on a descriptive level. 

The open questions of the surveys were collected and placed in an overview table for comparison. The 

comments and/or suggestions supporting the analysis the most, were selected as quotations. 

Qualitative data 

The digital recordings of the focus groups and in-depth interviews with four learners were transcribed 

and analysed according to the inductive approach, which means that the gained insights result from 

the data. The experiences/feelings/attitude of the participants was taken into account in the reporting. 

The qualitative findings of this report are always supported by quotations, which were chosen on the 

basis of a clarifying contribution they make to the findings. In order to guarantee the anonymity of the 

respondents, only numbers are used.  

2.5. Methodological quality of the research 

In order to guarantee the reliability of the research, the findings of the document analysis were 

submitted to experts to confirm the findings. Throughout the research, data triangulation has also 

been chosen, whereby data is collected from different sources so that the findings are supported by 

different sources (Mortelmans, 2009). By comparing data from the surveys, the in-depth interviews 

and the focus groups, similarities can be found and the same facts can be confirmed (Yin, 2009). 

To ensure the validity of the research, the interview guidelines for the interviews and the focus groups 

and the questions from the surveys, drawn up by CIT in consultation with the partners, have been 

 
17 Full report available upon request 
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designed in such a way to enable a correct interpretation. Also, by staying in the background in the 

focus groups as much as possible, we also tried to disable the control effect. 

During the field trials, attention was paid to the deontological aspects of the research. In the analysis 

of the data and the reporting of the results, the principles of privacy were closely monitored and 

ensured. All data was processed anonymously and confidentially and will be erased after the research. 

An informed consent was also developed for the learners interviewed (appendix 3) in which full 

anonymity was guaranteed. 

2.6. Methodological challenges  

Due to the fact that the seven selected CAEs participated on a voluntary basis, VISKA Flanders was 

depended on the goodwill of the CAEs and therefore could not oblige the CAEs to anything. It was 

sometimes difficult to make sure the CAEs completed surveys and provided requested information by 

a certain date. However, the cooperation of the CAEs was excellent, although some encouragement 

was necessary from time to time.  

Regarding the intake procedure of the field trials, the CAEs indicated that they already used an intake 

form linked to their own registration programme. Using a completely new intake form would have 

been an extra burden. Therefore, VISKA worked out an intake form to be used in all participating CAEs 

in consultation with the CAEs, based on their own intake form to prevent too much extra workload. 

The developed intake form was accepted and used by all CAEs. 

The National Advisory Group consisted of stakeholders, all with a busy schedule, which sometimes 

made it difficult to find a date for a meeting that suited for all of them. Not all members were always 

present in the meetings. In order to overcome this problem, the NAG meeting that served as a focus 

group was divided into two so that everyone could be present at one of the two moments. This did 

mean that it was not possible to respond to each other's insights, which, despite the very productive 

focus groups, may have resulted in a loss of nuances.  

After every NAG meeting a thorough report was also sent to all the members to keep them up to date 

and offered them a chance to provide written feedback.  

2.7. Key methodological limitations  

Although participation was good, not all selected CAEs were equally motivated to participate in VISKA 

on top of their other tasks. The centre(s) with the most binding to the Federation of SCE were really 

motivated and invested a lot of time in the project and added valuable information as they saw the 

benefits. Some of the CAEs were limited in resources and time, had to deal with staff shortages or sick 

leave. This divided cooperation sometimes resulted in a limited participation in surveys or providing 

information on time. 

Certain items of the intake form, provided by the VISKA team, were not filled in or not thoroughly and 

accurate enough. These items could not be included in the analyses of the quantitative data.  

 

474 low-skilled adults participated in the field trials. Not all participants decided to enrol in the course 

of AGE after participating in the exemption tests or did not persevere. These participants could not be 

followed in the longer term and therefore could not be reached anymore at the end of the project. 

The fact that the exit survey for the learners was sent out to the CAEs at the end of the school year, a 
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very busy time for the CAEs, with the request to distribute the survey among the participants of the 

field trials, also led to a much lower response rate. It has also have to be taken into account that 

participation in the survey was not compulsory and therefore not all learners filled in the survey. 

Because of the much smaller sample (49 vs 474) generalisation of the results is not possible. However, 

when comparing background characteristics large similarities between both groups of respondents 

can be found. 

2.8. Key methodological findings 

474 candidates participated in the VISKA field trials, which means that the VISKA project Flanders has 

easily reached its predetermined number of 150 participants.  

The VISKA team did not want to burden the CAEs too much, because of their voluntary participation 

to keep the workload as low as possible. We do however feel that we should have insisted harder to 

increase the response rate of the surveys.  

During the intake procedure, which was part of the validation process of VISKA, no member of the 

VISKA team was present and in retrospect it would have been better of there was someone from the 

VISKA team present to ensure that the intake form was filled in even more thoroughly. We should 

have also spent more time in making the importance of all items clear and where the staff member 

should have asked for more information. Especially the part about previously acquired skills and 

experiences. The presence of someone from VISKA could have partially limited the incomplete 

completion of the form.   
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3. Programme Participants, Programme Staff and Stakeholders  

This chapter provides descriptive findings on participants and the programme staff of the CAE’s.  For 

a description of the partners of the VISKA project, the stakeholders, we refer to chapter 5  

‘Partnerships and networks’. The findings are drawn from quantitative data gathered during the 

process of the project. The intention of this chapter is to develop a profile of low-skilled adults 

following the course of AGE, the target group of the VISKA field trials.  

VISKA Flanders investigates whether and how a VPL procedure for an educational qualification for low-

skilled adults can be implemented. The benchmark of low-skilled adults is defined at ‘no diploma of 

higher secondary education’, which is situated on level 4 of the NQF. The people who obtain a 

certificate of Secondary education (highest degree 6BSO) but no diploma are therefore also accounted 

for as low-skilled adults in this research. There is no particular focus on migrants, although adult 

learners with a migration background are also a part of the target group.  

3.1. Learners  

Overview of the target group in Flanders  

For the VISKA field trials in Flanders 474 learners from seven different CAEs were followed (Table 3.1, 

p46). All these 474 candidates are adults who did not acquire a diploma of secondary education and 

wanted to enrol in the course of AGE, which is preceded by a validation process. Some of the 

candidates have obtained their diploma abroad, but it is most likely that these diplomas have not been 

acknowledged in Flanders.   

Table 3.1: Respondents field trials per CAE 

    CAE     

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Total 

N 81 42 20 99 29 40 163 474 

% 17,1 8,9 4,2 20,9 6,1 8,4 34,4 100,0 

However, to provide a thorough profile of a low-skilled adult aiming at the diploma secondary 

education, a survey was sent out to 38 CAEs across Flanders. All these centres have participants in the 

course of AGE. 23 CAEs have distributed the survey among these participants (response of 60,5%) 

during a lesson of the module MACUSA. 924 learners filled in the survey of which 806 completed the 

whole survey. This has given us the opportunity to draw up a very extensive profile.  

Almost every learner who enters the validation process for the course of AGE still has to follow the 

subject MACUSA, because to this day there is no exemption test for MACUSA. This fact justifies why 

we sometimes use these 924 learners to define the profile of our target group instead of the 474 

candidates from the field trials and can assume that the 924 learners surveyed have very similar 

characteristics as the group of low-skilled adults that participated in the VISKA field trials. Where 

possible a comparison of the two groups is made. We will speak about the ‘learners AGE’ and the 

‘participants in the field trials’. The survey sent out to learners AGE does not only provide answers to 

demographic and educational characteristics, but also goes deeper into social inequality. These results, 

however, extend beyond the scope of this report where the focus is on validation, but it does offer an 

enormous amount of information.  
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Demographic characteristics 

Gender 

As Table 3.2 (p47) shows, the distribution of gender is almost equal. Among the learners AGE there 

are slightly more women (52%) than men (48%).  

Table 3.2: Gender Profile of learners AGE 

   % 

Male  47,7 

Female 52,3 

N 924 

 

Age 

The majority of low-skilled adults participating in the course of AGE are young adults. 66,1% is younger 

than 26 years (Table 3.3, p47). If we compare the learners of AGE with the participants of the field 

trials (Table 3.4, p47) we notice large similarities. In the field trials 69,3% of the candidates are younger 

than 26. 

Table 3.3: Demographic characteristics of the learners AGE - Age 

  N % 

18 – 20 years 411 44,5 

21 – 25 years 200 21,6 

26 – 30 years 98 10,6 

31 – 35 years  80 8,7 

> 35 years 135 14,6 

N 924 100,00 

 
 
Table 3.4: Participants in the field trials categorised by age group 

Age group N % 

18-20 y 243 52,6 

21-25 y 77 16,7 

26-30 y 53 11,5 

31-35 y 35 7,6 

> 35 y 54 11,7 

N (na=12) 462 97,5 

 

Residence and migration background 

The target group of VISKA Flanders all have the Belgian nationality or can prove their legal residence 

in Belgium. Table 3.5 (p48) does however provide an overview of their migration background. 30% of 

learners AGE are not born in Belgium with 21% of young people born in a non-European country and 

9% in a European country outside Belgium. If we look at the country of birth of the parents, one third 

of learners AGE have parents born outside Europe and one out of ten in a European country other 

than Belgium. Which means that although the majority (56%) have parents who are born in Belgium, 

a large part of the learners AGE have a migration background.  

 



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

48 

Table 3.5: Migration background of learners AGE  
% 

Country of birth  

Belgium 70,2 

EU 8,7 

non EU 21,1 

Other  - 

Total (N) 896 

Country of birth father  

Belgium 56,7 

EU 9,4 

non EU 33,9 

Other  - 

Total (N) 896 

Country of birth mother  

Belgium 56,8 

EU 10,4 

non EU 32,8 

Other  - 

Total (N) 896 

 

Education and employment characteristics 

In addition to the demographical characteristics of the learners AGE, an overview is given of education 

and employment characteristics. Where possible a comparison of the learners in the course of AGE 

and the participants of the field trials is made.  

For the learners AGE the majority (61%) have a certificate lower secondary education or less. We also 

see that there are 53 learners who, according to the survey, have obtained their diploma of secondary 

education and 20 learners even a diploma of higher education. Since our target group are normally 

low-skilled adults without a diploma, it must be taken into account that this anomaly may have to do 

with the fact that on one hand the question of the survey was misunderstood and that the learners 

indicated the year in high school in which they quit and therefore did not obtain their diploma. On the 

other hand there are learners AGE within the respondents who did not attend secondary education in 

Belgium (Table 3.7, p49) and some of them probably did obtain a diploma of secondary or higher 

education, but it has not been acknowledged in Flanders.  

When we compare both groups, where possible, we see large similarities. Most of the participants of 

the field trials (64%) only obtained a certificate lower education or less. 3,6 % obtained a diploma of 

secondary education but also here we can allocate this to the mis-filling of the question. The 

distribution of attending secondary school abroad is also similar (approximately 16% forth both 

groups). There is however a slight difference in the number of learners who completed the 6th year of 

vocational education and therefore did not obtain a diploma, one out of five participants of the field 

trials vs one out of twelve learners AGE.  

In order to analyse the validation in depth, we have further broken down the highest educational level 

of the participants in the field trials (Table 3.8, p49). 9% only completed primary education or the first 



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

49 

two levels of secondary school, 55% obtained a certificate 2nd stage secondary education (4th level) of 

which almost two-thirds also completed level 5, the second to last year before obtaining their diploma. 

This means that a lot of the participants (approximately one-third) probably quit secondary school in 

their last year. 

Table 3.6: Educational Characteristics 

 Learners AGE Participants field trials 

   N    %  N   % 

Highest Educational level     

Primary education 248 28,2 41 9,1 

Lower secondary education 289 32,9 246 54,5 

Certificate secondary education (6BSO) 67 7,6 82 18,2 

Upper Secondary Education  53 6,0 16 3,6 

Diploma higher education 20 2,3 - - 

No degree 123 14,0 - - 

Abroad - - 66 14,6 

N  (missing values) 800 (124)  451 (23)  

     

 

 

Table 3.7: Secondary school not in Belgium 

 Learners AGE Participants field trials 

   N %                                  N                                %  

Secondary school in Belgium 770        83,3               385  85,4 

Secondary school not in Belgium 154        16,7                66  14,6 

N  (missing values) 924 100 451 (23)                    100 

 
 

 

Table 3.8: Participants in the field trials categorised by highest Educational Level  

 N % 

Highest Educational level   

Primary education 1 0,2 

Certificate 1st stage secondary education 40 8,9 

Certificate 2nd stage secondary education 246 54,6 

                        Of which completed year 5       159       35,2 

Certificate secondary education (6BSO) 82 18,2 

General upper secondary education (diploma) 16 3,6 

Abroad 66 14,6 

N  (missing values = 23) 451  

   

Employment status 

For the learners AGE (Table 3.9, p50) almost half of the people are unemployed (44,66%). If those 

who are searching for a first job, probably the young adults, are included, it is even 57%. One third 

(29,5%) of the learners AGE are employed. When asked if they work or have worked previously full-

time or part-time, we can conclude that it is almost evenly balanced (51% work(ed) part-time and 49% 

full-time).  
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Table 3.9: Employment status of learners AGE  
N % 

Employment status   

Employed  248 29,5 

Retired 3 0,4 

Sick leave 53 6,3 

Career pause 16 1,9 

In search of a first job 104 12,4 

Unemployed 376 44,7 

Total (na=82) 842  

Employment full-time vs part-time (now and before unemployment) N % 

Full – time  271 43,4 

Part – time  318 51,0 

Combination of multiple jobs full – time  35 5,6 

Total (na=300) 624  

Barriers to secondary school completion 

74% of the learners who participated in the VISKA field trials (Table 3.10, p50) experienced one barrier 

to secondary school completion versus 47% of the learners AGE. One out of four of the participants in 

the field trials experienced more than one barrier. We do see that in the group of learners AGE the 

percentage of experiencing more than one barrier is higher.  

Table 3.10: Amount of barriers for not obtaining their diploma secondary education /reasons for drop-out 

         Learners AGE                                Participants field trials 

 N %        N           % 

1 barrier 430       46,5 302 74,4 

2 barriers 140       15,2 89 21,9 

3 barriers 290       31,4 13 3,2 

4 barriers   0         0,0 2 0,5 

N  (missing values) 860 (64) 100    406 (68)            100 

 

 

Table 3.11 (p51) shows the reason why the learners left school early (drop-outs).  

They are subdivided in pull factors and push factors for personal and school related reason. The main 

pull factor is ‘I wanted to go to work or I could start working’. Personal push factors 

(exit_push_personal)  include ‘I had personal or family related problems’, ‘I had to help at home’, ‘I 

was sick’, ‘Because of troubles in my country of origin’ and so on. ‘I had problems with some subjects’, 

‘I had learning of concentration disorders’, ‘I did not want to go to school anymore (school fatigue)’ 

and so on, are all push factors school related (exit_push_school). When comparing the learners AGE 

with the learners participating in the field trials, the results are similar. The main difference is that the 

learners AGE indicated exit_push_school related problems much more (87% vs 60%), but looking at 

the separate reasons the results are close to each other. Due to the fact that for the VISKA project the 

participating learners in the validation process are the most important, we focus the reporting for 

drop-out on them. When looking at the reasons separately the majority (60%) indicates the exit push 

factors school related as the main reasons for dropping out of secondary education. 44% of the 

learners dropped out of secondary education due to personal reasons. 16% could go to work and 19% 

indicated that there were other reasons, which were not appointed. However, this needs to be 

nuanced as some have given more than one reason for leaving school early. When the reasons are 
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aggregated into the categories 39,5% dropped out because of school related factors and 36,5% 

because of personal reasons. This is because there are learners who have indicated both school related 

and personal reasons. Nevertheless, school fatigue and personal problems, both 21%, are the two 

most prominent reasons. This is also very prominent among the group of learners AGE, respectively 

23% and 29%. 
 
Table 3.11: Reasons for leaving school early (drop-outs) 

 Learners AGE Participants field trials 

   N    %  N   % 

Exit_pull     

I wanted to go to work 153 17,8 75 15,8 

I could start working immediately 35 4,1 - - 

I was satisfied with the degree I had 27 3,1 - - 

Total amount marked reason (N) 215 25,0 75 15,8 

     

Exit_pull aggregated  20,1 75 15,8 

     

Exit_push_school related      

I did not have to go to school anymore 56 6,51 28 5,9 

I did not see any point in having a degree 37 4,30 25 5,3 

I had problems with certain subjects 98 11,40 44 9,3 

I had problems with certain teachers 94 10,93 26 5,5 

I did not have a good study method 73 8,49 33 7,0 

I have learning or concentration disorders 85 9,88 29 6,1 

I did not feel like going to school anymore 198 23,02 99 20,9 

I did not like the study programme anymore 106 12,33 - - 

Total amount marked reason (N) 747 86,86 284 59,9 

     

Exit_push_school related aggregated  49,8 187 39,5 

     

Exit_push_personal     

I had to help at home with the household 22 2,6 16 3,4 

I had to help in the home business 23 2,7 4 0,8 

I had personal/family problems 250 29,1 101 21,3 

I was sick 71 8,3 33 7,0 

Due to bullying problems - - 30 6,3 

Due to the situation in my hometown 27 3,1 23 4,9 

Total amount marked reason (N) 393 45,7 207 43,7 

     

Exit_push_personal aggregated  35,4 173 36,5 

     

Other reasons     

 225 26,2 92 19,4 

Total (N) 860  474  

Motivation for starting validation 

It comes as no surprise that a large majority (85%, Table 3.12, p52) entered the course of AGE because 

they want to obtain their diploma secondary education. It is however not their only motive. Table 3.12 

(p52) shows the different motives of the learners. Every learner could indicate multiple motives. A lot 

of the learners AGE also want to increase their chances on the labour market (39%) or need the 

diploma for the purpose of further study (40%). There even are some learners who also start out of 
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personal interest, self-fulfilment (15%). “To stay administrative in order” plays a much lesser role (7%). 

Only a few do not know why they started the course of AGE (4%).   

In the group of the participants in the field trials we see a same pattern of the motives. Further 

education and increasing their chances on the labour market are also the other main reasons, besides 

obtaining their degree (70%), although it is slightly less indicated (both 29%). Out of self-fulfilment is, 

on the other hand, is a little bit more indicated (24%). Approximately 1,5 % do not know their motives 

or have to participate because of their parents.  

Table 3.12: Motivation for starting the course of AGE / validation 

 Learners AGE Participants field trials 

               N           %          N             % 

To obtain diploma secondary education 689 85,5 331 69,8 

For further education 325 40,3 138 29,1 

Out of personal interest, self-fulfilment 118 14,6 115 24,3 

To stay administrative in order (e.g. child 

allowance) 

54 6,7 11 2,3 

To increase my chances on the labour market 315 39,1 142 30,0 

Because I have to - - 7 1,5 

Other/ Don’t know 31 3,9 7 1,5 

N  (missing values)     806 (118)     474  

 

The survey also gave information on what the learners are planning to do after they obtain their 

diploma secondary education (Table 3.13, p52). A comparison between the two groups is a little bit 

more difficult, because in the survey of the learners AGE the respondents were allowed to indicate 

more than one possibility. The participants of the field trials could only indicate one. We do however 

see that most of the learners want to continue their learning afterwards (respectively 65% and 40%). 

A lot of the learners also want to find a (another) job or a combination of both. One out of ten of the 

learners does not know yet or would do something else. 

Table 3.13: What after obtaining the diploma secondary education 

       Learners AGE Participants field trials 

 N         %       N % 

Further education 527 65,4 191 40,3 

Find a (another) job 406 50,4 176 37,1 

Further education and another job - - 50 10,6 

Other / Don’t know 79 9,8 57 12,0 

N  (missing values) 806 (118)  474  

 

3.2. Programme staff  

VISKA Flanders received the voluntary participation of the Federation of SCE, the umbrella 

organisation covering all CAE’s offering the course of AGE. The Federation of SCE promoted the aim of 

the VISKA project to the CAE and encouraged them to participate in the project: due to the positive 

and encouraging behaviour of the Federation of SCE a number of selected centres (N=7) agreed to 

participate in the field trials. All other centres of adult education (N=34) participated in a more general 

way:  
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• they followed the process of the VISKA activities on a regular base by information 

sessions of the VISKA team during their bimonthly Federation meeting. 

• they allowed VISKA to engage the adult learners during a lesson MACUSA to fill out a 

survey to map the characteristics of the target group, which made the degree of 

response really high and it enabled VISKA to collect strong data. 

• they followed a seminar on professionalisation on VPL for educational qualifications 

(CPD module) 

• they filled out multiple online surveys at the start and during the process of the VISKA 

project.  

 

The programme staff, the VISKA team worked with, consisted mainly of the (adjunct) directors and /or 

the coordinator of the course of AGE of the participating centres.  

The field trials, and more specifically the intake procedure, that took place under supervision of the 

coordinators (1 male – 6 female) is conducted by frontline staff, being guidance counsellors or 

teachers. It is good to know that the pedagogical staff in CAE is largely composed of teachers. After 

becoming more experienced, teachers take up multiple roles, according to the need in the CAE. In busy 

times, it is possible that also experienced administrative personnel have a role in the intake procedure.  

Teachers of the course MACUSA 

In order to gain more information on the possibilities of making an exemption test for the MACUSA 

module, VISKA had consulted teachers of the course MACUSA (n=6). Those teachers can fulfil other 

roles in their centre (see above), but they have been consulted as teachers. 

3.3. Key findings  

When comparing the group of learners AGE with the participants of the VISKA field trials we can 

conclude that they are quite similar, so it allows us to report on these two groups as one and the same.  

In Flanders, VISKA focused on low-qualified adults, a target group with a lot of diversity: 

• Almost an equal amount of male (48%) and female learners (52%) 

• The age differs from 18 years old to 35 years and older 

• 56% have parents who are born in Belgium, 44% have not which indicates a large part 

has a migration background 

• Their highest educational level differs from none to a diploma higher education, 

although it has to be taken into account that the latter probably are learners who 

obtained their diploma abroad and therefore was not acknowledged in Belgium. 

• 39% of the learners are employed and 45% are unemployed 

 

However, large similarities can be found as well: 

• Most of the learners are young adults, 66% are younger than 26 years old 

• The majority of the learners (approximately 60%) have reached the lower secondary 

level at the most 
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The main reasons for learners to leave the school system early are both personal (37%) and school 

related factors (39%). The most indicated reasons (more than one out of five learners) are school 

fatigue and personal problems. 

As to no surprise the most important motive to enrol in the course of AGE preceded by a VPL procedure 

is to obtain their diploma secondary education, but the possibility to further education (39%) and 

increased chances on the labour market (40%) are also very strong motives. 

The analysis of the survey from the learners AGE and the participants in the field trials confirms that 

we cannot speak of thé learner who enrols in the course of AGE and its validation process and that it 

is a heterogenic group with however some similarities.  

The programme staff of the CAEs the VISKA team worked with, were all teachers from origin. Because 

of their large experiences in working in CAEs they do take up multiple tasks, being coordinators, 

guidance counsellors, … according to the need in the CAE. 

3.4. Key Implications  

Research has shown that a diploma of secondary education can improve employment and 

employability opportunities and therefore can lead to more sustainable employment. Lessard et al 

(2008) also state that the consequences of dropping out of secondary school without obtaining a 

diploma represent a heavy burden both for the individuals and for the society that supports them. We 

are convinced that the possibility to participate in a validation programme, provided with a good 

accessibility and adequate guidance, is of great value. 

Implications for future validation development  

When elaborating a validation programme, it is very important to know your target group well. An 

extensive profile description of the target group is strongly recommended.  

Moreover, it is important to take into account candidates’ needs and preferences. For those who need 

more support and personal guidance, a nearby and small-scale system is needed. For those who are 

more autonomous and can proceed independently, a larger or more impersonal system can work well.   
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4. The VISKA Validation process  

This chapter provides an overview of the VISKA validation process. The development of validation 

across Europe is varied and more so amongst the low-skilled, migrant and refugee cohorts. The 

national developments in validation and the diversity amongst these populations make validation a 

greater challenge to embed in national systems and processes within education or employment.  

In 2007 already the Flemish Government approved a new law for Adult Education in which the 

validation of prior learning was a concern. Yet VPL was thought in terms of assessing skills and 

competences of people so as to give exemptions for certain modules and to shorten the learning path. 

It is defined that the Centre’s director can autonomously decide whether a learner can be exempted 

from specified modules. Awarding a full certificate based on VPL was not possible. The learner had to 

enrol in at least one module to obtain the qualification.  

However, the legislator anticipated on ‘a full assessment procedure’.  

Article 63, §3 in the decree on adult education states that CAEs organising (additional) general 

education are authorised to assess adult learners who have not followed courses at the centre. The 

assessment should be based on the approved curriculum and the Flemish Government would 

determine the modalities for this purpose. Nevertheless, no implementing decision from the Flemish 

Government has been taken to date. Therefore, the aim of the VISKA project was to give policy advice 

on whether and how a VPL procedure for AGE could be implemented. 

The Federation of Second Chance Education (SCE), the umbrella organisation comprising all CAEs 

providing the course of AGE, developed exemption tests for the course of AGE. Earlier orientation tests 

were used to orientate the learners towards the ‘best fitted’ module of the course. These  served as a 

basis for the development of the exemptions tests, elaborated by engaged teachers on a voluntary 

basis and coordinated by the Federation of SCE. The tests are shared on a digital platform to be used 

by all centres of adult education offering the course of AGE. The candidates receive partial ‘unofficial’ 

certificates if they pass the tests, which leads to a shortened learning path or a less intense one. 

This way of working brings the CAEs close to a VPL procedure, in the form of an exemption procedure 

which they have, however, drawn up themselves. The centres all signed a covenant with the 

Federation of SCE wherein they agree to use the developed exemption procedure, inclusive the use of 

the digital test battery. However, the Federation of SCE has no legal basis and no authority to impose 

regulations to the CAEs. The cooperation is based on voluntarism.  

The VISKA field trials are used to investigate how we can guarantee more and equal VPL possibilities 

for the low-skilled adults and, to investigate whether a VPL procedure for AGE is indeed an added 

value in order to obtain a diploma in secondary education. 
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4.1. Validation activities and processes: Quantitative findings  

The validation procedure in the course of AGE in different centres 

The survey sent out before the field trials18 to the directors and coordinators of all the CAEs offering 

the course of AGE (N=36) provides quantitative data to gain insight on the use of and policy on VPL in 

their centres19. Meetings with directors and guidance counsellors of several CAEs also took place 

before the field trials. During these meetings it became clear that each centre was having its own 

approach and policy to VPL. 

All centres offer candidates the opportunity to obtain exemptions. When asked how the centre has 

worked on VPL/exemption tests for AGE (Table 4.1) over the past two years, 83% of the centres replied 

that they follow the agreements made by the Federation of SCE. 36% of the centres work through 

informal consultation and 31% say that guidelines have been included in the policy programme. A 

much smaller number (14%) indicates that VPL is on the policy agenda of the centre.  

Table 4.1: How does the centre work on VPL for AGE over the past two years (N=36)  
% 

We follow the agreements made by the Federation of SCE 83,3 

There are informal meetings 36,1 

Guidelines are included in the policy programme  30,6 

VPL is on the policy agenda of the centre 13,9 

VPL is not under development at the moment, but this is the intention in the future. 5,6 

We worked on VPL for AGE in the past, but quit 0,0 

We don’t work on VPL for AGE in our centre  0,0 

 

We then investigated whether there is any structure to be found in the way of working with regard to 

VPL/exemption tests for AGE (Table 4.2, p56). We can distinguish three components. Firstly, the 

informal operation in accordance with the agreements with the Federation of SCE, secondly the formal 

operation and thirdly, the professionalisation. The latter will be discussed in chapter 8. 

Table 4.2: PCA on the way of working regarding VPL for AGE (varimax rotation) - componentloads  
Informal 

operation 

Formal 

operation 

Professionali-

sation 

Further professionalisation as part of the policy of the CAE -,022 -,074 ,902 

Collegial visitations between the CAE -,026 ,045 ,863 

Further professionalisation at request of the staff ,107 -,061 ,651 

We follow the agreements made by the Federation SE ,861 ,000 ,146 

Team meetings ,798 -,234 ,112 

Informal consultations ,666 ,184 -,163 

Guidelines are included into the policy programme  -,120 ,853 ,019 

VPL is on the policy agenda of the CAE ,101 ,820 -,086 

eigenvalue=2,05; R²=25,6; eigenvalue=1,86; R²=23,2; eigenvalue=1,50; R²=18,7 

 
18 Full report on the analysis of the survey (in Dutch) available  upon request 
19 These centres did not all take part in the field trails (only 7 did) but the 36 centres are informed on a regular base of the  
progress of the project and where possible involved in the content (eg seminar 



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

57 

The average score on the scales ‘informal operation’ and ‘formal operation’ (Table 4.3, p57) shows 

that centres mainly work on VPL for AGE in an informal way (mean=65 out of 100). Centres work much 

less often in a formal way on VPL for AGE (mean=22 out of 100). 

Table 4.3: Scale and items  
             N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Scale_Informal operation 36 0,00 100,00 64,8148 33,75396 

We follow the agreements made by the Federation SCE 36 0,00 1,00 ,8333 ,37796 

There are informal meeting 36 0,00 1,00 ,3611 ,48714 

      

Scale_Formal operation 36 0,00 100,00 22,2222 34,73254 

VPL for AGE is on the policy agenda of the centre 36 0,00 1,00 ,1389 ,35074 

Guidelines are included in the policy programme 36 0,00 1,00 ,3056 ,46718 

 

To the question who does what regarding the VPL procedure in the centres, we investigated who takes 

on the task of assessor, responsible for conducting and evaluating the exemption tests, and what tasks 

are assigned to the trajectory counsellor?  Regarding the assessor the centres were able to provide 

several answers. In 78% of the centres, the teacher is the assessor and in two thirds of the centres, the 

trajectory counsellor is. In a smaller number of centres, an administrative force (17%) and other actors 

(ICT teacher, VPL coordinator) (22%) take on the role of assessor. 

Table 4.4: Who in your centre has the role of assessor?  
% N 

Teacher 77,8 36 

Trajectory counsellor 66,7 36 

Other (ICT-teacher, VPL coordinator) 22,2 36 

Administrative force 16,7 36 

Director 0,0 36 

 

A VPL procedure comprises several dimensions or phases in the process. We asked the centres a 

number of questions based on the four phases of validation in accordance with the EU Council 

Recommendation and the European guidelines on VPL (identifying, documenting, assessing, 

certifying). We discuss the different phases in the VPL procedure and examine whether we can find 

the different dimensions of the VPL procedure empirically at the centres. We list the dimensions here:  

• Informing the learner 

• Identification and documentation 

of competences and experiences 

• Recognition of competencies/ 

Assessing 

• Expertise assessor 

 

The analyses show that we can empirically distinguish between the four dimensions (appendix 4).  

Informing (cfr. Identifying) 

We start with the first dimension in the VPL procedure, namely 'information'. This scale measures the 

extent to which centres inform the candidate trainees about the possibilities to follow a shortened 
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course, the content and the competencies that are assessed by exemption tests, the planning and the 

duration of the VPL procedure.  

Table 4.5 (p58) shows that approximately six out of ten centres spontaneously explain the possibility 

to follow a shortened route, the planning and the duration of the VPL procedure to each candidate 

when he or she applies. Information about the content and the competencies that are assessed via the 

exemption tests is given spontaneously by a third of the centres (35%) and via leaflets, website, 

information moments, ... (27%). 

Table 4.5: Informing the learner (How does your centre inform the candidate...) (N=34) (in %) 

 No 

information 
Demand driven 

Through 

website, flyers, .. 
Spontaneously 

About the possibility of taking a shortened 

course? 

2,9 11,8 20,6 64,7 

About the content and competencies that are 

assessed in exemption tests? 

5,9 35,3 26,5 32,4 

About the planning of the VPL procedure? 5,9 8,8 23,5 61,8 

About the duration of the VPL procedure? 8,8 14,7 17,6 58,8 

 

Identification of prior qualifications and experiences (documenting) 

The second dimension measures the extent to which the centres recognise the experiences and prior 

acquired qualifications of the candidates. We measured the extent to which centres grant exemptions 

on the basis of concordances with other courses or prior qualifications. The way in which centres 

question candidates about their qualifications, their future prospects and the way in which centres 

request their attestations/certificates and report cards of secondary education form the dimension of 

'recognition of competences'. 

Table 4.6 (p58) shows that three out of four centres ask the candidates about their qualifications and 

their future prospects and work together with the learners to plan their trajectory. Almost all centres 

(89%) request the attestations/certifications regarding their prior qualifications and grants exemptions 

according to the agreements within the Federation of SCE (91%) on the basis of concordances with 

these qualifications. Almost half of the centres (44%) gives advice to the candidates on the 

documentation of these certificates/report cards. There are however a few centres (5%) who do not 

grant exemptions on the basis of prior qualifications. 

Table 4.6: Recognition of competencies and experiences of the candidate (N=34) (in %)  
% 

Does your centre question the candidate about his/her qualifications and competences that are in line 

with the AGE curriculum?  

 

Not 5,9 

Yes, but this questioning is separate from the planning of the next stage 8,8 

Yes and takes the results into account in the planning of the next stage 8,8 

Yes and works together with the candidate to plan his/her further trajectory 76,5 

  

Does your centre question the candidate about his/her future prospects?  
 

Not 2,9 

Yes, but this questioning is separate from the planning of the next stage 5,9 

Yes and takes the results into account in the planning of the next stage 17,6 
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Yes and works together with the candidate to plan his/her further trajectory 73,5 

How does your centre request attestations/certificates and report cards of secondary education from the 

candidate ? 

 

Does not collect certificates and report cards of secondary education 8,8 

Collects these certificates and report cards on the initiative of the candidate 2,9 

Requests these documents from all candidates 44,1 

Gives the candidate advice on the documentation of secondary school attestations/certificates and report 

cards 

44,1 

  

Does your centre grant exemptions on the basis of concordances with other programmes or previous 

qualifications? 

 

No 5,3 

Yes, on the basis of our own insights 2,9 

Yes, on the basis of the agreements within the Federation of SCE   47,1 

Yes, on the basis of the agreements within the Federation of SCE and in cooperation with the Federation   44,1 

Recognitions of exemptions attained through exemption tests 

The third dimension measures the extent to which and the way in which centres recognise exemptions 

(assessment phase). We asked the centres if they had any guidelines regarding the use and assessment 

of the VPL procedure. We also asked them whether they have evaluated the VPL procedure or 

exemption tests over the past two years. Further we questioned about the way in which the director 

endorses the assessor's assessment advice and the extent to which the centre uses the exemption 

tests provided on the electronic platform of the Federation of SCE.  

Table 4.7 (p59) shows that 82% of the centres always uses the exemption tests of the Federation of 

SCE. Only a very small part (3%) does not use the exemption tests available on the electronic platform 

or uses them partly (15%). 88% of the centres indicate that there are guidelines on a VPL procedure 

and that they are strictly followed. In four out of ten centres these guidelines even are being 

systematically evaluated.  

Table 4.7: Recognition of exemptions through exemption tests  
% 

Does your centre use the exemption tests available on the platform of the Federations SCE ?  

No 2,9 

Partly 14,7 

Always 47,1 

Always and the centre actively cooperates in the optimisation of the exemption tests  35,3 

  

Does your centre have guidelines regarding the procedure for taking a test and assessment of 

the VPL procedure (material to be used, timing, explanations to be given to the participant, clear 

evaluation criteria and distribution of points, ...)? 

 

No (or only orally) 11,8 

 There are guidelines, but they are only partially followed. -- 

There are guidelines and they are strictly followed 50,0 

There are guidelines that are strictly followed and systematically evaluated 38,2 
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Assessing 

The expertise of the assessor/trajectory counsellor is the fourth dimension. This includes the extent to 

which the assessor and the trajectory counsellor know what is expected of them and the extent to 

which the assessor is familiar with the competencies he/she has to assess. Table 4.8 (p60) shows more 

than two third of the assessors and trajectory counsellors are well aware of what is expected of 

him/her (71% - written information and systematic consultation). Approximately one out of four did 

not receive any information or only orally. Eight out of ten assessors are completely familiar with the 

competencies he/she has to assess. 

Table 4.8: Expertise of the assessor/ trajectory counsellor  

Did not receive 

explicit information 

Received 

oral information 

Received 

written 

information 

Systematic 

consultation takes 

place 

Does the assessor know what is 

actually expected of him/her in the 

performance of his/her job? 

8,8 20,6 29,4 41,2 

Does the trajectory counsellor know 

what is actually expected of 

him/her in the performance of 

his/her job? 

5,9 23,5 11,8 58,8 

 

Not familiar Partially familiar 
Completely 

familiar 

Completely familiar 

and knowledge 

stays up to date 

To what extent is the assessor 

familiar with the competencies 

he/she has to assess? 

- 17,6 44,1 38,2 

The four dimensions above form a second-order factor and measure the VPL policy of the centres. It is 

about information, recognition of prior learning certificates/qualifications, recognition of exemptions 

and the role of the assessor.  

We can divide all CAEs into three (approximately) equal groups or tertials on the basis of their scores 

on the scales 'informing', 'identifying', ‘recognition’ and 'assessor'. Table 4.9 (p60) gives an overview 

on the policy level of the seven participating centres in the field trials. All seven are in the third tertial 

which means that the policy level is high. 

Table 4.9: VPL policy level of the seven participating centres in the field trials 

CAE Policy level (in %)        

CAE 1 70,1 

CAE 2 100,0 

CAE 3 66,0 

CAE 4 72,9 

CAE 5 84,0 

CAE 6 87,5 

CAE 7 78,5 

 

The support base for VPL, in the sense that it should help students to obtain a certificate AGE as 

efficient as possible (Table 4.10), is greatest among the centres with a strong VPL policy. 55% of these 

centres fully agree with this statement, compared to 10% of the centres with a weak VPL policy. 
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Nevertheless, we note that the support base for VPL among the less strong CAEs is quite large and that 

there is a margin for growth. 60% of the CAEs with a weak VPL policy and 54% of the CAEs with an 

intermediate VPL policy (completely) agree with the statement.  

 

 

Table 4.10: Attitude towards the aim of VPL of the three types of CAEs (in %) 
 VPL is necessary for the learners to obtain the certificate as efficient as possible                                    

Not agree In between Agree Fully agree Total 

Weak VPL policy 20,0 20,0 50,0 10,0 100,0 

Intermediate VPL policy 15,4 30,8 23,1 30,8 100,0 

Strong VPL policy - 18,2 27,3 54,5 100,0 

Totaal (p=0,310) 11,8 23,5 32,4 32,4 100,0 

 

Motivation for seeking validation 

The motivation of why low-qualified adults seek validation has already been discussed in chapter 3. 

Table 3.12 (p52) gives an overview of the motives. Most of the learners want to obtain a diploma 

secondary education (70%) but also the possibility of continuing their studies afterwards and 

increasing their chances on the labour market play an important role. If we break this down further by 

age (Table 4.11, p61), we notice that the younger learners mainly participate in order to obtain the 

diploma (71%) and to pursue further education (30%). When we look at the older learners, we see that 

for them it is also important to obtain the diploma (70%), but much more than for the younger learner, 

they want to increase their chances on the labour market (37%)  and much less the possibility of further 

education (17%), which of course makes sense. 

Table 4.11: Motivation for seeking validation by age group 

 Age group 

Motivation 18-20y 21-25y 26-30y 31-35y >35 year N 

To obtain a diploma  70,8 66,2 71,7 68,6 70,4 331 

For further education 29,63 36,4 28,3 25,7 16, 138 

Self-fulfilment 19,75 23,4 30,2 48,6 25,9 115 

To keep administrative 

matters in order 

3,29 1,3 0 0 3,7 11 

To increase my chances on the 

job market 

21,81 32,5 52,8 40,0 37,0 142 

N (na=12) 

%  

243 

52,6 

77 

16,7 

53 

11,5 

35 

7,6 

54 

11,7 

462 

100 

 

To the question what they want to do after obtaining the diploma secondary education, the majority 

wants to continue their studies (59%). When we look at the percentages by age group (Table 4.12, p61) 

we logically see that further education declines as the age increases (from 47,33% to 20,73%). The 

reverse is to be found in finding a job (from 29% to 65%). This is entirely consistent when we look at 

the motivation (Table 4.11, p61) why the learners participate in the validation process. There are also 

more young adults who do not know yet what they want to do after obtaining the diploma. 

Table 4.12: Future prospective after obtaining the diploma secondary education  by age group 

 Age group 
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After obtaining diploma 18-20y 21-25y 26-30y 31-35y >35 year N 

Further education  47,3 40,3 30,2 31,4 20,7 184 

Finding a (another) job 28,8 33,8 52,8 42,9 64,8 174 

Further education and a job 9,1 11,7 15,1 20,0 7,4 50 

Don’t know yet 14,8 14,3 1,9 5,7 7,4 54 

N (na=12) 

%  

243 

52,6 

77 

16,7 

53 

11,5 

35 

7,6 

54 

11,7 

462 

100 

 

The validation process: results of the field trials  

As mentioned before, 474 candidates participated in the field trials. The participants were monitored 

during the four steps of the VPL procedure: intake and documentation / assessment and certification.  

An analysis of the data regarding the 4 steps of the VPL procedure of the 474 participants provides 

information on the profile of the participants (thoroughly discussed in chapter 3) and the usefulness 

of VPL for educational qualifications.  

A participant can be exempted for 18 module units due to recognition of prior qualifications. When 

granted exemptions for all 18 modules a participant obtains the certificate of AGE. For the recognition 

of exemptions through exemption tests (assessment phase) the maximum exemptions is 14, because 

as mentioned before, an exemption test for the course MACUSA has not been developed yet.  

Identification of prior qualifications - documenting 

First, we discuss the results of the documentation phase of a VPL procedure - the recognition of prior 

qualifications (certificates/report cards/attestations). In total 567 exemptions on module units were 

granted based on prior qualifications (mean = 1,2). The frequency table of the amount of exemptions 

given to a participant (appendix 5) shows that only five participants were exempted from all modules 

and received their certificate of AGE without having to follow any more lessons. 388 participants 

(81,9%) did not receive any exemptions based on prior qualifications.  

Table 4.13: Exemptions granted through prior qualifications 

Minimum 1st quarter Median 3rd quarter Maximum Mean Total 

0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 18,0 1,2 567 

       

Recognition of competences through exemption tests – assessing 

Participants are given the opportunity to take part in exemption tests for the different modules, with 

the exception of the course MACUSA. In total 1305 exemptions were granted (mean = 2,8). An 

overview of how many exemptions have been obtained per module can be found in the appendix 

(appendix 5). 

Table 4.14: Exemptions granted through exemption tests 

Minimum 1st quarter Median 3rd quarter Maximum Mean Total 

0,0 0,0 2,0 5 12,0 2,8 1305 

       

The frequency table (Table 4.15, p63) shows that no participants obtained all exemptions. Even more, 

more than 7 exemptions are rather an exception (N= 28). 34,6% does not obtain any exemption. It has 
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to be taken into account that it is up to the participant to decide whether or not to take part in the 

exemption tests. This means that it is possible that in this 34,6% there are a number of participants 

who did not take part and therefore zero exemptions does not mean that 34,6% does not pass any 

test.  

Table 4.15: Frequency table - amount of exemptions per participant 

Exemptions N % 

0 exemptions 164 34,6 

1 exemption 44 9,3 

2 exemptions 48 10,1 

3 exemptions 38 8,0 

4 exemptions 54 11,4 

5 exemptions 42 8,9 

6 exemptions 33 7,0 

7 exemptions 23 4,9 

8 exemptions 8 1,7 

9 exemptions 5 1,1 

10 exemptions 9 1,9 

11 exemptions 5 1,1 

12 exemptions 1 0,2 

Totaal (N) 474 100,0 

 

For the sake of completeness we give the amount of exemptions obtained per CAE as well (Table 4.16). 

There are some differences between the CAE. In CAE 7 a candidate is obliged to participate in the 

exemption tests, and we see that in that particular CAE candidates obtain more exemptions (8 and 

more = 12,3%) than in the other CAEs. The European guidelines state however that participation should 

be voluntary. Nevertheless, it does show that participating in as much exemption tests as possible does 

lead to more exemptions. Not participating could have to do with the fact that learners often 

underestimate themselves and decide not to participate because of a lack of self-esteem. This result 

shows that it is highly recommended to really persuade the candidates in participating. It can benefit 

their self-esteem. One learner, interviewed after the field trials, confirms this. 

“I also simply think it is important for most of us to take part in those exemption 

tests …. ….  It just gave me a bit of motivation, for the modules of which I hadn't 

expected an exemption, and then passed it anyway. That gave me some extra 

drive to start the course AGE [Interview 4, Adult learner; 113-114; 187-189] 

Table 4.16: Exemptions per CAE in percentages 

    CAE    

Exemptions 

obtained 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

0 65,4 40,5 - 21,2 79,3 72,5 22,1 

1 11,1 2,4 20,0 10,1 6,9 12,5 8,0 

2 2,5 19,1 10,0 8,1 3,4 7,5 11,7 

3 4,9 9,5 5,0 17,2 3,4 2,5 6,1 

4 6,2 9,5 5,0 28,3 3,4 2,5 7,4 

5 7,4 9,5 25,0 11,1 - - 11,0 

6 - 7,1 15,0 2,0 3,4 - 12,9 

7 1,2 2,4 15,0 2,0 - - 8,6 

8 or more 1,2 - 5,0 - - 2,5 12,3 
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Certification 

After participation in the exemption tests, the participants can enrol in the course of AGE in a tailor-

made trajectory, taking into account the exemptions obtained and the needs of participant. They can 

however also choose not to enrol. We asked the participating CAEs about the statistics of where the 

participants are one year after the validation process (Table 4.17, p64). Unfortunately, one CAE was 

no longer able to provide us the statistics due to administrative reasons (N=29) so these are omitted. 

Of the 445 participants 377 (85%) chose to enrol in the course of AGE of which 157 (42%) haven’t 

completed the course yet and 139 (37%) left the validation process early. One out of five participants 

did however obtain the certificate after one year.  

Table 4.17: One year after the validation process 

  

Participants 

Field trials  

Started the  

course of AGE  

Haven't completed  

the course yet  

Obtained the 

certificate of 

AGE 

Exit the 

validation  

process early 

CAE1 81 68 24 3 41 

CAE2 42 29 9 8 12 

CAE3 20 20 11 5 4 

CAE4 99 87 35 26 26 

CAE5 29 - - - - 

CAE6 40 30 14 8 8 

CAE7 163 143 64 31 48 

Total (N) 474 377 157 81 139 

4.2. Validation activities and processes: Qualitative findings  

The validation process for an educational qualification in CAEs: step by step 

The VPL procedure for adult education consists of 4 steps, in accordance with the international 

guidelines: identify, document, assess and certify. The first two steps consist of mapping the 

competences, in which the candidate reviews which competencies he/she has acquired in different 

contexts and makes them visible on the basis of prior obtained qualifications. If the candidate decides 

to participate in step 3 and 4 of the VPL procedure, his/her competencies are then assessed and 

certified in the recognition phase. However, it has to be taken into account that to this day, when 

learners obtain exemptions based on exemption tests, they do not receive an official sub certificate of 

the succeeded module unit. Only in the end, when the course of AGE is fully finalised, a certificate is 

handed out. 

Step 1: Identifying  

The CAE makes information about the VPL procedure available through various channels (website, 

posters, training brochures, leaflets, secretariat, …). A learner can also be informed about the VPL 

procedure in CAEs through an independent guidance counsellor. During an info session the candidate 

is informed about the VPL procedure, the different steps, the timing and the course of AGE. An intake 

moment follows where a staff member of the CAE and the candidate discuss the reasons for seeking 

validation, which experiences may be relevant, which competencies the candidate has acquired during 

work or leisure time, his/her previous school career, highest obtained degree and some background 

information. Together they will discuss which diplomas, (sub)certificates may lead directly to 

exemption.  
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Step 2: Documentation  

The candidate hands in his/her prior obtained qualifications (certificates of courses/report cards of 

secondary school/attestations) in able to be granted some exemptions. Where necessary, the learner 

is assisted and encouraged to do so. If the necessary documents are not provided, the learners are 

often approached on a repetitive manner to submit qualification documents. 

Step 3: Assessing  

The next step is the participation in exemption tests. The candidate is not obliged to participate in the 

tests, but it is highly recommended because succeeding in (some) tests shortens their learning path. 

All the tests can be found on the platform of the Federation of SCE and are made on a computer. The 

tests are not an exam but an assessment. Every module has its own tests, with exception of the course 

MACUSA, in which the attainment targets of the module are tested in an integrated manner. 

Afterwards the results of the tests are discussed with the candidate and the results are forwarded to 

the director of the CAE. The director checks the correct course of the VPL procedure. If everything was 

done in accordance with the agreements and a candidate passes an exemption test, an exemption for 

that module is recognized. 

Step 4: Certification  

To obtain a certificate for the course AGE, a candidate needs exemptions for all modules. If that is 

indeed the case, the adult learner receives his/her certificate. However, as mentioned before, only 

very few obtain all exemptions. The majority of the adult learners still have to follow modules of the 

course AGE. Based on their exemptions and their needs, a tailor-made trajectory is drawn up and the 

adult learner enrols in the course AGE. After completing and succeeding in the different modules the 

adult learner receives his/her certificate. The time of this process differs from adult learner to adult 

learner, depending on the amount of exemptions they obtained and their personal lives (e.g. 

combining the course AGE with work, with a professional qualification, …). 

The following case studies, based on interviews after the field trials, illustrate how the validation 

process is experienced by learners with different profiles. 

Anonymised Learner case studies 

Learner 1 

Young man of 20 years old with dyslexia and concentration problems who decided to leave school 

halfway the final year of secondary education after bad experiences of ‘miscommunication’ with a 

shop teacher. Knowing that he would not get his diploma, he started working. He started secondary 

school in general education but after three years continued his trajectory in technical education. This 

is what we call a ‘waterfall’ pupil. Immediately after leaving school, he also subscribed in a CAE to 

obtain the professional qualification of intercultural worker. He also enrolled in the course of AGE, to 

obtain a diploma of secondary education, which as he said “you need to possess in our society”.  

For him, studying large quantities of learning material is very difficult. He has also a lack of self-

structure and self- discipline to persevere with learning. Because of the dyslexia, it takes him so much 

time to read which slows down the studying process. In addition, he suffers from failure anxiety in 

exams. The fact that the CAE where he has enrolled provides a system of permanent evaluation suits 
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him. It was on the recommendation of his friends that he went to a CAE to hear more about the 

possibilities to obtain his diploma secondary school. He knows the existence of the Examination Board 

of Secondary Education, where you can register for exams. However, he prefers a CAE because of the 

fact that in the Examination Board you are obliged to study large quantities of subject matter, without 

guidance and permanent evaluation. Because of his failure anxiety and his concentration problems this 

was not an option.  

Different sessions the learner was brought to 

• Intake moment: When entering the CAE he received information about how to obtain 

his diploma (combining a professional qualification with the course of AGE). He was 

pleased that the intake was a face to face interview, being much better in oral 

explanation. Typing text is very difficult for him due to his dyslexia. He perceived a 

great readiness from the frontline staff to listen. They asked a lot about his earlier 

school career and the reasons for dropping out of secondary school. He had the 

impression the frontline staff had a good picture of his abilities and insufficiencies. He 

appreciated their professional way of communicating, it was a very understandable 

and serene explanation.   

“Yes yes yes [convinced] I have really told about my experiences in my last year of 

secondary school and why I didn't finish it. Uhm, they've been asking a lot of questions 

about that, about my internship and so on, so I said that's why it is that I haven't been 

able to succeed. And they asked me a lot more about that. Why ? What was the 

problem? And so they were actually very quickly aware of my skills and my flaws. So 

yeah, that's all very well questioned.” [Interview 1, Adult learner; 202-208] 

 

• Documentation: He was very happy to hear that earlier obtained educational 

certificates were still valid. Because he passed his penultimate year in technical 

education he was exempted for English and some Dutch module units. He had to hand 

in his report card of his penultimate year, but he admitted that he had to be reminded 

of this several times by the trajectory counsellor.  

• Assessing: He was pleased to have the opportunity to participate in the exemption 

tests. He decided to participate in some exemption tests, but not all. He was exempted 

for some module units of mathematics and science. It has to be said however that he 

was not pleased with the exemption test for the module ICT consisting of three units. 

Failing one out of three units means that you do not get any exemption and still have 

to follow the three units, which implicates that some exemptions have no value at all. 

“I really didn't like ICT, just because they assess you on the 3... Uhm because 

you have to do 3 modules of ICT. And then they all assess those 3 modules 

together. So when you don’t pass one of the three you should  just follow 

all. And I really didn't think that was positive because in the end I was just 2 

points short of one and I had to follow the whole module and I already could 

do all that. That was boring.” [Interview 1, Adult learner; 237-242] 

• Enrolling in the course AGE: After the tests, he enrolled in the course of AGE, to take 

up as quick as possible the missing curriculum components, in modules, followed by 
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validation of his competences on basis of permanent evaluation. As said before it is, 

at the moment, not possible to get exempted for all modules so the learners still have 

to attend some modules.  

• Certification: He got his certificate at the start of 2019.  

 

Learner 2 

Man of 30 years old who dropped out of secondary school at the age of 17 in the 4th year of part time 

vocational education. He decided to start working in the catering sector in which he still works today 

combined with a job in the construction sector. After having a job for several years, he decided to 

finally try to obtain a diploma of secondary education through the course of AGE in a CAE. He knew of 

the existence of the Examination Board of Secondary Education, where you can register for exams. 

However, self-study, isolated at home was not an option for him.  With two little children he tried once 

but did not have enough perseverance. A few years later, last year, he became really motivated 

because he had the ambition to enrol in higher education studies. He really wants to build a better 

future for himself and his two little girls.   

Different sessions the learner was brought to 

• Information session and intake moment: In the information session in the CAE he was 

told about the possibility to enrol in a VPL procedure and to participate in the 

exemption tests. As it was not the first time he enrolled in a CAE, the information 

session brought nothing new. He then completed a digital self-assessment tool in 

which he gave information about his motivations why to start the validation process, 

his demographic characteristics, his educational characteristics, his employment 

status and some other background information. He was very happy that, after the 

digital intake moment, there was time left for a face to face interview. He prefers 

direct and ‘oral’ communication, with immediate and personal response to his 

questions.  

“I'd rather have a personal conversation. Well… then you can also just 

ask questions directly and you will get an immediate answer to them. 

I'm, well…, I still like normal communication.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 91-93] 

• Documentation: Because he enrolled before, all his prior qualifications were already 

known by the CAE so he did not had to provide any documents. He got a few 

exemptions for module units he already followed and succeeded the first time he 

enrolled.  

• Assessing: The fact that he could participate in a validation procedure (exemption 

tests) created an extra drive to start with the course, for several reasons. He had the 

opportunity to show the knowledge he acquired before, it makes the course trajectory 

less intense. He was told to enter all exemption tests he could take and was happy he 

did because he acquired exemptions in modules he did not expect. Because of the 

exemption tests he got more awareness of his own competences which gives a boost 

for his self-esteem and motivation to complete the course AGE. 
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• Enrolling in the course of AGE: The trajectory guidance was of great help, as they are 

there to help you giving direction to your school career. They find out, together with 

you, what your personal interests are and they guide you in the right study direction.  

“Yes yes absolutely (to the question ‘Was guidance of any help’) and what 

I'm going to do now is also a result of conversations with teachers here. So 

I've found my right path by doing this.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 207-208] 

Combining the course of AGE, the professional qualification and a fulltime job was hard, but 

he persevered.  

• Certification: He obtained his certificate of additional general education in June 2019, 

and is now enrolled in Higher Education. 

4.3. Views on validation and policy regarding validation from the stakeholders and 

frontline staff: quantitative and qualitative findings 

Surveys and focus groups were conducted to gain insight in the views on validation from the 

stakeholders (NAG) and the frontline staff. Because of the fact that the quantitative data together with 

the qualitative data form a coherent whole, we have decided to do the reporting in combination.  

Views on policy regarding validation – Stakeholders 

Table 4.18: Views on Policy (Belgian NAG) 

Views on policy % 

Do current policies support VPL ?  
Yes 57,1 
No 28,6 
In between 14,6 
  

Could policy Change make VPL for educational qualification more accessible ?  
Yes  100 
No  0 
  

Where would responsibility for policy change lie ?  
Government 85,7 
 Local (CAEs) 14,3 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1  Views on the impact of Policy 

 

All stakeholders agree that there is a need for a legal basis for VPL procedures for educational 

qualifications. The newly implemented decree only focuses on professional qualifications. At the 

moment it is not possible to hand out an official certificate for the course AGE only through VPL 

(without following any modules) and there is no overarching framework for quality standards.  

0%
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Yes No Both

DOES CURRENT POLICY HINDER WHAT HAS BEEN DEVELOPED UNDER VISKA? 
(N=7)



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

69 

According to the stakeholders (Table 4.18, p68) the responsibility and authority for a VPL-policy mainly 

lies at a Flemish level (86%). To the question ‘What policies or changes to policy are required to 

enhance VPL for educational qualifications?’, asked in a focus group, the stakeholders state that there 

should be workable instruments of high quality available somewhere. It forms a basis on which you 

can build. Some instruments are already available, but quality control is lacking. This requires 

specialization. Resources should be made available for specialized people to develop instruments and 

have them validated. Validation can be a task of the Education Inspectorate. The government can also 

provide resources to guarantee the quality of the instruments, more specific the exemptions test. 

"It seems a good idea to me to also give project resources to people with a specific 

background and say ‘you work out everything regarding the social modules, the 

others regarding scientific modules, you regarding MACUSA’ … then you have 

covered the whole surface and you have that validated in one way or another, 

either by inspection, ...". [Focus group 1, DET; 1048-1053] 

"It seems to me that a certain specialization is recommended, instead of having 

one CAE test everything, split them up according to specialization…. At the 

moment the specializations are mainly focused on professional qualifications and 

not on educational qualifications"[Focus group 1, Leerwinkel; 1057-1059,1075-1076] 

" At the moment, yes, it is a concern. They [exemption tests] are here and we assume 

they're pretty okay. But there's no external quality control on it, and there are 

some tests that everyone has doubts about, but there are resources and 

manpower shortages to deal with them in full. [Focus group 1, POV; 868-870] 

 

Cooperation between all providers of VPL, sharing expertise and instruments should be more 

structurally regulated.  

"Why is there no cooperation now? Because we see each other as competitors". 

The exchange of materials, knowledge could mean so much. Give people the 

opportunity to sit together and produce things together.” [Focus group 1,Leerwinkel; 1112-

1113] 

 

Views on validation and policy regarding validation – Frontline staff 
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Figure 2 shows that an opinion shared by the vast majority is that there is lack of financial support for 

a consistent VPL offer (86%). At this time, CAEs do not receive funding for VPL. Currently, a major 

reform of public funding of adult education is approved by parliament and is implemented in 

September 2019. As of today, the impact of this reform on VPL in adult education remains unclear. It 

is also important that the educational providers of VPL are more aware of VPL and have a more active 

role (71%). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 Views on factors to improve validation 
 

Figure 3 shows that a uniform VPL procedure (86%) and structural consultation (71%) is needed to 

provide a more transparent communication by all the VPL providers. A uniform definition of VPL is also 

important for a more transparent communication (57%) as well as a uniform quality control (57%) and 

sharing expertise (57%). 

 
Figure 3 Views on Factors to improve communication  
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The greatest advantage of a more transparent communication by VPL providers is more unambiguity 

and clarity for the applicants. A shorter and more efficient way to a diploma is also mentioned. 

“Applicants get the same treatment in relation to VPL.” [survey 6 – resp6] 

“Clear communications of the VPL procedure to the applicants, because now CAEs 

cannot provide a conclusive answer about which exemptions they can get.”  
[survey 6 – resp3] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Views on Policy in Relation to Validation  
 

According to the majority of the frontline staff, the existing policy does not provide enough support 

for VPL (71%).  When asked about what policy recommendations they would need to make to support 

VPL, the need for a transparent decree, adequate resources and quality control is strongly pointed out 

by all of the frontline staff.  

“There should be a transparent decree on VPL with quality control from the 

Department of Education.” [survey 6 – resp1] 

“ It is important to get some sort of recognition of the efforts by the centres 

through the allocation of sufficient resources and support (e.g. validation of 

exemption tests).” [survey 6 – resp2] 

4.4. Key findings  

A validation programme for AGE is provided in every CAE by implementing the four steps in accordance 

with the international guidelines: identification – documentation – assessment – certification in the 

form of an exemption procedure. The Federation of SCE, the umbrella organisation comprising all CAEs 

providing the course of AGE, provides support to the centres by developing exemption tests which are 

shared on an electronic platform. The CAEs all signed a covenant wherein they agree to use the 

exemption procedure, but the Federation of SCE has no legal basis so can’t impose regulations to the 

CAEs. 

A survey filled in by all CAEs who offer the course of AGE shows that there are large differences in the 

operationalisation of the exemption procedure amongst the CAEs. To this day CAEs have their own 

interpretation on the definition of a VPL procedure. There are some CAEs who do not provide 

exemptions based on previous qualifications and although most of the CAEs always use the exemption 

tests of the Federation of SCE, one out of five CAEs does not use or only partly uses the exemption 

tests available on the electronic platform. The role of assessor can also differ from centre to centre, 

but positive is that the assessors are well aware of what is expected from them and are familiar with 

the competencies they have to assess through systematic consultation or written information. 
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The survey also exposed that not all centres have a high policy level on VPL for AGE. The internal quality 

control of the VPL procedure also varies considerably. A number of centres can illustrate that VPL is 

part of the centre’s policy and that there is regular reflection on their own VPL operation. However, 

most centres still deal with VPL in a relatively informal way. The reason for this and all of the above 

has to be sought in the fact that the centres have great autonomy and that minimum criteria for 

installing a VPL procedure for educational qualifications are missing because art. 63, §3 of the decree 

on adult education of 2007 has not been elaborated yet by the Flemish Government. The frontline 

staff indicates that for obtaining a more transparent communication by all CAEs there has to be a 

uniform framework, a uniform definition and common view on VPL and more structural consultation.  

The existing policy does not provide enough (financial) support for a consistent VPL offer, according to 

the frontline staff. The impact on teaching time and the availability of staff is experienced as a barrier. 

There has to be more transparent regulations and adequate resources. Quality assurance is also seen 

as of high importance. To this day, quality control is lacking.  

With the field trials VISKA tried to gain insight on the current exemption procedure by providing a 

uniform intake procedure – either face to face or digital - in the identification and documenting phase 

and the monitoring of the exemption tests for the assessment phase. The information was gathered 

for 474 candidates.  

• The identification phase provided insight on the motivation of the learners for seeking 

validation. The main reason is to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education when 

combining the course of AGE with a professional qualification, but also the possibility 

to follow further education and have better chances on the labour market were 

motives. The elder adults learner were mostly motivated because it can offer them 

better chances on the labour market, whereas the younger ones were mostly 

motivated for the chance of further education. Regarding the intake procedure the 

qualitative data show that the candidates prefer a face to face approach 

• As for the documentation phase – recognition of prior qualifications – 388 participants 

did not receive any exemptions based on prior qualifications, five participants were 

fully exempted and 81 participants received one or more exemptions based on prior 

qualifications. 

• The assessment phase – recognition of prior learning through exemption tests – 

resulted in granting 1305 exemptions in total, an average of 2,8 exemptions per 

candidate out of a total of 14 possible exemptions. No participants obtained all 

exemptions. The highest score was 12 exemptions (n=1) but one out of three 

candidates did not obtain any exemption. Moreover, more than 7 exemptions are 

rather an exception (10%). It has to be taken into account that candidates are not 

obliged to participate, or in some cases even allowed to participate, in all exemption 

tests. Results however show that in the centres where candidates do participate in all 

exemption tests, more exemptions are being granted which make us believe that the 

candidates are sometimes underestimated or underestimate themselves. 

• As for the certification phase one out of five candidates (81) obtained their certificate 

of AGE after one year. 157 candidates haven’t completed the course yet and 139 left 

the validation programme early. 68 candidates did not enrol in the course of AGE after 

the exemption procedure. 
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Both the centres of adult education and the Examination Board of Secondary Education offer the 

possibility to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. Whereas the CAE operate on a decentral level, 

the Examination Board is a central organisation. The candidates of the field trials are often familiar 

with the Examination Board but prefer the approach of a CAE in which more guidance is offered. Some 

candidates try to combine both. To this day a combination of both is possible but hindered in practice 

by the fact that the attainment targets on which the course content is build are different, making it 

very difficult to correlate both results and causing lots of problems with granting exemptions between 

the two organisations. 

4.5. Key implications  

The great autonomy of the CAEs and the lack of more detailed regulations on how adult education 

centres offering the course of AGE may assess adult learners who have not followed courses at the 

centre (art. 63, §3 of the decree on adult education of 2007), leads to a great diversity in the CAEs with 

regard to  interpretation of the policy and actions on how to elaborate a VPL procedure  for educational 

qualifications. This lack of transparency on what the adult sector can offer on VPL for AGE has an 

impact on several levels: in general there is a diffuse view on what CAEs can offer in terms of 

opportunities; the referral authorities (being information and guidance centres; compulsory education 

institutes; authorities in other training sector,..) do not have a clear view on VPL for educational 

qualifications in CAEs; learners are more familiar with the Education Board of Secondary Education, a 

unique official certificate institute in Flanders with one clear defined website.  

Due to the lack of regulations on how to elaborate a VPL procedure for adult learners in additional 

general education, an external quality review of the VPL procedures offered by the centres is difficult.  

Due to the lack of regulation in the CAE regarding the assessment of adult learners on educational 

qualifications without following lessons, some centres do not always see the usefulness of obtaining 

exemptions in order to obtain in a more efficient or shorter way a certificate of additional general 

education.  

Implications for future validation process development 

To counteract this diversity the sector of adult education has to consider a more transparent 

communication and a clear definition and vision on VPL for educational qualifications. 

The data of the field trials revealed that when candidates were obliged to enrol in the exemption tests, 

those candidates obtained more exemptions than when candidates were not obliged to participate in 

all the tests (Table 4.16, p63). It could be that candidates underestimate themselves. Taken into 

account the European guidelines regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) that participating in VPL should be 

voluntary, it is however highly recommended to persuade the candidates in participating at the 

exemption tests because it can benefit their self-esteem.  
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Policy implications 

Implications of policy  

There is currently only informal policy on VPL for educational qualification in the CAEs (see key 

implications) 

Implications for policy  

The elaboration of art. 63, §3 of the decree of 2007 on adult education can give more regulated 

framework on VPL for educational qualifications. To this day, the Federation of SCE is working in an 

informal way on a more common policy regarding the exemption procedure.  The Federation of SCE is 

aware of the opportunities of upskilling pathways – being a VPL procedure for educational 

qualifications. To optimize and enforce their work following recommendations are necessary:     

• more regulations are recommended to support their efforts to install a qualitative VPL 

procedure for educational qualifications, being a uniform framework, transparent 

communication, a common vision and definition and high qualitative instruments. All 

this   with  respect for the specificity and pedagogical freedom of the individual centres 

(elaboration of article 63, §3). Therefore the agreements made in the Federation of 

SCE must be made more enforceable. A covenant is not strong enough to ensure that 

the CAEs implement the agreed actions 

• With the current manpower (half-time equivalent) and no other financial resources 

from the Flemish Government, the Federation of SCE cannot fulfil its mission 

qualitatively. More resources should be made available  

• The Federation of SCE itself should be more embedded in an overarching VPL network 

on Flemish level to support their work.  

 

The results shown in Table 4.15 (p63) makes us assume that ‘a complete’ VPL procedure –  meaning 

that the candidate succeeds in all exemption module units - almost never occurs. Therefore, the 

succeeded exemption tests should be recognized with a sub certificate.  This creates the possibility 

to foresee a combination of (sub) certification through exemption tests alternated with education 

possibilities for the remaining modules. The sub certificates are handout to the learners, who become 

owners of their acquired competences. When obtaining all sub certificates, the adult learner receives 

their certificate of AGE. Therefore, candidates must have the opportunity to validate all their 

educational competences. This means that an exemption test for the module MACUSA has to be 

developed.   

In order to qualify as a VPL procedure for educational qualifications, the sub-certificates must be 

interchangeable with other educational institutions. Therefore, the attainment targets to obtain a 

diploma for Secondary Education (the adult education sector and the Examination Board of Secondary 

Education) should be based on and elaborated on the same framework (NQF level 4) to guarantee this 

interchangeability.  
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5. Developing and extending regional/ national networks  

This chapter provides description and analysis of the partnerships and networks which have existed 

and have developed to support the work of VISKA. The analysis includes an assessment of the 

strengths, achievements and challenges in developing and maintaining these partnerships and 

networks.  

The development and extension of networks - goes to the context within the country or region and is 

intended to bring together actors from different organisations to act as local advisory and subject 

matter experts – this will inform both policy and practice. Each country has established a National 

Advisory Group for the project and these groups act as both directions setters and sounding boards 

for the project activity. 

5.1. Building and sustaining networks  

With developing and extending networks VISKA Flanders would like to involve all stakeholders – from 

policy makers to practitioners – working on VPL for educational qualifications, with the aim to improve 

collaboration and networking at one hand and, at the other hand,  making skills and qualifications 

more visible and comparable  due to a common vision and consensus of the value of VPL for 

educational qualifications.  

The aim of the VISKA project in Flanders is to investigate on whether a VPL procedure for general 

education for the target group of low-skilled adults is desirable, and if so, to inform the policy level 

about the criteria and the conditions when installing such a VPL procedure. In this regard it is important 
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to pool the perspective of those with responsibility for and experience of validation at a national level 

and for the target groups of low-skilled adults who are the focus of the VISKA K3 Erasmus + project.   

As the focus of the VISKA project is highly related to the context of the new decree of VPL for 

professional qualifications, it was logical that the stakeholders, engaged in the decree on VPL for 

vocational qualifications within the field of Education and Training, were asked to be part of the NAG. 

Pooling their knowledge and experience, both in a more theoretical and in a practical way, on a regular 

base, supported the roll- out of the VISKA project.  

5.2. Existence and scope of partnerships and networks  

Educational partners 

the Federation of Second Change Education (N=2) 

The Federation of SCE is a long-standing network, covering all centres for adult education organising 

the course of AGE (n= 41), mainly working on voluntary basis.  They support the sector of CAEs mainly 

in two different things, namely the development and adjustment of digital exemption tests for the 

target group of low-skilled adults, and the development of an overarching policy strategy  between the 

different institutions, to enrol a transparent educational policy and avoid candidate ‘shop- behaviour’ 

in their attempts to obtain a certificate for the course of AGE.  

As the umbrella organisation for all CAEs offering the course of AGE they are key players in the VISKA 

project. This project is in line with their work on digital exemption test development and to install a 

common policy for validation of educational qualifications. They also tried to motivate the centres to 

participate in the field trials on a voluntary basis, as there was no financial support foreseen within the 

framework of the VISKA project.  

the Pedagogical Advisory Services (N=6) and the Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education (N=1),  

In Flanders, every education network has its own Pedagogical Advisory Service.  Within the field of 

adult education, the Pedagogical Advisory Services are represented in the NAG.  

The Pedagogical Advisory Services provide professionalisation and support the CAEs on a demand 

driven way in the organisation of their tasks. Therefore, they are also very important partners in the 

VISKA project. The Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education (VOCVO) was also represented in the 

NAG. This organisation supports a few CAEs, not related to one of the Pedagogical Advisory Services. 

the Education Inspectorate (N=1),  

The Education Inspectorate is responsible for the quality assurance of the education sector. The CAEs 

are submitted to the control of the Education Inspectorate.  

Defining the role of the Education Inspectorate in a full-fledged VPL procedure for educational 

qualifications is essential. 

The Examination Board of Secondary Education (N=1),  

In Flanders, besides the CAEs, there is the Examination Board of Secondary Education – a certification 

institute for adult learners to obtain their diploma of secondary education. The Examination Board of 
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Secondary Education is a unique centrally based organisation with no education possibilities and no 

extended trajectory guidance. This in contrast with the CAEs, spread across the Flemish region, having 

access to education and certification facilities, with the focus on guidance.  

The Examination Board of Secondary Education shares the same objective as the Federation of SCE. 

They are structured in a different way – the assessment is based on the curriculum of Secondary 

Education per stage and no guidance is foreseen. The exchange of ideas on cooperation and 

coordination between both organisations can be very useful. There is the necessity of the 

interchangeability of certificates at one hand, at the other hand there is the possibility to share 

expertise in test development.  Some low-skilled adults combine both institutes. It is very attractive to 

learners, because it might be more in line with their personal needs, but it is hindered in practice by 

the fact that the attainment targets on which the course content is build are different, making it very 

difficult to correlate the results and causing lots of problems with granting exemptions between the 

two providers.  

‘Learning Shops20’ (guidance and information centres for adults) (N=1) 

Until now, the ‘learner shops’ are not regulated on Flemish level, although the GOAL project 

accentuated their positive role as neutral guidance and information centre for low-skilled adults. 

Learning shops direct candidates in an objective way, in regarding with their profile, to the most 

suitable institution. 

The know-how and the experiences of the representative of the ‘learner shops’ can help the VISKA 

project especially on intervention 5 of the project: how to improve the ‘access to and awareness of’ 

validation services. 

National policy partners  

Flemish Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study Grants (AHOVOKS), 

section Curriculum (N=1)  

The section Curriculum of the Agency for Higher Education, Adult Education, Qualifications and Study 

Grants (AHOVOKS) is a main policy stakeholder in the project. Among others, this section coordinates 

the development of the attainment targets of the different education levels (compulsory education; 

adult education). They are strongly involved in the operationalisation of validation of prior learning.  

 Department of Education and Training (DET) (N= 4)  

The Department of Education and Training (DET) is responsible for regulating validation in education 

in Belgium-Flanders. Currently, a decree for VPL for professional qualifications and a decree on quality 

assurance is in place, and pilot projects on how to enrol validation of professional qualifications, 

including drafting of standards, are installed. The creation of a more holistic approach towards 

validation of prior learning, including VPL for educational qualifications is supported by participation 

in VISKA. The department of Education and Training is also the coordinator of the VISKA project in 

Flanders.  

 
20 Dedicated organisations (often called learning shops) are specialised in guiding people to a better employment situation 
through improved access to education and training programmes and the labour market.    
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Flemish Education Council (N=1) 

In the council all educational stakeholders – the trade unions included - on Flemish level are 

represented and provide advises for the Flemish government on all education subject matters. 

Although the Flemish council requested to be involved in the VISKA project, participation level was 

very low to non-existing.   

5.3. Developing and sustaining networks 

To ensure that the final policy advice of the VISKA project for Flanders would be well supported by all 

stakeholders, VISKA Flanders held, during the first period of the VISKA project, several bilateral 

meetings with some members to capture the expertise of the different stakeholders, to gain insight 

into the current views on VPL for educational qualifications. The objective was to build a common 

accepted framework on VPL for educational qualifications, based on current European and national 

literature review, to find a common agreement on the process of the field trials and to foresee 

underpinned policy advices. 

Challenges and barriers  

According to the stakeholders, they agreed that to obtain a better cooperation there has to be a 

framework, but as long as art. 63, §3 of the decree on adult education is not further elaborated, those 

agreements will be non-binding and will have little impact on the operational level. One of the 

stakeholders states that in order to build up the consultations in a structural manner, the different 

authorities must be determined and an independent coordinator is desirable. This could be a task for 

the Department of Education and Training. 

 “In any case, I think that you have achieved greater cooperation, the extent to 

which, it is important to me that I have an insight into ‘is that achieved on the 

workplace’ ....  to what extend that interaction is realized there, I have no insight 

into that and it does not reach the NAG either. If it were, it would sharpen the 

motivation, ..... , activates new initiative, these are things that are absent here 

now.” [Focus group 1,NAG] 

"So we can conclude that it has led to better cooperation, but the extent to which 

can be much better.” [Focus group 1,NAG] 

As mentioned below in ‘Strengths and achievements’ the stakeholders all see the usefulness of a more 

structural cooperation between the Examination Board of Secondary Education and the Federation of 

SCE. The fact that there is a small but determining target group who subscribes in both organisations 

to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education, makes networking necessary. As to how they envisage 

such a collaboration the stakeholders cite the need for combined pathways to obtain a diploma 

secondary education and they emphasize that the attainment targets need to be aligned with each 

other so that you have the same frame to work with. 

“Cooperation between the examination board and the Federation of SCE lies in the 

possibility of combined tracks as a function of to obtain an educational qualification. 

Cooperation should focus in particular on complementarity in target group and 

approach. The subject sheets of the Examination Board are based on the attainment 
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targets, based on the matrix secondary education. In order to optimize structural 

cooperation, it is essential that the course of AGE in adult education also focuses on 

this framework.”  [survey 9 – resp6] 

“Although CAEs and the Examination Board of Secondary Education have a fairly 

different target group and sufficient learners, the cooperation between CAEs and 

the Examination Board could be optimized” 

“Structural cooperation requires the same legal frameworks, our framework is the 

attainment targets for secondary education, and this framework should also be 

extended to adult education so that there can be an efficient and transparent 

exchange.” [survey 9 – resp1] 

 

Currently there is little or no quality control on the granting of exemptions in CAEs who offer AGE. As 

to the question to what extend the stakeholders consider the sharing of expertise on high-quality 

development of tests between the Examination Board and the Federation of SCE in Flanders, most of 

the stakeholders find it very important (average 84% - Figure 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Extent of the necessity of sharing expertise on high  
            quality test development between the EC and the Federation of SCE 

 

Not only the stakeholders, but also the frontline staff see a great need for networking to support VPL 

for AGE (80%, Table 5.1). To the question if they are currently involved in any networks supporting VPL 

for AGE, we can conclude that there are already networks, because 80% participates in an existing 

network. These networks are mainly at a local level (in the centres) and at an overarching local level, 

being the Federation of SCE. The usefulness of a network for VPL on a Flemish level lies in making the 

VPL procedures, coordination and agreements more uniform (survey 9 – resp4). It will enhance cooperation 

and coordination between the centres (survey 9 – resp3). 

Table 5.1: Views on networking (Frontline staff) 

 Yes No  

Networking (Frontline staff) N % N % Total N 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Average

Resp 11

Resp 10

Resp 9

Resp 8

Resp 7

Resp 6

Resp 5

Resp 4

Resp 3

Resp 2

Resp 1

TO WHAT EXTEND DO YOU CONSIDER THE SHARING OF EXPERTISE ON HIGH-QUALITY

DEVELOPMENT OF TEST BETWEEN THE EC AND FEDERATION OF SCE (N=11)
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Do you feel the need for networking to 

support VPL for AGE ? 

4 80 1 20          5 

Are you currently involved in any networks 

supporting VPL for AGE ? 

4 80 1 20          5 

 

Strengths and achievements  

All stakeholders with regard to the development of an VPL procedure for general education were 

brought together on a regular basis in the NAG. The views on VPL for AGE, also from an international 

perspective, broadens the view of the stakeholders.  

The stakeholders’ expertise and engagement in the two subjects, being the decree on VPL for 

professional qualifications and their participation in the NAG which focuses on VPL for educational 

qualifications, had a positive influence on the process of the VISKA project. In the flow of the 

development of the decree the stakeholders experienced the need to foresee also more regulations in 

VPL for educational qualifications. 

Prior to the VISKA project there was already a lot of collaboration between the CAEs organising the 

course of AGE. Participation in the VISKA project enhanced the current network, decisions and 

agreements had a stronger support and may be more widely spread.   

As already described in the interim report the stakeholders unanimously agreed that there has been a 

greater collaboration due to VISKA, but the degree of collaboration could be improved (it contributed 

55% to a better collaboration,                 Figure 6). Table 5.2 shows that the establishment of a network 

to support further development of VPL for low-skilled adults is highly supported by the stakeholders. 

The stakeholders all feel the need to continue the current network, more specifically the collaboration 

between the Examination Board and the Federation of SCE. All stakeholders see the usefulness of more 

structural cooperation, because they both aim at the same purpose. Coordination and collaboration 

are relevant in terms of quality and optimization of procedures.  

 Table 5.2: Views on networking (NAG) 

 

 

    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Views on networks  

 Yes No Total N 

Has there been greater collaboration due to VISKA? 100 0 8 

Is there a need to continue the network ? 100 0 8 

Usefulness of structural cooperation between the VPL 

providers for educational qualifications  

100 0 11 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Average

Resp 7

Resp 6

Resp 5

Resp 4

Resp 3

Resp 2

Resp 1

TO WHAT EXTEND HAS VISKA CONTRIBUTED TO A BETTER COOPERATION? 
(N=7)
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                Figure 6 Extent to which VISKA has contribute to enhanced cooperation  

 

The VISKA project provided a start for cooperation and consultation between those engaged in VPL for 

educational qualifications. Before the VISKA project, there has only been ‘learner case-related ad hoc 

consultation’. As the Examination Board also comprises a test development unit, ways of expertise 

sharing could be discussed. 

“Through the Federation of SCE there was a lot of cooperation between the CAEs 

which provide AGE-courses. The VISKA-project did lead to better consultation with 

the Examination Board.” .” [survey 4 – resp4] 

“First steps in cooperation CAEs and Examination Board have been taken.”           

[survey 4 – resp2] 

“By bringing the Federation of SCE and the Examination Board together it is 

possible to obtain a better alignment” 

“For learners it is important that they can combine both trajectories” [survey 9 – resp4] 

The representative of the ‘Learning Shop’ in the NAG underlined the importance of more transparency 

on VPL for educational qualifications to facilitate a better orientation and guidance of targets groups. 

The aim of optimising the learners’ learning path brings the role of a neutral guidance and information 

centre once again21 to the attention of the policy makers.   

Under the impulse of VISKA, the pedagogical advisory services and the Federation of SCE decided to 

further support the cross-network working group on VPL with special attention on AGE.  

According to the NAG, existing networks are also intensified through VISKA. 

 “The international perspective broadens the view. Furthermore, existing networks 

and contacts around VPL of AGE are intensified through VISKA.” [survey4 – resp6] 

5.4. Key findings  

According to the stakeholders, they agreed that to obtain a better cooperation between those engaged 

in VPL for educational qualifications, there has to be a framework on VPL for educational qualifications.   

The fact that all stakeholders were at the same time engaged in the new decree on VPL for vocational 

qualifications and in the NAG, to support the VISKA project, enhanced the need to foresee also more 

regulations in VPL for educational qualifications.  

Participation in the VISKA project enhanced the current network between the CAEs, decisions and 

agreements had a stronger support and are more widely spread.  

Under the impulse of VISKA, the pedagogical advisory services and the Federation of SCE decided to 

further support the cross-network working group on VPL with special attention on AGE.  

 
21 cfr. GOAL Erasmus+ project 
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The fact that there is a small but determining target group who subscribes in the Examination Board 

of Secondary Education and in a CAE, offering the course of AGE, there needs to be more structural 

cooperation between them. As the Examination Board also comprises a test development unit, ways 

of expertise sharing between both organisations could be discussed. The VISKA project already 

provided a start for a more structural consultation between the Examination Board and the Federation 

of SCE. 

There has been greater collaboration due to the VISKA project. The NAG defined the need for an 

independent coordinator to continue the network in a more structural way. They agreed that the 

Department of Education and Training would be the most appropriate coordinator.  

5.5. Key implications  

In order to work out a sustained project the support of a well-considered expert team is necessary. 

Thanks to the VISKA project the expert team was brought together on a regular basis, with a well -

informed agenda. Such a network could not have been set up, if Flanders hadn’t been part of the VISKA 

project. 

Implications for future validation development  

If the efforts of all members during the VISKA project will not be lost and in order to keep the attention 

on the focus that will be reached, namely whether and how a VPL- procedure for educational 

qualifications can be installed, the continuation of the networks build during the VISKA project in one 

way or another should be continued.   

An extension of existing networks or a possible merger of several networks might dramatically improve 

the pool of knowledge surrounding VPL, leading to an improved sharing of good practices and relevant 

expertise.  

Policy implications  

Implications of policy  

Implications for policy   

It is necessary to continue the (sub)network on VPL for educational qualifications so that the impetus 

the VISKA project brought into the field of VPL for educational qualifications in Flanders will not be 

lost.  

The NAG gathered experts on VPL for educational qualifications. Continuing the (sub)network on VPL 

for educational educations seems necessary in order to achieve further results in the development of 

a VPL procedure for AGE. It is recommended that working out a common vision, definition, 

communication frame and quality assurance can happen under supervision of this network, 

coordinated by the government administration and supported by a working group of practitioners on 

validation.  
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6. Extending and adapting tools used in the validation of prior learning 

for low-skilled adults  

This chapter discusses the tools which validation personnel in the VISKA trials Belgium - Flanders use 

in their VISKA validation programme, offering analysis on the strengths and weaknesses of these tools 

in terms of impact and quality, as well as the challenges associated with tool development and 

adaptation.  

The types of tools that can be used to support staff and learners in validation is broad and can include:  

• Paper based templates and resources with more up to date online solutions  

• Tools to identify basic skills levels and competences  

• Tools that support the process of the validation of prior learning  

• Tools for self-evaluation and gap identification.  

• Tools to assist those involved in the validation process including reflection  

• Registration and monitoring systems which assist in tracking the development of the 

individual as they engage in validation.  

• Tools that assist in structuring the validation mentoring session.  

For the overview of how the validation process for educational qualification works in Belgium Flanders, 

we refer to the description of the validation process explained step by step in chapter 4 (p64). 

6.1. Context and aims  

Prior to the VISKA project tools already existed to support validation for educational qualifications: 

• Some centres offer documents as some sort of an intake procedure which can be 

completed to form a personal file.  

• As mentioned before, the Federation of SCE developed exemption tests for the course 

of AGE, which are shared on a digital platform to be used by all centres of adult 

education offering the course of AGE. The centres all signed a covenant with the 

Federation of SCE wherein they agree to use these tools.  

 This approach has some limitations because the Federation of SCE has no legal 

basis and no authority to impose regulations to the CAEs and is merely an 

agreement, not controlled in an official way, between the Federation of SCE 

and the CAEs.  

 

As guidance/trajectory counselling is a part of the core task of the centres offering AGE they receive 

funding from the government. There is no additional financial support specifically for the development 

of VPL procedures for educational qualifications. The development of VPL procedures is hence often 

funded by the centres themselves, which leads to many different approaches.   

CAEs are screened every six years by the Education Inspectorate. When the screening of the Education 

Inspectorate is focused on the course of AGE, the Education Inspectorate checks if granting exemptions 

is based on test material. To this day the Education Inspectorate does not check the content of the 

tests used. So far, there is no in-depth quality control made by the Education Inspectorate.    
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The results of chapter 4 show that the current policy of a VPL procedure differs from centre to centre. 

There are not only differences in what information they collect but also in the extent to which the 

registration is formal rather than informal. We asked the centres if they have a registration system for 

the VPL procedure/exemption tests. This concerns the registration of relevant data in the different 

phases: identifying, documenting, assessing and certifying (Table 6.1). 

Table 6.1: Registration system available in the centres regarding the VPL procedure (Identify/document/assess/certify) 

Does your centre have a registration system available ? % 

No 23,5 

Yes but it is not fully completed for each candidate  2,9 

Yes, there is a transparent registration system, but it is not fully completed for each candidate 11,8 

Yes, there is a transparent registration system and is used consistently for every  61,8 

N 34 

Basically, there is a lack of transparency about the VPL procedure. The CAEs have their own 

interpretation on definition, procedures and expectations about VPL, which made it difficult to 

guarantee the quality of VPL across the CAEs. The CAEs all use some sort of registration form and intake 

procedure, but there is no uniformity to it. In order to transcend this fragmentation, VISKA Flanders, 

together with the staff from the participating CAEs developed a uniform intake document and a 

roadmap (appendix 2), with more practical information on how to use.  

6.2. Validation tools for low-skilled adults  

Tool selection, development and use  

Overview of the tools used in the field trials 

1. Tool tried out in the field trials: Intake form for Registration of VPL (face to face interview) 

Background to the tool: Paper format developed in collaboration with the participating 

Centres for Adult Education in the VISKA trials. Not previously used in this form. 

Language: Dutch 

Used Independently by learner: No. The tool is designed to be used while supported by staff 

Number of Sections / Elements: The tool facilitates the identification phase through sections 

which help to identify school, work, motivation for accessing validation and validation of any 

prior qualifications.  It provides a section for the registration of qualifications through 

documentation any of prior learning and allows registration of the outcomes or results of the 

exemption tests.  There are 18 questions in all, and it is estimated that the process takes on 

average 15-20 minutes for the interview supported identification phase. The duration of the 

intake depends strongly on the personality of the adult learner, his/her failure anxiety and 

stress, his/her language level, former studies. 

Costs: There are no additional costs or software requirements for the organisation or the user 
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Number of users for the trial: 311 adult learners 

2. Tool tried out in the field trials:  Online intake form for Self-Registration 

Background to the tool: Online format that is already used in the CAE slightly adjusted so it 

consists the same information as the face to face tool. Not previously used in this form. 

Language: Dutch 

Used Independently by learner: Partly. The tool is designed to be filled in by the candidate 

independently, but where needed the candidates are supported by staff 

Number of Sections / Elements: The tool facilitates the identification phase through sections 

which help to identify school, work, motivation for accessing validation and validation of any 

prior qualifications.  It provides a section for the registration of qualifications through 

documentation any of prior learning and allows registration of the outcomes or results of the 

exemption tests.  There are 18 similar questions to the face to face tool to make comparison 

possible. Because of the more extensive digital tool (explained below) the average time to fill 

in the digital registration form takes longer (average 25-35minutes). 

Costs: There are no additional costs for the organisation or the user, but an internet 

connection and browser is required. 

Number of users for the trial: 163 adult learners 

3. Tool tried out in the field trials: Exemption tests 

Background to the tool: The Federation of SCE  has developed a wide range of exemption tests 

for the course AGE. The CAEs find them on a platform for use and agree to use these tests 

(covenant with the Federation of SCE).  

Language: Dutch 

Used Independently by learner: Yes. Teachers however are available when the adult learner 

has a question/problem 

Number of Sections / Elements: it depends on the subject of the exemption test. There is an 

exemption test for every module of a subject, which is part of the course AGE, with the 

exception of the subject MACUSA. 

Costs: The use of the tests are free for the CAEs and the adult learner. The development is 

based on voluntary engagement from teachers of the CAEs. 

Number of users for the trial: 474 adult learners  
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In addition to the work under the VISKA project the EU Skills Profiling tool has been reported on in 

Belgium - Flanders under another project. The Flemish Public Employment Services (PES), FEDASIL 

(Federal Agency for Asylum Seekers) and the Agencies for Integration and Civic Integration were 

involved in this regional project. In Belgium Flanders, the EU skills profile tool is mainly used as a 

guidance to what education or training is best suited for the candidate. This is reflected in the general 

observations and feedback from the organisations involved in the @level2work10 project (a summary 

of the findings is included as appendix 6)   

Development  

• Intake form – on paper and digital 

As a result of the VISKA project a uniform intake document, including a roadmap (appendix 

2) was developed for the seven participating CAEs. One of these participating centres worked 

with a digital self-assessment tool. The content of the online intake is adapted to be similar 

to the face to face intake of the other participating CAEs. It is important to note that there is 

also a face to face interview following the use of the digital tool. 

• Exemption tests 

VISKA Flanders did not develop exemption tests itself for the field trials and used the 

exemption tests that are available on the platform of the Federation of  SCE. Before starting 

the field trials, VISKA Flanders subjected a number of tests to quality control at random 

(appendix 7), an exercise that had been done before by one of the Pedagogical Advisory 

Services. The tests are adjusted on a regular basis, but this all happens exclusively voluntary 

and without external quality control.  

Usefulness 

The frontline staff recognizes the importance of developing tools to enhance a uniform VPL procedure. 

Most of the frontline staff feel it is of mediocre importance (57%) and 43% feel it is of high importance.  

The frontline staff was not convinced of the intake form developed by VISKA. There was one centre 

who previously did not use an intake form, but the other six centres already used a different intake 

form in the past. The opinions on the intake form were divided. Only two centres would recommend 

a broader introduction of the intake form developed under VISKA. The preference goes to the use of 

their own intake form, although some staff members said to use a combination of the VISKA form and 

their own.  

Table 6.2: Usefulness of the VISKA intake form 

 Yes No  

Validation tools N %    N % Total n 

Did you use another intake form in the past ? 5 83,3 1 16,7          6 

Would you recommend a broader introduction of 
the intake form developed under VISKA ? 

2 40 3 60          5 

 

The CAEs indicate that they benefit the most of the skills assessment tool (86%) and quality assurance 

guidelines (85,71%) (Figure 7). The quality assurance guidelines, one of the four deliverables in the 
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VISKA project (D3.4), were based on the quality kit from AHOVOKS, which VISKA Flanders contributed 

to ETSC,  the lead partner in this deliverable. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Views on the Potential impact of VISKA outputs  
 

To the question ‘Who would benefit the most from these outputs’ (Figure 8) it is very clear that the 

frontline staff would benefit the most from the outputs. The results also confirm that there is a great 

need for quality assurance. Most of the respondents marked both ‘Learners’ and ‘Frontline staff’ 

(71,43% for quality assurance guidelines, 66,67% for the skills assessment tool). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 Views on the potential benefits of the VISKA outputs  

 
As for the learners questioned after the field trials (N=48), their experience in general with the self-
assessment tool (intake form) is good to excellent (97%) ( 

Table 6.3).  87,50% agreed that it allowed them to include all of their previous learning and did not 

think of anything that was not asked (93%). A small minority (7%, Table 6.4) were of the opinion that 

it did not allow them to include all of their previous learning and missed something. Unfortunately, 

when asked what they would have wanted to be included in the self-assessment tool, those few 

learners gave no suggestions. Despite of those few learners we can conclude that the experience with 

the self-assessment tool were very positive. 
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Table 6.3: Experience with the intake form by the learners 

 Excellent Very good Good Poor Very poor  
 N % N % N % N % N % Total N 

Experience of the self-assessment 

tool (intake form) 

3 8,1 7 18,9 26 70,3 0 0 1 2,7    37 

 

Table 6.4: Experience with the validation process – self assesment tool, exemption tests  

 Yes No  

 N % N % Total N 

Did you find the sections available on the 
intake form allowed you to include all of 
your learning ? 

42 87,5 6 12,5          48 

During the intake procedure, did you think 
of anything that you would have liked to 
address but was not asked ? 

3 6,8 41 93,2         44 

 

During the interviews with the learners the overall opinion of the exemption tests were mostly 

positive. For more information about their experiences with the exemption tests we would like to refer 

to chapter 10 to avoid too much repetition. 

Strengths and achievements 

As mentioned above, not all participating CAEs were convinced of the intake form provided by VISKA, 

but they did however think it helped to document the validation process (80%) and helped to make 

the validation process more consistent (40%) (Figure 9).  

Figure 9  Experience with the intake form 

 

Regarding the learners, Table 6.5 shows that the majority of the learners (71%) are more aware of the 

skills they have after participating in the intake procedure and the exemption tests.  

Table 6.5: Awareness of their own skills – exit survey learners 

 Yes No Total 

 N % N %          N 

 
Are you more aware of the skills you have ? 

 
31 

 
70,5 

 
13 

 
29,6 

            
                44 

 

The answers provided in the question to further specify their answer, we can conclude that it positively 

influences their self-confidence. They indicate their increased belief in their own skills.  
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“Apparently I’m smarter than I expected” [survey 10– resp2] 

“That I can do more than I first thought, I thought it was going to be a lot harder”  

[survey 10– resp5] 

“I am now aware of my skills and everyone should be.” [survey 10– resp26] 

6.3. Challenges and barriers  

When providing a uniform intake form through the VISKA project, a challenge was that due to the 

voluntary cooperation of the CAEs we had to make sure that it did not give them a lot of extra work to 

implement the tools in their CAE. Therefore, VISKA decided to adjust the existing tools and use the 

exemption tests which were already available.  

The biggest challenge, regarding the intake form, was to provide a ‘uniform’ intake form which all CAEs 

agree with. Now every CAE has its own registration form or even no registration form and it was a 

challenge to come to an agreement which does not severely restrict the autonomy of a centre. 

To the question ‘Does a tool present challenges’ (Figure 10) the frontline staff expects that cost/ 

resources will be the biggest challenge for developing tools regarding a VPL procedure. On a scale from 

1 (least challenging) to 5 (most challenging) it scores a 4,14. Support will also be required (3,57). 

Managing expectations will be the least challenging (1,86) according to the frontline staff. Other 

challenges will be the completeness and the interpretation by the supervisors of the open questions. 

It has to be pointed out that resources is an item that comes up in every interview, survey and meetings 

with the NAG. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 Challenges Presented by Validation Tools 

 

The biggest challenges and/or barriers however lay in the field of the exemption tests. Because of the 

lack of resources the development of exemption tests remains on voluntary basis, which often does 

not benefit the quality. During the focus groups with the coordinators of the participating centres and 

the pedagogical advisory services it was stated that it is very hard to find teachers who are willing to 

cooperate on the development of test material. As a result, the existing test material is insufficiently 

renewed and is not evaluated for validity. A digital test battery is on the agenda of the Federation of 

SCE for a while, but can’t be developed due to lack of resources and test developers.   

Accesibility

Cost/resources

Language

Support required

Managing
expectations

0 1 2 3 4 5

DOES A TOOL PRESENT CHALLENGES IN TERMS OF: (N=7)



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

91 

“But it is always a time investment for those people, isn't it? That they might think 

of 'Why should I take that up again, what's in it for me, nothing? Then why would I 

do that?” [Focus group 3, POV; 249-251] 

“It is one of the [emphasized] most important experiences in the development of 

tools for VPL, there are a lot of .... not that there is no interest in it, but you have 

to find people in a CAE who want to do that. Now these are usually people who 

have a full-time teaching assignment.”  [Focus group 3, GO!; 228-231] 

“So the ideal, we, we know where we want to go, to an ideal situation where, 

uhm, from an enormous database of questions, uh, and exercises and so on, that 

there, uh [unintelligible] so to speak, for the student who logs on to the system, a 

test is, uh, composed and that it is valid. At the moment we don't have that luxury 

yet…………  

So there is certainly a need to make an effort to ensure that those tests in which 

we have now invested so much time and energy are developed further in such a 

way that they remain valid…….. 

At the moment, that is a very great need on the part of the Federation of SCE to 

have resources at their disposal in that respect, so that we can make it more 

effective.” [Interview 5, Former coordinator Federation SCE; 322-327, 337-339, 342-344] 

 

The lack of quality control of the exemption tests is a barrier to enhance a VPL procedure for AGE. 

When passing an exemption test the learner now receives an unofficial certificate to be exempted 

from a specific module. It is recognized by most of the CAEs, but it still remains an unofficial document. 

During the focus group with the coordinators of the CAEs the question was asked whether they can 

agree with the fact that succeeding an exemption test leads to an official sub certificate. They would 

support the granting of sub certificates on the basis of the current exemption tests. They also indicate 

that some centres would not accept the certificate, because confidence in the quality of the exemption 

tests is certainly a barrier. It is also indicated by the frontline staff that there is a need for better skills 

and knowledge when developing high quality, reliable and valid tests. 

The frontline staff emphasize that there is some sort of quality control on and use of exemption tests, 

but all on voluntary basis. It should happen in a more structured way.  

That the tests are all digital is also often considered a barrier by some CAEs. A lack of ICT skills within 

the CAE to organise the exemption tests is a barrier to use digital exemption tests. 

Another major barrier is that there is no exemption test for the module MACUSA which prevents a 

learner from obtaining exemptions for the entire course of AGE if he/she did not receive exemptions 

through validation of prior certificates/qualifications (EVK). Because the module MACUSA is very much 

in line with transversal skills, we refer to chapter 7 for more detailed information. 

6.4. Key findings  

The directors of the CAEs have great autonomy concerning the use of tools, the development of intake 

documents and the policy on VPL. Together with the fact that the centre’s policy on VPL, especially for 
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the target group of low-skilled adults and what VPL for educational qualifications can mean for the 

target group is very diverse and rather poor (chapter 4), it leads to a lack of uniformity regarding the 

intake form between the CAEs and the procedure as a whole. Therefore VISKA Flanders developed a 

uniform intake form. Although not all participating CAEs were enthusiastic about the form and would 

not recommend a broader introduction, it did help the CAEs to document the validation process and 

helped to make the validation process more consistent. 

Among the CAEs there is a fairly high level of support for the use of common test material and the use 

of commonly agreed agreements. At this point there is no additional financial support specifically for 

the development of VPL tools for educational qualifications, which has an impact on the quality of the 

tools: 

• Because the development process of tests is cumbersome, time consuming and expensive, 

there is only one test foreseen per module (with the exception of MACUSA for which there 

are no tests).  

 Some tests have been going on for several years without being adjusted. 

 A digital test battery is on the agenda of the Federation of SCE for a while, but can’t 

be developed due to lack of resources and test developers 

• Because of the lack of quality control not all CAEs have confidence in the exemption tests and 

therefore do not use all the tests. 

 

The frontline staff indicate that there is a great need for quality assurance. Tools are already available, 

but quality control is lacking. There is no in-depth external quality control of the content of the tests 

made by the Education Inspectorate. They only check if granting exemptions is based on the existence 

of test material. 

Positive is that the learners are more aware of their own skills and competences after participating in 

the intake procedure and the exemption tests. It boosts their self-confidence.  

6.5. Key implications  

A common definition and policy, with its focus on quality assurance, on VPL is essential. 

The absence of a general framework (legal, financial, methodological, …) for VPL and its tools and the 

lack of transparency about the procedure complicate the development of tools and leads to high 

diversity between the different centres, to adult learners ‘shopping’ for best VPL-conditions.  The 

existence of a clearly defined VPL procedure is important for all stakeholders, so that everyone knows 

where a qualitative VPL procedure stands for.  

The exemption tests are conducted digitally as much as possible. This approach requires specific skills 

from the developers. 

Implications for future validation development  

Through the VISKA project it is made clear that to develop a qualitative VPL procedure for AGE there 

are two main implications. The first one is that there must be uniformity in the tools that are being 
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used. The second one is to foresee qualitative exemption tests for all modules of the course (cfr. the 

module MACUSA). This means that succeeding in modules can lead to official sub-certificates and 

therefore the quality of the exemption tests must be guaranteed and external quality control is 

inevitable. Assuring high quality standards leads to an improvement of the value of the diploma 

obtained in  CAEs.  

Policy Implications  

Implications of policy  

The work of the Federation of SCE on exemption test development and installing a VPL procedure 

through a covenant has no decretal basis and cannot be obliged, as the directors of the CAE have great 

autonomy in the organisation of their centre. Therefore, selection and evaluation of valid test material 

is the responsibility of the centres at this moment. It leads to too many different approaches in the 

operationalisation of the VPL procedure and the use of tools. 

The fact that using jointly developed exemption tests, which can be found on an electronic platform, 

can increase the risk that everyone assumes that the exemption tests are valid and reliable, without 

anyone actually monitoring and evaluating them. 

Implications for policy   

The VISKA project exposed the value of an external quality control mechanism on the development of 

exemption tests. This could be the responsibility of an organisation such as the Education Inspectorate. 

Until today, much of the performed work of the Federation of SCE and the CAEs is voluntary. However, 

to provide a common agreed high qualitative VPL – procedure, the professional development of the 

assessment tools must be supported in a structural way.  

The development of high qualitative exemption tests for the whole course of AGE, including MACUSA, 

whereby the candidates can enrol in a full- fledged VPL procedure, requires more manpower and 

financial resources.  
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7. Transversal Skills  

This chapter provides analysis of the transversal skill activities under VISKA in Belgium - Flanders 

including a description of the challenges involved and an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of 

developing a framework.  

7.1. Context and aims  

VISKA Flanders decided from the start of the VISKA project not to engage in VPL for transversal skills 

separately during the field trials, as they are already partially integrated in the existing exemption tests 

of the AGE course.   

At European level, VISKA Flanders delivered input for the development of document D1.1 ‘Briefing on 

transversal skills22’. VISKA Flanders shared the attainment targets of the module ‘MACUSA’ (Society – 

Culture – Cooperation), in so far as they correspond to the transversal skills included in document 

'Briefing paper on transversal skills' D1.1, to work out the document D3.2 'criteria for transversal 

skills23'.  These deliverables of the VISKA project regarding transversal skills, delivered under the lead 

of ETSC Iceland, can be of great importance to the sector of adult education to develop criteria for 

assessing transversal skills. 

At Flemish level, digital exemption tests have been developed for almost all course units of the AGE 

programme, by committed teachers on a voluntary basis. The Federation of SCE is now requesting to 

develop an exemption test for the MACUSA module, which includes mainly transversal skills. As 

mentioned before, this course unit is currently the only unit for which no (digital) exemption test is 

available. Learners can only obtain exemptions for these modules through validation of qualifications 

(EVK).     

7.2. Transversal Skills overview  

At European level, VISKA Flanders discussed the content of the documents D1.1 and D3.2 in a meeting 

of the NAG. Table 7.1 shows that a majority of the stakeholders (71%) felt that all transversal skills 

were included in the common definition. When asked in the survey what they missed, 29% missed the 

items ‘Learning how to learn’, ‘Wellbeing’, ‘Entrepreneurship’ and ‘Taking initiative’. A majority (67%) 

also pointed out that a uniform framework and criteria for validation of transversal skills are important. 

They do find it important that an assessor still has some degree of autonomy. 

Table 7.1 Views on transversal skills in %  (NAG) (N=7) 

 Views on networks 

 Yes No 

Are all transversal skills included in the common definition ? 71,4 28,6 
Is a uniform framework and criteria for validation of transversal skills important ? 66,7 33,3 

7.3. Challenges and Barriers  

VISKA Flanders was interested whether and how an exemption test for the MACUSA module could be 

developed. VISKA Flanders consulted six teachers of the module MACUSA. A list of possible challenges 

and barriers to introduce VPL tests for assessing transversal skills were pointed out: 

 
22 https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf  
23 https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf 

https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
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Process based evaluation: Soft transversal skills are difficult to evaluate. CAEs often make use of 

process-based evaluation. This means that information is collected during the course of a project, 

programme or activity and therefore the process is being evaluated and not only the result at the 

end. The tests used in a VPL procedure are ‘product evaluation’ based tests. Teachers experience 

difficulties to evaluate transversal skills on a product-based manner. So the teachers consider 

attending the course MACUSA to be indispensable. Teachers evaluate their learners’ growth of 

transversal skills throughout the lessons. The process evaluation allows adult learners to get a more 

valuable feedback on their transversal skills.  

Used evaluation criteria: CAEs currently have their own process-based evaluation procedure, - scales 

and - criteria, with no guarantee of validity or reliability. Learners’ regular attendance and active 

participation in the lessons are the most decisive factors in order to succeed.   

Teachers’ opinion: The teachers are unanimous on the fact that all learners benefit from following 

the course and about their enthusiastic participation (the dropout rate during the course is low). 

Teachers underline that the MACUSA course does achieve the mission of adult education to reach 

personal growth and to increase the chances of learners on the labour market. 

 ‘Clustered’ study course offer: CAEs often offer the course MACUSA in combination with other 

modules (languages, ICT,…) within the course of AGE. This means that VPL for the course of MACUSA, 

where organised in this way, does not affect the shortening of the learning process.  

Target group is too small: There is the perception that only a few learners will benefit from VPL for 

educational qualifications, regarding the MACUSA module. Moreover, the teachers indicate that they 

fear that the sometimes rather poor knowledge of the Dutch language of low-qualified adults with a 

migration background has a negative impact on the chances of success. 

Time consuming task and a lack of financial resources: The test development and the assessment of 

the test will be time consuming while there is a lack of financial resources.  

7.4. Key findings  

The Federation of SCE is requesting the development of an exemption test for the MACUSA module, 

but no tests have been developed for the MACUSA module for various reasons:  

• The teachers experience the module as very useful for the students, as they feel that the 

objective and the mission of adult education is achieved, namely to reach personal growth of 

the learners and to increase the chances of learners on the labour market. 

• There is a lack of knowledge to develop product-based, valid and reliable test material, 

especially for the assessing of soft transversal skills. In addition to that, there is a lack of 

standards to know whether the learner has reached a sufficient level in order to succeed  

• The lack of financial resources and manpower weighs on the motivation to start this test 

development.   
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7.5. Key implications  

The above reasons were always considered to be sufficient to prevent further consideration of 

developing an exemption test for the MACUSA module. Daring to put these arguments aside is 

necessary to enable the development of an exemption test. 

To offer adults more possibilities for an assessment of their transversal skills, a new approach to 

assess these transversal skills is needed, based on the principles that learners  not necessarily have to 

be known by their teachers and that it is possible to assess - most - transversal skills by means of a 

product evaluation. 

The evaluation form may be different: it can take the form of a role-play, interview, observations, ...  A 

number of these forms of evaluation can be very staff-intensive and time-consuming. 

Implications for future development in the recognition and validation of transversal skills  

At regional level the importance of the further activation and elaboration of (sub)networks around VPL 

for AGE with the different stakeholders seems necessary:  

• Further elaboration on the subject whether and how product-based assessment test for 

transversal skills can be developed.  

• Dialogue and cooperation between the Federation of SCE, the pedagogical advisory services 

and the development unit of the examination board of Secondary education seems useful: 

 Discussion on how to assess (soft) transversal skills and defining standards (when do 

learners succeed in obtaining the transversal skills) 

 Acceptation through thorough dialogue that a number of attainment levels cannot be 

evaluated, not even on a process-based manner 

 Striving together for an equivalent final assessment of transversal skills.    

At European level, there are ongoing Erasmus+ projects, which focus on how to validate soft 

transversal skills in diverse sectors. Cross-fertilisation and sharing of accumulated knowledge can lead 

to a further breakthrough. Follow-up projects can keep the attention focused and stimulate evolution. 

Policy implications  

Implications of policy  

To this day CAEs cannot deliver exemptions for MACUSA, because no exemption test has been 

developed yet and therefore a candidate cannot be validated for all subjects. The Federation of SCE is 

financed through voluntary allocations of the CAEs and only receives very little financial resources from 

the government in the form of a part-time coordinator. This leads to the fact that there is no time and 

money to develop and conduct a qualitative MACUSA test.  

Implications for policy  

The stakeholders, involved in VISKA Flanders, affirm the further elaboration of VPL for AGE. As the 

decree for professional education is implemented, continued attention from the Flemish government 

is recommended for the further development of regulations for VPL for additional general education. 

This means that, in order to provide a candidate the possibility to obtain all exemptions for the course 

of AGE, an exemption test for MACUSA has to be developed.  
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The need to maintain and promote the existence of a (sub)network group around VPL for AGE, 

especially to continue the efforts for developing and conducting an exemption test for the MACUSA 

module, asks for the required manpower and financial resources. It is worth investigating whether 

project resources can be found for this purpose. The deliverables produced by the VISKA project 

regarding transversal skills, can be useful as a starting document to validate transversal skills.   
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8. Capacity building for Guidance and other front-line staff  

This chapter focuses on guidance counsellors and other front-line staff, providing an overview of their 

activities and the roles they assume under the validation of prior learning.  

8.1. The role of the guidance and other front-line staff   

Background  

The staff members, involved with validation in a CAE, are the guidance/trajectory counsellors, 

assessors (mostly being former or part-time teachers) and in some cases the administrative staff.  

During the information session for the adult learners about the course of AGE and its validation 

process, the information is given by multiple staff members, be it the guidance/trajectory counsellors, 

teachers or even administrative staff. It differs from centre to centre. The intake procedure is often 

done by the guidance/trajectory counsellor, regularly assisted by the teachers and/or the 

administrative staff, due to the fact that it is a time-consuming activity.  

As Table 4.4 (p57) in chapter 4 shows, the role of assessor is taken on by the teachers (78%) and the 

guidance/trajectory counsellor (67%), but even the administrative force (17%) can take on the role of 

assessor.  The director has the final decision regarding recognition of prior competences and skills but 

in 94% (Table 4.8, p60) they confirm the assessor’s assessment advice.  

The role of a guidance/trajectory counsellor however is much broader than described above. It is the 

most approachable person during the learning path of the learner and is responsible for the study 

progress and the primary contact for all questions regarding the study process of the learners. Some 

CAEs also have study coaches who assist the learners who have learning -or motivational problems.  

Programme staff experience, education and training prior to VISKA 

In Flanders it is the responsibility of the Director of CAE to organise training according to their policy 

objectives and training needs of the staff. The Pedagogical Advisory Services (PBD) of their respective 

umbrella organisations can provide support to the centres (demand driven), but CAEs can also consult 

private organisations. Because of the great autonomy granted to the CAEs, there is a great difference 

in awareness between them. This, in turn, means that the training needs differ between them as well.  

VISKA Flanders launched a survey on the status of capacity building and training of frontline staff in 

the implementation of the exemption tests in the CAEs (N=36) before the field trials. It shows that the 

professionalisation initiatives regarding VPL/exemption tests for the course of AGE (Table 8.1, p98) 

include team consultation for three quarters of the centres. One in ten indicates that there is further 

professionalisation at the request of staff, 6% that there are collegial visitations between centres and 

3% that there is further professionalisation as part of the centre's policy programme. 36% mentioned 

‘other’ professionalisation initiatives. This concerns sharing information and consultations with the 

Federation of SCE (questions on the Federation’s forum), information sessions of the Federation of 

SCE, consultation with other CAEs, further professionalisation through learning networks and through 

the centre itself.  
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Table 8.1: Professionalisation initiatives regarding VPL over the past two years? (in %, N=34) 

How have professionalisation initiatives regarding VPL been carried out in your centre over the past two years?  % 

Team consultations 75,0 

Other 36,1 

Further professionalisation at request of the staff 11,1 

Collegial visitations between the CAE 5,6 

Further professionalisation as part of the policy of the CAE 2,8 

 

As mentioned in chapter 4 we investigated whether there is any structure to be found in the way of 

working with regard to VPL (Table 4.2, p56). Three components could be distinguished (informal 

operation, formal operation and professionalisation). For the discussion of the first two components, 

we refer to chapter 4.  

The average score on the scale ‘professionalisation’ (Table 8.2) shows that there is very little 

professionalisation (mean=6,5 out of 100).  

Table 8.2: Scale and items of professionalisation  
             N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Scale_Professionalisation 36 0,00 100,00 6,4815 19,22208 

Further professionalisation as part of the policy of the CAE 36 0,00 1,00 ,0278 ,16667 

Collegial visitations between the CAE 36 0,00 1,00 ,1111 ,31873 

Further professionalisation at request of the staff 36 0,00 1,00 ,0556 ,23231 

 

Taken together, we can conclude that the professionalisation of the front-line staff regarding VPL for 

educational qualifications is not strongly elaborated and remains rather informal. During the 

exploratory talks with the guidance/trajectory counsellors and the directors it does become clear that 

the people who take on the role of guidance/trajectory counsellor have been working in the centre for 

several years and thus have a lot of experience.  

8.2. Guidance activities  

The question ‘What activities does the guidance/trajectory counsellor in your centre take on’ (Table 

8.3, p98) indicates that the guidance/trajectory counsellor has many tasks. It shows that the 

guidance/trajectory counsellor decides which exemptions potential learners can receive on the basis 

of prior qualifications (83%), they conduct exemption tests (75%) and decide which exemptions 

candidates can receive on the basis of prior experiences and competences, acquired in an informal and 

non-formal way (56%). In almost all centres, the guidance/trajectory counsellor has conversations with 

learners, monitors and motivates them, and works out tailor-made learning programmes for them. In 

eight out of ten centres, the guidance/trajectory counsellor has feedback interviews with candidates 

and in seven out of ten centres, the guidance/trajectory counsellor shares knowledge about learning 

career guidance with the learner. These elements form the tasks of a guidance/trajectory counsellor. 

Table 8.3: Tasks of the trajectory counsellor in the centres 

 Percent 

Sessions (conversation) with learners 97,2 

Monitoring and motivating learners 94,4 

Developing tailor made learning paths for the learners 91,7 

Assessing which exemptions candidates can receive based on their prior qualifications 83,3 
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Conducting feedback interviews with candidates 80,6 

Conducting the exemption tests 75,0 

Sharing knowledge about learning career guidance with the learners 69,4 

Assessing which exemptions students can get based on previous experiences and competences, 

acquired in an informal and non-formal way. 

55,6 

Others 19,4 

 

There is no formal uniform job description of a guidance/trajectory counsellor among the CAEs, but 

we can conclude that in (almost) every CAE his/her tasks are to provide information on the training 

offer of the CAE and the possibility of granting exemptions. Together with the guidance/trajectory 

counsellor the learners can discuss their study progress, reflect on their study achievements and the 

choices made during their study or even change their choices.  

8.3. Defining competence   

Flanders focused on discussing training needs for VPL for educational qualifications and the following 

competences24 are identified: 

• Knowledge 

 describe the validation process and main principles as presented in the EU guidelines 

 describe effective methods and quality measures applicable to validation processes 

• Skills 

 define ways in consultation with peers and experts about where and how to obtain the 

additional knowledge needed and how it can be enhanced 

 identify the importance of impartiality, fairness, validity and reliability in assessing 

competence 

 identify solutions to issues that may arise in the validation process 

• Attitudes 

 support the quality of VPL 

 show positive and supportive behaviour and promote constructive communication in their 

work 

8.4. Aims  

The aim of all the actions undertaken in intervention 4 was to gain insight in professionalisation for the 

frontline staff involved in VPL for educational qualifications and to inform the frontline staff of the 

importance of it. 

8.5. Achieving high standards of guidance and front-line staff competence  

The interest of training courses for VPL for educational qualifications are discussed in a focus group 

with the Pedagogical Advisory Services (PBD) and Flemish Support Centre for Adult Education (Vocvo), 

because of their authority on professionalisation in order to define high standards of 

professionalisation of front-line staff regarding VPL for educational qualifications. Following items are 

discussed: 

 

 
24 See Deliverable D3.3 Trainingmodule for frontline professionals in the VISKA project:  
     https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Training-module-for-frontline-professionals-in-the-VISKA-project.pdf 

https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Training-module-for-frontline-professionals-in-the-VISKA-project.pdf
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• Vision on VPL for educational qualifications 

• Importance of professionalisation  

• The role of the PBD in professionalisation 

Vision on VPL for educational qualifications 

The 10 European guidelines regarding VPL are not unfamiliar to PBD, as the adult education sector is 

currently working on VPL in a broader context (the enrolment of the new decree on VPL for 

professional qualifications).    

The PBD are of the opinion that the two qualifications, professional and educational, can’t be 

separated, but that you have to look at the common characteristics regarding VPL.  

“I think that each has its own individuality and that AGE certainly has its own 

individuality with regard to VPL, but I think that we primarily also need to look at 

the commonality between them in particular.” [Focus group 3, GO!; 46-48] 

The quality principles need to be clarified, in such a way that the centres have the autonomy to set up 

a VPL procedure in their own way.  They have to professionalise the centres, while at the same time 

not restricting the centres in their way of evaluating. So support the centres, but also give the centres 

sufficient autonomy in organising the VPL procedure. However, some standards will be necessary. 

“I think that there should indeed be a certain margin, that there should be room to 

respond to regional differences and different target groups possibly, and so on. 

But I do think that a considerably more streamlined approach will be needed.” 

[Focus group 3, GO!; 101-104] 

Importance of professionalisation 

Professionalisation is certainly important when the VPL procedure leads to a certificate. Staff members 

need to be trained in offering a supported VPL procedure. Professionalisation is the instrument to 

guarantee quality. Because of the fact that VPL for educational qualifications at this moment is not 

further elaborated, it can currently only be promoted and recommended.  

“I think as long as you're going to have that, you're always going to end up with…, 

I’m saying individuality, but that might be wrong, because having a uniqueness is 

okay in itself.... but then you are less able to reduce those differences... [hesitates] 

yes streamlining…. And making sure that the quality in itself remains the same in 

all centres.” [Focus group 3, VOCVO; 159-163] 

According to the PBD, if art. 63, §3 will be elaborated, it can indicate what a standard should look like 

and instruments can be developed according to these standards.  

The PBD also indicated that the importance of professionalisation can be embedded in official 

regulations, but it can also result from projects like the VISKA project where policy advices are being 

formulated and preconditions are defined.  
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The role of the Pedagogical Advisory Services 

Through propositions a discussion was held about how the PBD perceive the professionalisation of the 

staff of the CAEs and what their task can be in it. 

• Proposition 1: Coordinating VPL at a higher level would certainly contribute to a more 

transparent offer that would allow learning career counsellors to orientate low-qualified 

adults. 

Lifting the definition and enrolment of a VPL procedure above centre level will lead to a 

clearer procedure and a more reliable one. It will have an impact on the transparency of VPL 

for AGE and therefore also for learning career counsellors. The question however will be 

'what exactly' of the VPL procedure has to be lifted above centre level. Providing tools, 

educational profiles and standards are recommended, but detailed descriptions of ‘how’ to 

conduct a VPL procedure are not defensible according to the PBD. 

 

• Proposition 2: Establishing clear VPL guidelines for centres will lead to more attention for 

professionalism in the centres with regard to VPL. 

The PBD see the 10 European guidelines as some sort of qualitative principles in order to 

comply with a good qualitative VPL -procedure.  The PBD are aware that the application of 

those qualitative based guidelines regarding VPL for the course of AGE in the CAE will lead to 

more attention for professionalisation in the centres. Until now their efforts were focused 

on supporting the CAE in the joint coordination of the development of instruments. PBD, 

together with VOCVO, need to examine how they will include professionalisation of VPL for 

AGE in the future. 

The PBD also emphasize that since 2007, considerable savings have been made on the regular 

resources for the PBD, resulting in the fact that it is no longer realistic to fulfil all the decretal 

assignments (including the joint coordination of the instruments to be developed in AGE).  

• Proposition 3:  The task for professionalisation of the front-line staff is primarily a task for 

the PBD to guarantee the uniformity 

According to the PBD alignment is important. The support and guidance should be provided 

in a uniform manner. It is stated that for professionalisation they probably have to take on 

an external partner where the shared vision and continuance have to be guaranteed. 

• Proposition 4:  There must be a clear job description of the roles of those involved in VPL 

The PBD state that there is already a clear job description of the roles of those involved in 

VPL for professional qualifications. These basic principles are not going to that different for 

educational qualifications. The expertise is already present somewhere, if not, it has to be 

build up.  

Also important according to the PBD is that adult learners need to know the general 

framework of agreements regarding a VPL procedure. Professionalisation of the centres in 

this context is necessary.  
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8.6. Staff Perspectives (Guidance and FLS)  

VISKA Flanders organised a seminar which was attended by members of the Federation of SCE (N=27), 

consisting of guidance counsellors and directors of the CAEs who offer the course of AGE. The aim was 

to focus on raising awareness about the necessity of training in the context of VPL and assuring the 

quality of the procedures, because there is no common definition nor a standard procedure for VPL 

for educational qualifications. During this seminar the ten European guidelines regarding VPL. The 

attendees at the seminar (N=27) were asked in an online evaluation survey to give their views on the 

seminar itself and what is required to improve validation in practice and questioned the front-line staff 

of the participating CAEs (N=7) about their perspectives of a CPD. 

The seminar was experienced as very enlightening by the audience. 

“The explanation was very enlightening to me and it encouraged me to reflect on 

the current operation of our centre. Regarding giving information to the adult 

learners about the preparation of exemption tests, I was always reluctant. Now it 

is clear to me that it is necessary and from now on I’ll do this.” [survey 3 – resp3] 

The evaluation survey shows that there is a lack of knowledge and awareness of the principles of the 

European guidelines on VPL and the quality kit, but most of them mentioned their intensions and 

interests to increase their knowledge about the subject (Table 8.4). For most of the respondents it was 

a first acquaintance with professionalisation on VPL, because the majority (68%) did not have training 

related to validation before. The majority of the attendees would also pass on the content of the 

seminar (63%). 

Table 8.4: Questions on the training module (seminar)  
Absolutely Probably Maybe No  

 N %    N % N %    N % Total N 

Do you intend to inform you further 

about the European VPL principles 

8 30,8 13 50,0 5 19,2 0 0 26 

Do you intend to inform you further 

about the quality kit ? 

10 38,5   11 42,3 5 19,2      0 0 26 

 Yes   No  

 N %   N %  

Have you previously had training 

related to validation ?  

6 31,6   13 68,4 19 

Would you pass on the content of 

the seminar to others ? 

12 63,2   7 36,8 19 

 

It supported the participants the most (Figure 11) in a better understanding of the validation process 

(58%) and improved appreciation of the quality assurance aspects of validation (58 %). In a lesser 

amount (21%) it brought enhanced awareness of the tools available to support validation to the 

participants. There were two participants to whom the participation in the seminar has not contributed 

anything. The majority would pass on the content, but there were some participants who found it too 

theoretical, too much details and would have liked a different approach.  
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Figure 11 Building professional capacity by attending the seminar 

 

The frontline staff recognises the importance of professionalisation of frontline staff (71,43% high 

importance, 28,57% mediocre importance) ( 

Figure 12). When asked to identify three areas for development the frontline staff gave the following 

areas: 

• separate compensation for developers, supervisors  

• resources to compensate for the time invested  

• time to be able to go through the whole VPL procedure 

• validity of the exemption tests 

• insight into the VPL procedure 

• conducting interviews with applicants 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure 12 Importance of CPD 

 

When looking at the figure about the outputs developed under VISKA (cfr. Chapter 6, Figure 7, p87) 

43% of the frontline staff indicated that a VPL training module would help a to enhance validation. 

8.7. Perspectives of the NAG 

VISKA discussed in a meeting with the NAG how professionalisation might be supported and what 

could be barriers to enhance the professionalisation.  

Other
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All stakeholders recognise the importance of professionalisation of frontline staff (85,71% high 

importance, 14,29% mediocre importance). The Pedagogical Advisory Services specifically confirm that 

more actions are indeed needed in the professionalisation of VPL for the staff of CAEs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 Views on the Importance of CPD for VPL Professionals 

 

What is strongly pointed out is that the task of professionalisation mainly lies within the Pedagogical 

Advisory Services to ensure its uniformity. It can also be arranged by external partners that offer 

professionalisation on VPL, which is in line with what the PBD stated in the focus group regarding 

professionalisation.  

"Professionalisation is now taking place in the centres, but it could be organised 

by the Pedagogical Advisory Services so that it happens in the same way 

everywhere. On the other hand, I think that specific matters can be supported by 

the Pedagogical Advisory Services, but also by other facilities that want to offer a 

professionalisation, such as the Federation of SCE.” [Focus group 1; 159-163] 

"The professionalisation must be developed partly globally but also partly 

specifically (locally)".  [Focus group 1; 159-163] 

Because of the lack of an overarching policy and therefore the lack of a structural approach, 

professionalisation, at this moment, mostly happens within the CAEs themselves in an informal way if 

at all.  There is insufficient support, there are not enough resources and staff and too little is known 

about VPL for AGE in the CAEs to provide professionalisation in a formal way. Precisely because it now 

happens in an informal way with a lot of autonomy of CAEs, the stakeholders assume that resistance 

will play a role in enhancing professionalisation. If professionalisation is clearly framed, the 

stakeholders expect that the resistance will be of a short-term nature.    

"The barriers associated with this are resistance for sure, humanly speaking, 

people have to keep up with the material and retrain themselves, and the centres 

that threaten to lose autonomy". [Focus group 1; 159-163] 

"Resistance usually is temporary. If the framework is clear, the resistance is 

temporary, if the framework is not sufficiently clear, i.e. ‘with ears and hooks and 

eyes’ through which one can slip, then this will also happen.” [Focus group 1,Leerwinkel; 

159-163] 
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Ideas about what the content of the professionalisation can be and how to approach were given in an 

open question of a survey sent out to the stakeholders (N=7): 

• clear guidelines for the assessors 

• creation of a network of assessors and developing common tools 

• annual meeting for all involved in VPL 

8.8. Key Findings 

Role of the guidance and other frontline staff and their activities 

Guidance is mainly offered by trajectory/guidance counsellors. However, teachers and in some cases 

administrative staff are also involved, especially in the information session that provides potential 

future learners with information about the course of AGE and its validation programme. During the 

intake procedure, the candidate is mostly supported and guided by the guidance/trajectory counsellor, 

but also often by teachers and/or administrative staff because it is very time-consuming. The 

guidance/trajectory counsellor however does remain the most approachable person during the 

learning path of the learner and is mostly someone who has been working in the centre for several 

years and thus has a lot of experience. The role of guidance counsellor can often be a part-time 

guidance counsellor, part-time teacher job. 

A guidance counsellor has many tasks. It goes from conversations with learners, developing a tailor-

made learning path, motivating learners to assessing which exemptions (either through prior 

qualifications or through exemption tests) a learner can receive. A formal uniform job description is 

lacking. 

Professionalisation of the frontline staff  

In Flanders it is the responsibility of the Director of CAE to organise training according to their policy 

objectives and training needs of the staff. The training needs however differ from centre to centre 

because of a great difference in awareness of VPL between the CAEs due to the great autonomy 

granted to the CAEs. The survey filled in by all CAEs (N=36) showed that over the last two years prior 

to VISKA, there have been professionalisation initiatives in the CAEs. They mostly consist of team 

consultation (75%), but only 10 % offers professionalisation at the request of the staff and no more 

than 3% states that professionalisation is part of the centre’s policy. Taken together, we can conclude 

that the professionalisation of the front-line staff regarding VPL for educational qualifications is not 

strongly elaborated and remains rather informal.  

Seminar on professionalisation  

VISKA Flanders decided to organise a seminar to raise awareness about the necessity of 

professionalisation and assuring the quality of the procedure by presenting and discussing the ten 

European guidelines regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) and the quality kit by AHOVOKS (appendix 8). The online 

evaluation survey showed that there is indeed a lack of awareness, but that the frontline staff are 

certainly open to increasing their knowledge about the two subjects (80%). It supported the 

participants in a better understanding of the validation process (58%) and improved appreciation of 

the quality assurance aspects of validation (58%). The majority would pass on the content of the 

seminar (68%).   
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Frontline staff perspectives on professionalisation 

All staff members recognize the importance of professionalisation on VPL for educational 

qualifications. Following areas for development were given: 

• Validity of the exemption tests 

• Insight in the VPL procedure 

• Conducting interviews with candidates 

Resources should be made available to compensate the time invested for the developers and 

supervisors. 

Perspectives of the NAG 

The stakeholders confirm that more actions are needed regarding professionalisation of VPL for 

educational qualifications and that it mainly is the responsibility of the PBD to ensure its uniformity.  

To this day there is insufficient support, there are not enough resources, not enough staff and too little 

is known about VPL for educational qualifications in the CAEs to provide professionalisation in a formal 

way. 

Professionalisation should handle about clear guidelines for the assessors, a creation of a network of 

assessors and developing common tools. To successfully enhance professionalisation annual meetings 

for all involved with VPL for educational qualifications should take place. 

Professionalisation – role of the Pedagogical Advisory Services  

Professionalisation is seen as of high importance when a VPL procedure leads to a certificate. It is the 

instrument to guarantee quality. Therefore, VOCVO and PBD need to examine how to include 

professionalisation of VPL for educational qualifications in the future. It can be embedded in a decree, 

but it can also result from projects like the VISKA project, where policy advices are being formulated 

and preconditions are defined. 

As to how they see professionalisation, alignment is important and it should happen in a uniform way. 

Lifting the definition and elaboration of a VPL procedure above centre level will lead to a clearer, more 

transparent and reliable procedure. They do emphasize that CAEs cannot be restricted in their way of 

evaluating and still have to maintain some autonomy. The ‘what’ of a VPL procedure will have to be 

above centre level, but detailed descriptions of ‘how’ to conduct a VPL procedure for educational 

qualifications should remain at centre level. Some standards will however be necessary. 

As for a job description of the roles and competences of those involved in VPL for educational 

qualifications, there is already one available for VPL for professional qualifications and according to 

the PBD, it will not be that different for VPL for educational qualifications.   

8.9. Key Implications  

Professionalisation is a key instrument to guarantee quality.  The professionalisation of the staff of the 

CAEs is in the first place a task for the PBD/Vocvo, but CAEs can consult external partners, who share 

however the same professionalisation needs. The PBD are aware of the possible challenges they face 

when the current exemption procedure will be replaced by the installation of a qualitative VPL 
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procedure. It will influence the rather informal policy of the centres regarding the exemption test 

procedure, based on great autonomy.  

The cooperation between the PBD and the CAE will be impacted. Even though the PBD work on a 

demand-driven basis, the PBD has to work in a more appealing manner. It is up to the PBD to define 

how much importance the PBD assign to the professionalisation of VPL for AGE and make the CAEs 

aware of the consequences of a more uniform VPL procedure for the current organisation of the CAEs.  

Implications for future validation process development  

To assure a qualitative VPL procedure a job description and a clear definition of the roles of any 

frontline staff member involved in all phases of VPL, must be drawn up. The roles of the 

guidance/trajectory counsellors and the assessors, mostly taken up by staff who also are engaged as a 

teacher or even in an administrative function, have to be well defined. This grants centres for adult 

education a solid basis for recruitment and professionalisation of their staff.  

It shall be clarified which parts of the VPL procedure are to be applied across the centres (mainly ‘what’) 

and which parts of the VPL procedure remain within the autonomy of the centres (mainly ‘how’). This 

distinction must ensure a clear and transparent VPL policy in the CAE offering the course of AGE, 

nevertheless with respect for the specificity of the centre. 

Policy implications  

Implications of policy 

Due to the fact that there is no official framework regarding VPL for educational qualifications, 

professionalisation to this day is rather diffuse, poor and in an informal way incorporated into the 

centre. 

Implications for policy  

A professionalisation-policy on VPL for educational qualifications must be based on a uniform quality 

assurance framework for all the aspects of the VPL procedure, with a uniform definition of and 

common view on VPL. It has to clarify which parts of the VPL procedure are generally imposed and 

which parts fall under the autonomy of the individual CAE policy.  

The fact that the CAEs will not only function as a certification institute but also as a training institute, 

which means that the teachers have to take up the role of guidance/trajectory counsellor and/or 

assessor, imposes the need of a clear job description and a clear definition of the roles of any frontline 

staff member involved in all phases of VPL. 

The existing network with the Pedagogical Advisory Services should be re-vitalised (with sufficient 

manpower and financial resources) to elaborate further actions on developing qualitative VPL 

procedures for educational qualifications and professionalisation in particular. 
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9. Access to and Awareness of Validation services  

This chapter provides an analysis of the strategies adopted to increase awareness of and potentially 

access to validation services in Belgium - Flanders, including a description of the challenges involved 

and analysis of the strategy’s strengths and achievements.  

This chapter focuses on the dissemination activities to increase awareness of validation services by the 

target audience as well as those directly engaged with the target audiences and other support staff. It 

reflects the strategies of informing the target groups about the opportunity of validation, such as 

interacting with the target groups directly or with the organizations that have existing contact with the 

target audience. Access to and awareness of validation services in VISKA Flanders have not been 

focused on engaging with learners, as the VISKA learners were all learners who had already applied to 

join the participation in the exemption procedure to obtain a diploma of Secondary education.   

9.1. Context and aim  

Through participation in the VISKA project, Flanders focused on the need of validation of educational 

qualifications for low-skilled adults. The Federation of SCE indicated that in the CAEs, offering the 

course of AGE, believe that adult learners in their search on opportunities to obtain a diploma of 

Secondary education, are less frequently referred to the CAEs by referral authorities. Adult learners 

themselves more quickly turn to or are referred to the Examination Board of Secondary Education, 

which functions as a certification institute, with no education possibility. Low-skilled people do not 

always know the existence and the opportunities and chances a CAE can offer them. 

Policy activities regarding ‘awareness of and the access to’ in the CAEs are situated at the level of the 

individual centres. During the year, the CAEs regularly spread out initiatives to help people find their 

way to their centre by distribution of flyers and folders, announcement in local newspapers, 

information via the website,….  

VISKA Flanders decided to investigate the ‘visibility’ of the centres with regard to the existence of the 

exemption procedure by screening the websites of the centres.  

9.2.  Information and dissemination strategies  

Overview  

 

The Federation of SCE has disseminated the existence of the VISKA project Flanders with its focus on 

educational qualifications. Because of the Federation seven centres were enthusiastic to participate in 

the field trials of the VISKA project. The other CAEs were involved through participating in surveys and 

information sessions to keep them updated about the VISKA project.  

VISKA Flanders checked the visibility of the availability of exemption tests on the websites of several 

CAEs at random, important for the target group as well as for referring authorities.   

A comparison of the different websites gave a very different picture of how the CAEs promote the 

possibility of VPL for educational qualifications. The different websites show a big difference in the 

communication strategies about VPL. There are some good practices of websites regarding the 
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visibility of VPL, with more information about procedure, conditions, timing, content and timing of VPL 

for AGE. A number of websites however show very little transparency. 

Moreover, the fact that there is no uniform framework and no common definition and vision on VPL 

for educational qualifications, has as a consequence that the way in which VPL for AGE is proposed on 

the different websites leads to confusion for the user. Knowing that the target audience does not 

always have the competences to search for cumbersome information on the different websites, 

sometimes unclearly structured, makes the access to the CAE even more difficult.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14 Views on Factors to improve communication 
 

The frontline staff indicated that a uniform VPL procedure (85,71%) and structural consultation 

(71,43%) is needed to provide a more transparent communication by all the VPL providers. A uniform 

definition of VPL is also important for a more transparent communication (57,14%) as well as a uniform 

quality control (57,14%) and sharing expertise (57,14%) (Figure 14).  

The greatest advantage of a more transparent communication by all VPL providers is more 

unambiguity and clarity for the applicants.  

“Applicants get the same treatment in relation to VPL.” 

“Clear communications of the VPL procedure to the applicants, because now CAEs 

cannot provide a conclusive answer about which exemptions they can get.”  

Strengths and achievements  

Taken into account the CAEs’ feeling that candidates do not always end up in the most appropriate 

institution, VISKA Flanders discussed with the members of the NAG the benefit of what can be the 

installation of ‘independent one stop learner shops’- one of the recommendations of the GOAL 

project25. It increases the opportunity for low-skilled adults to be directed to the most convenient 

provider of VPL for educational qualifications. The results of the GOAL project were subscribed. 

VISKA Flanders held focus groups in December 2018 and January 2019 with the coordinators of the 

field trials, to discuss the findings of the VISKA project. Concerning intervention 5, the focus group 

agreed that unambiguous information and more visibility on the websites and other used media 

 
25 GOAL report national evaluation report Flanders, p. 19 and 24 
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channels can surely contribute to a better awareness of and access to and leads to better 

communication about. As a result of the focus groups actions already were set up, such as the 

willingness of the CAEs to revise their websites so it leads to a better ‘access to and awareness of’ for 

candidates and referral authorities. The idea was launched of offering an indicative self-assessment 

tool spread out over all the individual CAE websites, to comfort possible candidates. However, there 

was no agreement on the added value of such an ‘extra’ test. 

9.3. Challenges and barriers  

In order to have unambiguous information on the different websites regarding VPL for AGE, it is 

important to have a common definition and vision of VPL for educational qualifications. An opinion 

shared by the vast majority of the frontline staff is that there is lack of financial support for a consistent 

VPL offer (85,71%). At this time, CAEs do not receive funding for VPL. Currently, a major reform of 

public funding of adult education is approved by parliament and is implemented in September 2019. 

As of today, the impact of this reform on VPL in adult education remains unclear. It is also important 

that the educational providers of VPL are more aware of VPL and have a more active role (71,43%). 

 

Figure 15 Views on factors to improve validation (n=7) 

 

Also the learners’ exit survey shows that the CAEs can improve their efforts in access to and awareness 

of VPL for educational qualifications.   

Table 9.1: Why validating skills and enrolling in the course AGE - access 

Decision to validate skills N % 

By promotion from a CAE 3 6,8 
By your environment (parents, friends, teachers) 13 29,6 
From your own will and persuasion to follow an education 27 61,4 
Other 1 2,3 

Total (n)  44 100,0 

 

Table 9.1 shows that most of the learners decided to enrol in the course of AGE, preceded by a 

validation process to validate their skills, from their own will (61%). A quarter of the learners were 

encouraged by their environment, being their parents, friends or even teachers. Only three learners 

decided to enrol because of promotion they had seen from a CAE. The latter makes us conclude that 

CAEs could and maybe should be more responsive to advertising. 
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9.4. Key Findings  

 

All stakeholders agreed that there is still a lot of margin to improve a better awareness of and access 

to and better communication about VPL for educational qualifications in the sector of adult education. 

More visibility on the websites and the dissemination of unambiguous information can surely 

contribute to make VPL for the course of AGE in the CAEs more visible.  

The elaboration of an ‘independent one stop learner shop’ can increase the visibility of the CAEs, as 

the ‘learner shops’ are professionalised in referring the target group to the most appropriate learning 

facility. This means however that the definition and the mission of the centres with regard to VPL for 

educational qualifications have to be unambiguously formulated.  

9.5. Key implications  

The existence of a uniform framework and the use of a common definition and vision on VPL for 

educational qualifications is necessary to communicate in a strong way and to improve the access to 

and the awareness on VPL for educational qualifications within the CAEs.  

Implications for future validation process development  

The elaboration of a uniform and qualitative framework on VPL for educational qualifications and how 

it should be implemented in the different CAEs is a basis to ensure that the communication on the 

different websites can be streamlined. 

A linked communication website network across all policy levels (Flemish website on VPL – the 

Federation of SCE – the CAEs offering additional general education – …)  would increase the visibility 

in a strong way.  

Policy implications 

Implications of policy  

The current lack of a uniform framework on VPL for educational qualifications makes strong 

communication and visibility complicated. Other restrictions, to improve the actions on visibility, on 

access to and awareness of, can be the lack of sufficient professionalisation and time within the CAE 

to foresee in digital communication strategies.  

Implications for policy 

The transition of the Western society in a fast-changing world with the need of dynamic and flexible 

job careers makes it necessary that the government invest on lifelong learning. European projects such 

as Upskilling Pathways offer the chance to fully invest on VPL, not only for professional qualifications 

but also in the field of educational qualifications.  

A uniform framework and a common vision and definition on VPL – agreed and approved, and with 

respect of the specificity of the CAE – form the basis of a strong communication on VPL for educational 

qualifications. All of this with the aim to give high qualitative advice for low-skilled adults to direct 

them to the most suitable learning and certification form.  A qualitative VPL procedure guarantees also 
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transparency for the adult learners on what they can expect of VPL in general and the way VPL is 

offered in the individual centre. This can be displayed on the respective websites on local - , 

overarching - and Flemish level, and also dispatched through flyers, folders, and other communication 

media. It is highly recommended to foresee adequate resources and professionalisation for the CAE 

for further elaboration of their digital communication competences and strategy. It will enhance strong 

communication via websites and possibly (social) media channels, and improves their actions on 

visibility, on access to and awareness of.  

Many studies show that a diploma increases not only their personal growth, and a better integration 

in society but also the chances in finding sustainable jobs. 

  



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

114 

10. Low-skilled outcomes 

Over the course of the project, data has been collected from the learners who are the low-skilled about 

several outcome measures. These include educational, attitudinal regarding validation or guidance as 

well as motivations for seeking validation. This chapter summarises the perspectives of the learner 

group as to the benefit of validation and also suggested amendments to ensure further success in 

implementing validation arrangements.  

10.1. Quantitative findings by data source  

Satisfaction of validation process/service 

As mentioned before, in Flanders the validation process consists of a self-assessment tool in the form 

of an intake procedure and participating in exemption tests. In general, learners are satisfied with the 

way in which guidance and support is offered during the validation process (Table 10.1). The majority 

rates the guidance and support as good to excellent. A few learners (N=7) were unpleased (poor – very 

poor) with the guidance and support in general.  

Table 10.1: Experience of the guidance during the validation process 

 Excellent Very good Good Poor Very poor     

Guidance during the validation 

process 
N % N % N % N % N % Total N 

Experience of guidance and support 

during the VISKA trial 

9 18,8 16 33,3 22 45,8 0 0 1 2,1 48 

Experience of the self-assessment 

tool (intake form) 

3 8.1 7 18,9 26 70,3 0 0 1 2,7 37 

Experience of guidance and support 

by counsellors and frontline staff 

during the intake moment 

8 16,7 

 

15 31,3 23 47,9 1 2,1 1 2,1 48 

Experience of the guidance and 

support during the exemption tests 

8 18,2 10 22,7 23 52,3 2 4,6 1 2,3 44 

 

Validation service exit data 

Error! Reference source not found.Table 10.2 shows that learners mainly participated in the validation 

process to obtain a diploma Secondary education (59%), to pursue further education (45%) and to 

increase their chances on the labour market (37%). If we break this down further by age (Table 10.2), 

we notice that the younger learners mainly participated in order to obtain the diploma (60%) and to 

pursue further education (52%). When we look at the older learners, we see that for them it is also 

important to obtain the diploma, but much more than for the younger learner increasing their chances 

After the field trials VISKA Flanders questioned the participants of the field trials about their 

experiences with the validation programme. There is a large difference in response rate. The reason 

why there is such a difference between the number of participants in the field trials (N=474) and the 

response to the exit survey (N=49) can be found in the fact that not all participants could be reached 

anymore. Some of them decided not to start the course AGE after participating in the intake procedure 

and the assessment phase or did not persevere. Others decided not to fill in the survey.   
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on the labour market is of great importance and much less the possibility of further education, which 

of course makes sense. 

Table 10.2: Motivation for participating in the validation process by age group (Learners exit survey) 

 Age group 

Motivation for following AGE in % 18-20y 21-25y 26-34y >35y 

To obtain diploma secondary education 60,0 50,0 77,8 42,9 

For further education 52,0 75,0 33,3 0 

Out of personal interest 0 12,5 0 14,3 

Mainly to keep administrative matters in order 8,0 0 0 0 

To increase my chances on the job market 20,0 37,5 66,7 57,1 

 

To the question ‘What do you want to do after obtaining the diploma Secondary education’(Table 

10.3), the majority wants to continue their studies (59%). When we look at the percentages by age 

group (Table 10.4) we logically see that further education declines as the age increases (from 68% to 

29%). The reverse is to be found in finding a job (from 20% to 71%). This is entirely consistent when 

we look at the motivation (Table 10.2) why the learners participated in the validation process. A few 

learners (N=4) do not know yet what they want to do after obtaining the diploma. 

Table 10.3: After obtaining diploma Secondary education (Learner exit survey) 

What after obtaining diploma N   % 

Further education 29 59,2 

Finding  a (another) job 16 32,7 

Other 4 8,2 

Total (N)  49 100,00 

 
 
Table 10.4: After obtaining diploma Secondary education by age group (Learner exit survey) (N=49) 

 Age group 

What after obtaining diploma in % 18-20y 21-25y 26-34y >35y 

Further education 68,0 87,5 33,3 28,6 

Finding a (another) job 20,0 0 66,7 71,4 

Other 12,0 12,5 0 0 

 
 

As to the experience with the validation tools (Table 10.5) their experience in general with the self-

assessment tool (intake form) itself is good to excellent (97%, Table 10.1). 87,5% agreed that it allowed 

them to include all of their previous learning and did not think of anything that was not asked (93%). 

The guidance provided during the completion of the self-assessment tool also helped almost 

everybody to indicate their previous learning and skills (91%). A small minority (respectively 13% and 

7%) were of the opinion that it did not allow them to include all of their previous learning and missed 

something. Unfortunately, when asked what they would have wanted to be included in the self-

assessment tool, those few learners gave no suggestions. Despite of those few learners we can 

conclude that the experience with the self-assessment tool, the guidance during the use of the tool 

were very positive. 
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Table 10.5: Experience with the validation tools 

          Yes No  

 N % N % Total N 

Was the guidance with filling in the intake form of 
any help for you to indicate which skills and 
certificates you already thought you had? 

44 91,7 4 8,3 48 

Did you find the sections available on the intake 
form allowed you to include all of your learning ? 

42 87,5 6 12,5 48 

During the intake procedure, did you think of 
anything that you would have liked to address but 
was not asked ? 

3 6,8 41 93,2 44 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16  Recognition of certificates and skills during the intake procedure 

 

Although the majority (87,5%) stated that they were able to indicate their previous learning and skills 

during the intake procedure, in the end 30% felt that all of their skills and certificates have been 

recognized in the whole validation process, which also includes the exemption tests. Figure 16 shows 

that 70% disagreed and felt that not all of their skills were recognized of which 27% thought it was only 

to a certain extent and 7% expected more. The guidance during the exemption tests was mainly 

experienced as positive (93%, Table 10.1). To the open question of what the experiences with the 

exemption tests itself were, the majority of the learners indicate that it was good, everything was clear 

and went well, there was enough time and also the fact that the tests were digital is often referred to 

as positive. There were however some negative comments as one learner was of the opinion that 

he/she did not receive enough time due to his/her learning disorders (dyslexia), some were 

disappointed that they were not allowed to take tests for all subjects but unfortunately that depends 

from CAE to CAE. Some also regretted that the language tests weren’t partly oral and that working on 

a computer is not that easy for everyone. But as mentioned before it was just a small minority.  

“Personally I don’t have any remarks, for me everything went smoothly with the 

appropriate time that was foreseen.” [survey10 – resp16] 

 “The language tests should also be tested orally at a basic level. E.g. I can speak 

and understand French, but I can’t write this very well.” [survey10 – resp5] 

“I liked it, it was easy that it was on the computer and not on paper.” [survey10 – resp25] 

“Everything on PC is not so good. Not much help. Time was just enough. No 

exception for dyslexia.” [survey10 – resp9] 

0% 20% 40% 60%

No

Less than expected

To a certain extend

Yes

HAVE ALL YOUR CERTIFICATES AND SKILLS BEEN RECOGNISED IN THIS PROCESS ? (n = 44)
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Follow up data  

Except for one learner, everyone was very pleased with the guidance and support provided during the 

VISKA validation (Table 10.1, p113). Therefore, when asked if they had any suggested amendments to 

the process and the tools, most of the learners did not have any suggested amendments. Regarding 

the exemption tests nine learners gave some valuable suggestions. Learning disorders should be taken 

into account while the exemption tests are being held (e.g. more time, additional support) and during 

their evaluation.  No use of cell phones, mentioning the amount of time they have to complete the 

test and smaller groups are three other suggestions that could be taken into account in the nearby 

future. 

“NO USE OF CELLPHONES” [survey10 – resp4] 

“During the test, the use of mobile phones should be prohibited.” [survey10 – resp36] 

“No, it was perfect the way it was done.” [survey10 – resp6] 

“Extra time for people with learning disabilities if necessary.” [survey10 – resp9] 

“Maybe a little smaller groups.” [survey10 – resp14] 

“None at all. Everything was clear and well organised.” [survey10 – resp12] 

 

The majority of the learners (70%) are more aware of the skills they have after participating in the 

validation process, a minor majority (59%) do not think that others are more aware of their skills as a 

result of the validation process (Table 10.6).  

“Apparently I’m smarter than I expected” [survey10 – resp2] 

“That I can do more than I first thought, I thought it was going to be a lot harder” 

[survey10 – resp5] 

 

Table 10.6: Outcomes of the validation process for the learners 

 Yes No  

 N    % N   % Total N 

Are you more aware of the skills you have ? 31 70,5 13 29,6            44 

Do you think others are more aware of the 

skills you have as a result of the validation 

process ? 

18 40,9 26 59,1           44 

Are you aware of others who could benefit 

or would be interested in getting validation 

for their skills ? 

41 93,2 3 6,8          44 

Does the validation of your learning 

motivated you to start a training course ? 

21 47,7 23 52,3          44 

Does the validation of your learning help 

you to access employment or further 

learning ? 

35 79,6 9 20,5         44 
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Half of the learners indicate that they would have started the course AGE even if there was no 

validation process, but a large majority (80%) do realize the importance of a validation process as they 

agree with the statement that it helps them to access employment or further learning (Table 10.6). 

When asked if the learners would recommend participating in the validation process to those around 

them without a diploma of Secondary education 93% answered positive as they could also benefit from 

it. The open question of the survey ‘Why recommend it’ indicated that the participants not only see 

the importance of the validation process for further education, for obtaining a diploma Secondary 

Education or to increase their chances on the labour market, but learners also indicate their increased 

belief in their own skills, see it as an opportunity to reach more in life, to shorten their learning path 

and see it as a second chance.  

“I'll certainly recommend it to those who don't have a diploma.” [survey 10 – resp42] 

“It was a smooth process, the explanation you got for each subject. This way you 

can also see how far you have come with that subject.” [survey 10 – resp6] 

“Because in a CAE you have the opportunity to graduate and find work in the 

future.” [survey 10 – resp13] 

 “I am now aware of my skills and everyone should be.” [survey 10 – resp26] 

Three learners were not that enthusiastic about the validation process but in general we can conclude 

that learners are positive about the validation process and do certainly realize the personal and social 

importance of it.  

10.2. Qualitative findings: benefits of validation  

Learner perspectives 

The benefits of validation according to the learners are, as shown in the quantitative data section, that 

it helps them to access employment or further learning and they are more aware of their own skills 

(Table 10.6). Some of them see it as an opportunity to reach more in life and as a second chance. 

“It gives you the opportunity to achieve more in life, I think, by having a diploma 

and to commit yourself to it, I think it is a good start to life.” [survey 10 – resp16] 

“You get a second chance and that's fantastic! You can get so many opportunities 

with it.” [survey 10 – resp34] 

VISKA Flanders conducted interviews with four participants after the field trials to gain more in-depth 

information about their experiences and what they see as a benefit of the validation process in the 

course of AGE. The interview guide can be found in appendix 9.  

All four learners were convinced that the validation process gave them more insight in their own skills. 

They said that they often did not think they would succeed certain exemption tests, but in the end 

they did which had a very positive impact on their self-esteem.  

“Because you get to see a lot of things that you have forgotten about. And then 

you see that in the tests and then you actually think I can do this.” [Interview 3, Adult 

learner; 166-167] 
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“Now that this semester has ended and I have now obtained my certificate of AGE 

here. Well, that really gives me, uhm…,  I have become more aware of it because 

of the trajectory I have had here now.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 196-198] 

It gave their self-confidence a tremendous boost, allowing some to take further steps towards further 

education and work more quickly and even feel that they are able to help other people with the same 

issues much better. 

“I think it has improved my self-confidence more … …  it has given me a broader 

view, it has shown me that it can be done differently and now also with, for 

example, the educational programme that I am currently attending, I very often 

come across, … …, I also come into contact with people who are having a hard 

time in secondary school, I can now support and steer these people even better. 

Because I know what's going on, I know how that … , yes. It is very positive that 

I've had all this.” [Interview 1, Adult learner; 354-361] 

“Yes absolutely [very convincingly]. Also just to take the step to go further now. … 

…  it has pushed me in the right direction to take the step. And for me that has 

been a bit of a victory.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 202-205] 

The outcomes of the exit survey from the learners already made clear that the adult learners do see 

the benefit of the validation process in which they participated and would recommend it to others. 

This was confirmed by the interviews. The interviews also underline that the possibility of obtaining 

exemptions is very positive. It makes the trajectory less intense and one learner pointed out that it can 

even prevent drop-out, because if you have to follow modules of which you already possess the 

knowledge and skills, it is very boring. 

“Ah, yeah, sure. What you can take with you, actually already know, that's a good 

thing, isn't it? In the end, that makes your trajectory less intense because you will 

have to take fewer classes.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 65-67] 

“it is very positive that they (exemption tests) are there, because as I said 

earlier.......... [hesitates] yes things I already can do, it is so stupid to do that again, 

because you're going to get bored, you're not going to feel like you are proceeding 

any further and then you want to quit, you're going to quit because it is too 

boring. So by being able to do those exemption tests, you can also immediately 

show what you can do and, uhm, prove it immediately.” [Interview 1, Adult learner; 372-

377] 

One learner did not obtain any exemptions, but still was positive about the tests. The problem for 

him/her was the language barrier. In order to start the validation process, knowledge of Dutch as a 

second language must be of a reasonably high level in order to fully understand everything and to 

guarantee a fair chance of obtaining exemptions. 

The exemption tests, the sentences was good, the questions was good I think, but 

problem was my language, always my language. If I do not know so well the 

language, I cannot answer” [Interview 2, Adult learner; 47-52; 220-221] 
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The four learners did however all mentioned that they would have started the course of AGE even if 

there was no validation procedure, but that did not mean that they were not happy with the existence 

of the validation procedure and were glad to participate in it. 

“Well, I've just come here with the intention to get my diploma, just starting and 

finishing it. So, whether the road would have been longer or shorter, I would have 

done it anyway. But I am happy with the guidance that I was able to shorten my 

trajectory.” [Interview 4, Adult learner; 330-333] 

The value of the validation process to the learners given in the exit survey was strongly confirmed in 

the interviews. The engagement of the guidance counsellors and teachers makes the learners feel 

more valuable. It can offer opportunities, regarding finding a job, creating a better life and makes the 

learners stronger in society.  

“For me, if I have an education diploma and I have experience then I can find easy 

work, you have experience, you can do all the work well. I think so.” [Interview 2, Adult 

learner; 335-336]  

“They are involved in you here so that's really nice, they’re always helping you and 

you get that feeling so that's kind of nice.”  [Interview 1, Adult learner; 434-436] 

“I do think that in general.. …  that it can create a lot of opportunities for other 

people, uhm, more opportunities.” [Interview 3, Adult learner; 231-232] 

“Yeah, I think that's improved my life in a lot of ways anyway. “ …. …. …. “Actually, 

It is very precious what we can get here. You'll be stronger in society when you 

succeed. As a person also on a social level you get a bit stronger I think by doing 

these things here. So I think that that just adds a bit of value to you as a person.” 

[Interview 4, Adult learner; 311, 381-385] 

Validation staff perspectives  

During the VISKA project there were quite some meetings with the frontline staff of CAEs, in which the 

value of validation for adult learners was highly recognized, but it should be organised in a much more 

structural way. The main reason for not being able to provide a high standard qualitative procedure 

mainly lies in the fact that there simply are not enough resources. Everything is done on a voluntary 

basis and depends on the goodwill of the staff. There should be more professionalisation and more 

uniformity to provide a common definition and vision on VPL. They do believe that the VISKA project 

has made VPL for AGE more visible. 

The exit survey for the frontline staff, mainly asked about their experiences regarding the tools and 

professionalisation, which have been discussed in respectively chapter 6 and chapter 8. The open 

questions of the exit survey regarding their views on policy for VPL for AGE confirmed the items that 

were always quoted during the consultation moments: to structurally embed VPL for AGE in adult 

education there has to be transparency about the exemption tests, the same approach across the 

centres is needed and there should be a way to officially certificate. Almost all staff members 

emphasize that resources are primarily needed (80%). 

The biggest challenges for setting up an official VPL policy for AGE are to gain the support of the various 

centres, agreements that are complied with by all the centres, the government that must be persuaded 

to allocate resources and the developers of VPL procedures that have to be professionalised. 
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“Competition between the centres, convincing the government to allocate 

resources, professionalisation of the developers of VPL procedures.” [survey 8 – resp5] 

Other stakeholders (NAG and network) 

As for the benefit of validation, the stakeholders unanimous agree that it is of great value for the low-

skilled adult, because it provides them opportunities to obtain a diploma of Secondary school in a 

shortened or less intense way, it boosts their self-esteem and offers them more chances in life. Not 

only the adult learner benefits from it, but also society as it will engage more people to lifelong 

learning.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 17  Views on the Value of Validation 

 

The stakeholders indicate that VPL for AGE is the most important for the individual (50%), but some 

also find it the most important for society (25%) and to a lesser extent the country (12,5%) ( 

Figure 17). One stakeholder summed it up nicely (answer ‘other’). 

“For the individual it is of value because he can obtain a diploma more quickly, 

find a job faster or even go to higher education. It also can increase his self-

esteem. For society and therefore Flanders it is of great value because 

competences of people will become more visible and more people will participate 

in lifelong learning. Even employers will gain from it, because it gives more 

opportunities in finding people for jobs for which there are not many candidates at 

the moment.” [survey 5  – DET] 

Participation in the NAG did not lead to a consensus around validation yet for a small majority of the 

stakeholders. This to no surprise of the VISKA-team, because the focus of the NAG-meetings was not 

on achieving a consensus but to emphasize to not only respond to professional qualifications, but also 

to educational qualifications. Discussing this question during a focus group, the stakeholders stated 

that a consensus has not yet been developed, but that the VISKA project can indirectly lead to a 

consensus eventually.  

 “VISKA did not directly contribute to this, but the fact that it is being brought in by 

Flanders, in a particular research project that also has a European character, so in 

a broader sense, leads me to believe that this will have a supporting effect and will 

therefore lead to a consensus more implicitly. I believe that it will implicitly lead to 

an improver to validation.” [Focus group 1] 
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"Just seeing that there is no consensus around it, I think that will have an 

activating effect". [Focus group 1, Leerwinkel; ] 

Stakeholders emphasize that the VISKA project brought attention on VPL for an educational 

qualification. Stakeholders also believe that the project and its initiatives provided a broader view on 

VPL, made them think more critically about the exemption policy and was an incentive for more 

consultation and cooperation. In conclusion, almost every stakeholder of the NAG (82%) believes that 

due to the VISKA project VPL for an educational qualification has got greater attention.  

“VISKA made us think more critically about the exemption policy” [survey 9 – resp8] 

“Regarding VPL, people often think exclusively VPL for a professional qualification 

(eg. new decree). A broader approach is necessary for AGE.” [survey 9 – resp5] 

“VISKA responded to criticism that the VPL decree only focused on professional 

qualifications.” [survey 9 – resp3] 

Table 10.7 shows that a large majority of the stakeholders (91%) is convinced that there should be 

further elaboration of a VPL procedure for AGE for the low-skilled adults. There was one stakeholder 

who was not convinced (survey). This was nuanced during a focus group with the stakeholders in which 

he/she did see the importance of it, after the discussion. Although the stakeholders are convinced of 

the need for further elaboration, the opinions on the importance to regulate a VPL procedure for AGE 

are more divided, but still high. The average number is 80% with the lowest score 50% and the highest 

score 100% (Figure 18). 

Table 10.7: views on VPL for AGE and policy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18  Importance of further regulating a VPL procedure for AGE 

 Yes No  

Views on VPL for AGE and policy N % N % Total N 

Greater attention for VPL for AGE because 

of VISKA 

9 81,8 2 18,2         11 

Could policy change make VPL for AGE 

more accessible 

9 100 0 0          9 

The need for further elaboration of a VPL 

procedure for AGE 

10 90,9 1 9,1         11 
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The responsibility for changes in policy, legislation and implementation mainly lies with the 

government according to the stakeholders. Policy changes are tied to legislation, so the government 

has to provide a regulatory framework. The centres then must implement this framework, coordinated 

by the Federation of SCE for the development of uniform tools. It is a shared responsibility because 

providers and supporters should follow this framework. To structurally embed VPL for AGE in adult 

education there has to be a shared vision on VPL between the CAEs and a clear framework of 

agreements, agreed upon by all partners, consisting of a consensus on basic principles of good practice, 

but leaves room for the CAEs to guarantee individuality. A consultation platform to monitor the 

collaboration is also needed. 

“Shared responsibility: legislation, yes, but providers and supporters must follow 

along.” [survey 9  – resp5] 

 “Framework by the Flemish government, centres to implement and Federation of 

SCE coordinates the development of uniform tools.” [survey 9 – resp4] 

“A clear framework of agreements agreed upon by all partners involved. Including 

a platform/working group to monitor the collaboration around VPL for AGE and, if 

necessary, to revise it. [survey 9 – resp7] 

During a focus group with the stakeholders a possible VPL procedure for educational qualifications was 

further discussed and its benefits. 

There is definitely the need to further elaborate a VPL procedure for AGE and its regularisation, but it 

was slightly nuanced. A uniform framework is necessary, but attention must be paid to ensure it is not 

too strict embedded, so it does not severely restrict the autonomy of a centre.  

I think that somewhere, as we have just said, a framework is indeed needed. It 

should not be allowed … but on the other hand with regulation .... ... that we are 

going to make everything very strict and that centres are not going to be given 

any space at all, I am not in favour of that. [Focus group 2A, GO!; 33-36] 

It was also stated that a “full” VPL procedure for AGE, where adult learners have the possibility to get 

fully exempted, should be made available, even if there are very few or even no adult learners who 

obtain all exemptions at the moment. As mentioned before, a “full” exemption is not yet possible 

because of the lack of an exemption test for the module MACUSA. The current exemption procedure 

is already good, but it has to have more uniformity and the exemptions obtained should be officially 

certified.  Now adult learners go to the CAEs with the intention of enrolling in a course, with the 

possibility of getting exempted for a few modules. Adult learners going to the CAEs with the idea of 

getting their skills and competences validated, through exemptions tests, has a completely different 

angle than going to a CAE to enrol in an educational programme with maybe possible some 

exemptions. 

“A full assessment for AGE  is only very exceptional and therefore, in this context, we 

need to focus more on uniformity of the exemption policy and that people can really 

come to get an exemption, regardless of whether they want to follow lessons or not.”                            

[Focus group 2B, DET; 3-6] 
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“I think that as a student you present yourself in a centre or you are referred or whatever 

and you say ‘ look I'm here in a test centre to let my general education be assessed’, 

because that's what this is about. I think that this is a different entry and approach than 

that you arrive in a CAE and say ‘look I have to follow the course of AGE now and I'm 

going to see where that I can be exempted in the process. I think that the starting point 

is different, and I think that the possible ways of supporting, interaction with that person 

is going to be different too, I think.” [Focus group 2A,GO!; 317-324] 

 

“I think that this (referring to the different angle mentioned by GO!)  can also be an 

important mental change or a positive change, especially for the adult learner.”            
[Focus group 2A, VOCVO; 213-214] 

 

 

 

The benefits of a VPL procedure, mentioned in the survey, were strongly confirmed during the focus 

group. The Pedagogical Advisory Services mentioned the self-esteem of the adult learner and the 

possibility to shorten the learning path. They also stated that it will be time and cost efficient for both 

the adult learner and the government, which was affirmed by the other attendees. Flexible learning 

paths is also seen as a benefit. 

The biggest challenges for a VPL procedure for educational qualifications will be to achieve an 

effectively coordinated approach (mentioned by ‘Learner shop’) with a clear framework and providing 

resources. The quality assurance is also seen as a huge challenge and has to be addressed in a structural 

way. 

“If you want to go to have quality assurance... set up an organisational structure that 

can facilitate this, and leaders who can take it further.” [Focus group 2B, Examination Board; 1011-

1012] 

 

The importance of the VISKA project was highlighted in that it focused on VPL for educational 

qualifications, which to this day did not receive much attention.  

“I do think that the added value of this project is that it becomes more focused, more 

conscious and more visible. Which wasn't the case in the past, was it? It was something 

like that that ‘a côté’ uhm... happened in a centre. Through such a project you can have 

more visibility, more focused approach, so therefore improvement.”  [Focus group 2B, 

Leerwinkel; 856-860] 

 

“A great deal of focus has been on VPL for professional qualifications. If you say yes, does 

VISKA add value ? Yes, indeed, because it is precisely ‘in the shortcoming of the current 

decree, where the VISKA project has entered’. That is why I think that serious attention 

has been paid to this. Without it, I think that we would have seen VPL almost exclusively 

in terms of the professional qualifications. And in that sense, I do think that this has really 

made a difference.” [Focus group 2A, GO!; 97-102] 
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10.3. Key findings  

Key Outcomes 

The stakeholders and the frontline staff unanimous agreed that the benefit of validation is that it is of 

great value for the low-skilled adult. According to the stakeholders it provides the adult learners 

opportunities to obtain a diploma of Secondary school in a shortened or less intense way, it boosts 

their self-esteem and offers them more chances in life. It will engage more people to lifelong learning. 

These values were all confirmed by the learners themselves who even see it as a second chance in life 

and to stand stronger in society. It helps them to access employment or further learning. Almost all 

adult learners questioned in the survey would recommend participating in the validation programme 

to others. 

As for the experiences of the validation programme itself (the VISKA trials) the adult learners were very 

satisfied with the guidance and support, both for the self-assessment tool and the exemptions tests. 

They also believed that they were able to indicate their previous learning and skills in the self-

assesment tool (intake procedure). After participating in exemption tests seven out of ten adult learner 

did feel that not all of their skills were recognized in the end. This could be because of the fact that a 

learner might overestimate him/herself, because when asked about their experiences with the 

exemption tests the responses were mainly positive. There was one learner who indicated that it was 

a pity he could not participate in all exemption tests (differs from centre to centre), which can also 

explain the unsatisfaction of the recognition of their skills. Learning disorders should be taken into 

account and the prohibition of cell phones was suggested. 

The frontline staff states that the exemption procedure as it is today is a good basis for an official VPL 

procedure, but lacks uniformity, quality control and regulation. There should be agreements that are 

to be respected by all the centres, staff needs to be professionalised regarding VPL and the government 

must be persuaded to allocate resources. This was also confirmed by the stakeholders. 

Although a consensus about VPL for AGE has not been achieved yet, the VISKA project can indirectly 

lead to a consensus eventually, according to the stakeholders. It has brought attention to VPL for 

educational qualification, whereas the focus to this day has mainly been on VPL for professional 

education, and it was an incentive for more consultation and cooperation. There should however be 

further elaboration and regularisation for a validation programme for AGE through a uniform 

framework, without being too strict for the CAEs.  

To this day adult learners go to a CAE to enrol in an educational programme with the possibility of 

obtaining some exemptions. However, these exemptions are not official and it is of great importance 

that, in order to be able to speak of an official VPL programme, these exemptions have to be officially 

recognised in the future, and the adult learners receive (sub)certificates. This way adult learners go to 

the CAE with the idea of getting their skills and competences validated, regardless of whether they 

want to follow lessons or not.  

10.4. Key Implications  

The VISKA project brought attention to VPL for educational qualifications as to this day the focus was 

mainly on VPL for professional educations. The VISKA project was an incentive for more consultation 
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and cooperation amongst the stakeholders. VPL for educational qualifications has become more 

visible.  

Providing a VPL procedure for educational qualifications can boost the self-esteem of low-skilled 

adults. The possibility to obtain exemptions which makes the study time shorter or less intense, 

together with the guidance component which ensures more perseverance is appreciated by the adult 

learners. Obtaining a certification of educational qualification gives more opportunities in the field of 

employment or further learning and therefore contributes to a win-win situation for both society and 

themselves. 

Implications for future validation process development 

The learners were very satisfied with the guidance of the validation process. The fact of guidance 

makes them decide to subscribe in a centre for adult education. They affirm that guidance is a necessity 

for them to persist. The field trials captured some very practical guidelines from candidates which can 

be useful in the concrete operationalisation of the VPL procedure, e.g. there was the notice to foresee 

in a policy about learning disorders, about the use of cell phones.  

Policy Implications 

Implications of policy  

Learners are pleased with the existence of CAEs in Flanders, offering a second chance to obtain a 

diploma of Secondary education, in a very specific way. The possibility to receive exemptions when 

succeeding in the exemptions test, the support of guidance counsellors is well appreciated.  

The current ‘exemption test procedure’ in the CAEs is barely regulated, misses enforceable guidelines 

and has qualitative limitations, with untransparancy, great diversity and a no externa quality control 

as a consequence. We refer to ‘4.5 Key implications’ for more information. 

Implications for policy   

Referring to the implications for policy of chapter 4 – the validation process, the current exemption 

procedure, trialled by VISKA, that the CAEs use should be turned into a full -fledged VPL procedure for 

educational qualifications, which enhances the quality of the procedure, bringing the policy of the CAE 

on VPL in line with the European efforts and development on VPL. Candidates must have the 

opportunity to validate all their educational competences. Therefore, the succeeded exemption tests 

should be recognized with a sub certificate.  This creates the possibility to foresee a combination of 

(sub) certification through exemption tests alternated with education possibilities for the remaining 

modules. The sub certificates are handed out to the learners, who become owner of their acquired 

competences, what brings value to the learners. When obtaining all sub certificates, the adult learner 

receives their certificate of AGE.  

The outcomes of the project, to foresee in a full- fledged VPL procedure, can be regulated in a decretal 

way but it can also be implicated as a result from projects like the VISKA project, where policy advices 

are being formulated and preconditions are defined. 
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11. Conclusions: answering the evaluation questions  

Four research questions underpinned the VISKA evaluation.  

1. To what degree did partners achieve the implementation aim across the five intervention 

strategies, and what factors at local, regional and national and policy level appeared to influence 

the achievement of implementation aims? 

2. What outcomes were achieved for what groups, and to what degree? 

3. What factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

4. What policy-level factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

 

In this section we address each of the evaluation questions. Key messages for future validation 

process/ system development are also outlined.   

11.1. To what degree did partners achieve the implementation aim across the five 

intervention strategies, and what factors at local, regional and national and policy 

level appeared to influence the achievement of implementation aims? 

Five interventions are developed, implemented and evaluated with a view to making the knowledge, 

skills and competence of low-skilled adults more visible: 

1. Developing and extending regional/national networks with relevant stakeholders 

2. Extending / adapting tools used in the validation of prior learning  

3. Creating a common set of criteria for the documentation and assessment of transversal skills 

4. Training and / or Capacity building for guidance counsellors and other frontline staff working 

on the validation of prior learning 

5. Improving access to and awareness of validation services and support among specific adult 

beneficiary groups 

 

VISKA installed a NAG with stakeholders who are responsible for or/and have experience of validation 

of prior learning for educational qualifications at Flemish level for the target group of low-skilled adults. 

This NAG-network on VPL for educational qualifications brought all stakeholders together on a regular 

basis. The stakeholders’ expertise and engagement in the decree on VPL for professional qualifications 

at one side and, during the same timeframe, their participation in the NAG which focuses on VPL for 

educational qualifications, made that during the Flemish Government period 2014-2019, there was a 

focus on VPL on policy level.  

During the VISKA project, networks emerged and strengthened. On regional level, the participation in 

the VISKA project enhanced the current network of the Federation of SCE. Decisions and agreements 

had a stronger support and were more widely spread. Also, the existing network between the 

Federation of SCE and the Pedagogical Advisory Centres has been strengthened to elaborate further 

actions on developing qualitative VPL procedures for educational qualifications.  

At Flemish level, the VISKA project was an incentive for more structural consultation between the 

Examination Board and the Federation of SCE to surpass the current ‘learner case-related ad hoc 

consultation’. The CAEs and the Examination Board of Secondary Education are two official 

organisations that serve as a certification institute to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. A more 
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structural installed network shall result in a better support for the small but determining target group 

who are subscribed in both organisations to obtain a diploma of secondary education.  

In the meetings of the NAG and in a seminar held for the frontline staff, the 10 European guidelines 

regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) were highlighted whereby the VISKA project lifted the views on VPL for 

educational qualifications also on a European level, which has a broadening effect.  

The NAG also defined the need for an independent coordinator to continue the network in a more 

structural way. They agreed that the Department of Education and Training would be the most 

appropriate coordinator.  

Although a consensus about VPL procedure for AGE has not been achieved yet, the VISKA project can 

indirectly lead to a consensus eventually, according to the stakeholders. The stakeholders all feel the 

need to continue the current network. It has brought attention to VPL for educational qualification and 

it was an incentive for more consultation and cooperation. 

 

The directors of the CAEs have great autonomy concerning the use of tools, the development of intake 

documents and the policy on VPL for educational qualifications. There is however a lack of uniformity 

regarding the use of tools and the VPL procedure as a whole. VISKA Flanders developed a uniform 

intake form, including a roadmap (appendix 2) to be used in the seven selected CAEs participating in 

the field trials to partially overcome this issue. Although not all participating CAEs were enthusiastic 

about the form and would not recommend a broader introduction (60%), it did help the CAEs to 

document the validation process (80%) and it helped to make the validation process more consistent 

(40%). For the assessment phase VISKA used the existing exemption tests, available on the electronic 

platform of the Federation of SCE, the umbrella organisation comprising all CAEs providing the course 

of AGE. The CAEs all signed a covenant wherein they agree to use the exemption procedure, but the 

Federation of SCE has no legal basis so cannot impose regulations to the CAEs. The biggest challenge 

with the existing exemption tests is that to this day there is no in- depth external quality control check, 

nor by the Education Inspectorate, nor by any other external organisation. There also is no additional 

financial support for the development of high qualitative tools. 

Due to the absence of the elaboration of art. 63, §3 for educational qualifications the quality of the 

elaboration of the current exemption procedure, and the quality of the current test material cannot 

be guaranteed.  

It was also stated that in order to be able to speak about a “full” VPL procedure for AGE, where adult 

learners have the possibility to get fully exempted, an exemption test for the module MACUSA should 

have to be developed. At the moment adult learners cannot obtain all exemptions because of the lack 

of this test. Even if there are very few or even no adult learners who obtain all possible exemptions at 

the moment, it should still have to be possible in order to speak of a ‘full’ VPL procedure.  

The current exemption procedure is already good, but it has to have more uniformity and the 

exemptions obtained should be officially certified.  Now adult learners go to the CAEs with the 

intention of enrolling in a course, with the possibility of getting exempted for a few modules. Adult 

learners going to the CAEs with the idea of getting their skills and competences validated, through 

exemptions tests, has a completely different angle than going to a CAE to enrol in an educational 

programme with maybe possibly some exemptions. 

VISKA Flanders decided from the start not to engage in VPL for transversal skills separately during the 

field trials, as they are already partially integrated in the existing exemption tests of the AGE course.  

At European level, VISKA Flanders shared the attainment targets of the module ‘MACUSA’ (Society – 
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Culture – Cooperation; which are mainly transversal skills), in so far as they correspond to the 

transversal skills included in document D1.1 'Briefing paper on transversal skills', to work out the 

document D3.2 'criteria for transversal skills'.   

At Flemish level, VISKA Flanders pointed out the reasons why teachers are not enthusiastic to develop 

exemption tests for assessing (soft) transversal skills. These reasons hindered consideration of 

developing an exemption test for the MACUSA module so far. The consequence of a ‘VPL procedure 

for educational qualifications’ means however that an exemption/ assessment test for the units of the 

module of MACUSA also have to be developed, as previously mentioned.  It seems clear that to enable 

the development of an exemption test for transversal skills, a new approach to assess (soft) transversal 

skills is needed based on the principles that, despite the satisfaction experienced by teachers and 

learners as they go through a transversal skills learning pathway, it is possible to assess - most - 

transversal skills by means of a product evaluation.  

The aim of all the actions undertaken in intervention 4 was to gain insight in professionalisation for 

the frontline staff involved in VPL for educational qualifications and to inform the frontline staff of the 

importance of it. During the intake procedure, the candidate is mostly supported and guided by the 

guidance/trajectory counsellor, but also often by teachers and/or administrative staff because it is 

very time-consuming. The guidance/trajectory counsellor does however remain the most 

approachable person during the learning path of the learner and is responsible for the study progress 

and the primary contact for all questions regarding the learning path of the learners. It is mostly 

someone who has been working in the centre for several years and thus has a lot of experience. The 

role of guidance counsellor can often be a part-time guidance counsellor, part-time teacher job. 

However, a formal uniform job description is lacking. To assure a qualitative VPL procedure a job 

description and a clear definition of the roles of any frontline staff member involved in VPL for 

educational qualifications, must be drawn up. The roles of the frontline staff involved in VPL, whether 

it are guidance counsellors, assessors, teachers or even administrative staff, have to be well defined - 

which is all the more necessary to avoid conflicts of interest (organisation interest vs adult learners’ 

interest). 

Over the last two years, prior to the VISKA project, there have been some professionalisation initiatives 

in the CAEs, which mostly consist of team consultation (75%). Only 10% of the CAEs offer 

professionalisation at the request of the staff and no more than 3% states that it is part of their centre’s 

policy. Taken together, because of the lack of an overarching policy and therefore the lack of a 

structural approach, professionalisation of the frontline staff regarding VPL for educational 

qualifications is not strongly elaborated and remains rather informal. 

The origin of the exemption tests was that it was used as a kind of intra-centre ‘orientation’ test, 

moving the adult learner towards the best fitting unit course in the centre. Currently it is also used to 

validate the adult learners’ prior learning to grant exemptions above centre level. When elaborating a 

VPL procedure for the course of AGE, an adapted approach of the guidance staff is needed.  VISKA 

Flanders organised a seminar to raise awareness about the necessity of professionalisation and 

assuring the quality of the procedure by presenting and discussing the ten European guidelines 

regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) and the quality kit by AHOVOKS (appendix 8). The evaluation survey of the 

seminar shows a lack of awareness of the theoretical background, but also shows that the frontline 

staff are certainly open to increasing their knowledge.  

For professionalisation the CAEs can approach the Pedagogical Advisory Services (PBD) for help. The 

stakeholders confirm that more actions are needed regarding professionalisation on VPL for 

https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/D1.1_TS_VISKA_FINAL.pdf
https://viskaproject.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Criteria-for-assessing-Transversal-skills.pdf
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educational qualifications and the responsibility of it mainly lies with the PBD to ensure its uniformity. 

Professionalisation is seen as of high importance when a VPL procedure leads to a certificate. It is the 

instrument to guarantee quality. Therefore, Vocvo and PBD need to examine how to include 

professionalisation of VPL for educational qualifications in the future. It can be embedded in a decree, 

but it can also result from projects like the VISKA project, where policy advices are being formulated 

and preconditions are defined. As to how PBD and Vocvo see professionalisation, alignment is 

important, and it should happen in a uniform way. Lifting the definition and elaboration of a VPL 

procedure above centre level leads to a clearer, more transparent and reliable procedure. They do 

emphasize that CAEs cannot be restricted in their way of evaluating and still have to maintain some 

autonomy. The ‘what’ of a VPL procedure has to be regulated above centre level, but detailed 

descriptions of ‘how’ to conduct a VPL procedure for educational qualifications should remain at centre 

level. Some standards will however be necessary.  

According to the PBD, the elaboration of VPL procedures for professional qualifications (decree of 

2019) and for educational qualifications should be approached in the same way. Even though a 

procedure for VPL for educational qualifications will have its own identity, a number of aspects are 

interchangeable. For instance, a job description of the roles and competences of those involved in VPL 

for professional qualifications is already available and according to the PBD, it will not be that different 

for VPL for educational qualifications.   

The action undertaken in intervention 4 made clear that capacity building on VPL for educational 

qualifications are poor and mainly happens on an informal basis at centre level. To this day there is 

insufficient support, not enough resources and not enough staff to provide professionalisation in a 

formal way.  

 

The VISKA project raised awareness on VPL for educational qualifications. All stakeholders agreed that 

there is still a lot of margin to improve a better awareness of and access to and better communication 

about VPL for educational qualifications in the sector of adult education. The VISKA project Flanders 

exposed that more visibility on the websites and the dissemination of unambiguous information can 

surely contribute to making VPL for the course of AGE in the CAEs more visible.  

The VISKA project provided the opportunity to gain insight into the profile of the whole group of adult 

learners engaged in the course of AGE in all CAEs, the potential target group for a VPL procedure for 

educational qualifications. This thorough research provided an extensive report26 on the profile of a 

learner of the course AGE. Having a good insight in the profile of the target group can be of great 

importance for all referral authorities to re-direct low-skilled adults towards the most convenient 

organization. It helps adult learners to make a well-informed choice where to subscribe.  

This means however that the definition and the mission of CAEs with regard to VPL for educational 

qualifications has to be unambiguously formulated. The existence of a uniform framework and the use 

of a common definition and vision on VPL for educational qualifications is necessary to communicate 

in a strong way and to improve the access to and the awareness on VPL for educational qualifications 

within the CAEs.  

The elaboration of a uniform and qualitative framework on VPL for educational qualifications and how 

this should be implemented in the different CAEs is a basis to ensure streamlined communication on 

the different websites. 

 
26 The full report is available on request. 
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11.2. What outcomes were achieved for what groups, and to what degree? 

When elaborating a validation program for prior learning for target groups, it may be of value to know 

your target group well. As mentioned above, the VISKA project provided the opportunity to gain insight 

into the profile of low-skilled adult learners engaged in the course of AGE. The report concludes that 

the target group of low-skilled adults is a heterogenic group with however some similarities. The 

results confirm that we cannot speak of thé learner who enrols in the course of AGE and its validation 

process. There was an almost equal amount of male (48%) and female learners (52%). Most of the 

learners are young adults (66% is younger than 26). The main reasons for learners to drop out of 

secondary school are both personal (37%) and school related factors (39%). The most indicated reasons 

are school fatigue and personal problems. The reason why they enrolled in the course of AGE preceded 

by a VPL procedure is, as to no surprise, to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education. The possibility of 

further education (39%) and increased chances on the labour market (40%) are also very strong 

motives. Having a good insight in the profile of the target group can be of great value for all the 

frontline staff of educational institutes and referral authorities to re-direct low-skilled adults towards 

the most convenient organisation. It helps adult learners to make a well-informed choice where to 

subscribe. 

With the field trials VISKA tried to gain insight in the current validation process consisting of a self-

assessment tool in the form of an intake procedure - in the identification and documenting phase -and 

participating in exemption tests for the assessment phase. Data were gathered from 474 participants 

in the field trials.  

The identification phase provided insight in the motivation of the learners for seeking validation. The 

main reason is to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education when combining the course of AGE with a 

professional qualification, but also the possibility to follow further education and have better chances 

on the labour market were motives, as mentioned above. Regarding the intake procedure the 

qualitative data show that the candidates prefer a face to face approach. As for the documentation 

phase – recognition of prior qualifications (EVK) – 388 participants did not receive any exemptions 

based on prior qualifications, five participants were fully exempted, and 81 participants received one 

or more exemptions based on prior qualifications. The assessment phase – recognition of prior learning 

through exemption tests – resulted in granting 1305 exemptions in total, an average of 2,8 exemptions 

per candidate out of a total of 14 possible exemptions. No participants obtained all exemptions. One 

out of three candidates did not obtain any exemption. Moreover, more than 7 exemptions are rather 

an exception (10%). It has to be taken into account that candidates are not obliged to participate, or 

in some cases even allowed to participate, in all exemption tests. Results however show that in the 

centres were candidates do participate in all exemption tests, more exemptions are being granted 

which make us believe that the candidates are sometimes underestimated or underestimate 

themselves. As for the certification phase27 - related to the end of the entire validation process - one 

out of five candidates (81) obtained their certificate of AGE after one year. 157 candidates haven’t 

 
27 It is important to notify here that the certification phase succeeding in exemption tests leads to un-official exemption sub 

certificates. After succeeding in the remaining modules by following lessons, the candidate receives his official certificate of 

additional general education, which, in combination with a professional qualification, leads to a diploma of secondary 

education. 
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completed the course yet and 139 left the validation programme early. 68 candidates did not enrol in 

the course of AGE after the exemption procedure. 

The exit survey at the end of the process (49 candidates filled in the survey) showed that the candidates 

were very satisfied with the guidance and support, both for the self-assessment tool (87%) and the 

exemptions tests (93%). 92% believed that they were able to indicate their previous learning and skills 

in the self-assessment tool (intake procedure). However, after participating in exemption tests seven 

out of ten adult learner did feel that not all of their skills were recognized in the end. This could be 

because of the fact that a learner might overestimate him/herself, because when asked about their 

experiences with the exemption tests the responses were mainly positive (93%). 

The stakeholders and the frontline staff unanimous agreed that the benefit of validation is that it is of 

great value for the low-skilled adult. According to the stakeholders it provides the adult learners 

opportunities to obtain a diploma of Secondary Education in a shortened or less intense way, it boosts 

their self-esteem and offers them more chances in life. These values were all confirmed by the learners 

themselves who even see it as a second chance in life and to stand stronger in society. It helps them 

to access employment or further learning (80%). Almost all adult learners questioned in the exit survey 

would recommend participating in the validation programme to others (93%). 

Through participation in the VISKA project, the frontline staff see the need for further 

professionalisation regarding VPL for educational qualifications and is more aware of the European 

guidelines on VPL. 

11.3. What factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner outcomes?  

The VISKA project has brought attention to VPL for educational qualifications, whereas the focus to 

this day has mainly been on VPL for professional educations, and it was an incentive for more 

consultation and cooperation.  

The results of surveys, interviews and experiences of the learners show that the exemption procedure 

as it is today is a good basis for an official VPL procedure for educational qualification, which is affirmed 

by the frontline staff and the stakeholders. Although most of the learners do not obtain a lot of 

exemptions, they are very pleased to be able to participate in the validation process and would 

recommend it to others as it shortens their learning path or makes it less intense. They are very 

satisfied with the guidance and support offered during the validation process. During the intake 

procedure, the candidate is mostly supported and guided by the guidance/trajectory counsellor. Most 

adult learners affirm that guidance is a necessity for them to persist. The fact of guidance makes them 

decide to subscribe in a CAE. Participating in the intake procedure and participating in the exemption 

tests makes them more aware of their own skills and competences and boosts their self-confidence.  

The VISKA team organised a seminar for the frontline staff to raise awareness about the necessity of 

professionalisation and assuring the quality of the VPL procedure by presenting and discussing the ten 

European guidelines regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) and the quality kit by AHOVOKS (appendix 8). The online 

evaluation survey showed that there is indeed a lack of awareness, but that the frontline staff are 

certainly open to increasing their knowledge. 

Taken together, the existing exemption procedure is a good basis to elaborate a VPL procedure for 

educational qualifications. Learners are very satisfied with the guidance and support offered, are more 

aware of their skills and competences and would recommend it to others. During the intake procedure 
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they are able to indicate their previous learning which can lead to exemptions through validation of 

prior qualifications (EVK). The possibility to participate in exemption tests also provides the 

opportunity to validate their skills and competences which, whether or not combined with exemptions 

obtained through validation of prior qualifications, can make their learning path shorter or less intense. 

Frontline staff are receptive for professionalisation regarding VPL for educational qualifications. 

11.4. What policy-level factors were associated with the achievement of positive learner 

outcomes?  

To this day there is no formal policy regarding a VPL procedure of educational qualifications, nor on 

local, nor on national level. Therefore, answering the question ‘what policy-level factors are associated 

with the achievement of positive learner outcomes’ is rather difficult.  

As mentioned in 11.1 and 11.3 most centres deal with VPL procedures for educational qualifications in 

a relatively informal way because the legislator gives great autonomy to the CAEs and because 

minimum criteria for installing a VPL procedure for educational qualifications are missing (art 63 § 3 of 

the decree on adult education of 2007 has not been elaborated yet by the Flemish Government). 

Elaborating an official VPL procedure for educational qualifications will have an impact on the rather 

informal policy of the centres regarding the exemption test procedure, based on great autonomy.  

The current ‘exemption procedure’ in the CAEs is barely regulated, misses a uniform framework, a 

uniform definition and a common view on VPL for educational qualifications and enforceable 

guidelines. Therefore, it has qualitative limitations, with a lack of transparency, great diversity between 

the CAEs and no external quality control as a consequence. Quality assurance guidelines will help the 

frontline staff to enhance validation in their centre. All questioned frontline staff indicated that they 

will benefit from it. 

The current policy doesn’t provide enough support (financial resources and manpower) to work out a 

high qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications including high qualitative test material. 

To this day, the impact of providing VPL procedures for educational qualifications strongly weights on 

teaching time and staff availability. Because the development process of tests is cumbersome, time 

consuming and expensive, there is only one test foreseen per module; some tests have been going on 

for several years without being adjusted; the development of a digital test battery is on the agenda of 

the Federation of SCE for a while, but cannot be developed due to lack of resources and test 

developers. 

Professionalisation of the frontline staff is seen as of high importance, especially when a VPL procedure 

leads to an official certificate. It is the instrument to guarantee quality, as mentioned before. The CAEs 

have to be made aware of the consequences for the current organisation of the CAEs when elaborating 

a more uniform official VPL procedure. It can be embedded in a decree, but it can also result from 

projects like the VISKA project, where policy advices are being formulated and preconditions are 

defined.  

11.5. Implications and Recommendations for future validation process development  

Participation in European policy projects - such as the VISKA project - offers opportunities. For the 

policy level this means an excellent opportunity to increase the knowledge of the field of work through 

cooperation with the field, enabling to make better informed decisions. Participation in policy projects 

also has a positive impact on staff in the field. Participation in policy projects initiates changes ‘bottom 

up’, which has a positive influence on 'supported' decision making. 
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Participation in the VISKA project led to the following findings concerning VPL for educational 

qualifications. To develop a qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications there are three 

main implications:  

• The first condition is the use of a uniform framework with a common vision and definition on 

VPL for educational qualifications, i.e. the same VPL procedure and the same approach is used 

by all of the CAEs. This prevents everyone from doing it according to their own insights. The 

existence of a uniform and qualitative framework on VPL for educational qualifications also 

makes communication on VPL for educational qualifications more transparent. 

• The second condition is to foresee qualitative exemption tests for all modules of the course28. 

Succeeding in the module units can lead to official sub-certificates. Succeeding in all units of 

all modules will lead to a certificate for the course of AGE. The adult learner becomes the 

owner of the obtained sub certificates.  

• The third condition is the inevitable need of an external quality control agency, to guarantee 

the quality of the exemption tests. Assuring high quality standards leads to an improvement 

of the value of the diploma obtained in CAEs. In Flanders this can be the task of the Education 

Inspectorate.  

In order to fulfil these conditions, some form of regulation will be necessary. Otherwise there will be a 

lot of diversity on the elaboration of the VPL procedure for educational qualifications in the CAEs. 

However, it cannot be too strict for the CAEs. What a VPL procedure stands for should be regulated 

above centre level, while how the VPL procedure is organised remains within the autonomy of the 

centres. This distinction must ensure a clear and transparent VPL policy in the CAE offering the course 

of AGE, nevertheless with respect for the specificity and the pedagogical freedom of the centre. 

When elaborating a validation programme, it is very important to gain insight in the target group. An 

extensive profile description of the target group is recommended. It is important to take into account 

learners’ needs and preferences. For those who need more support and personal guidance, a nearby 

and small-scale system is needed. For those who are more autonomous and can proceed 

independently, a larger or more impersonal system can work well. In Flanders, with the Centres for 

Adult Education at the one hand and the Education Board at the other, we have both systems to 

achieve these aims. 

Taken into account the European guidelines regarding VPL (CEDEFOP) that participating in VPL should 

be voluntary, it is however highly recommended to persuade the candidates in participating in the 

exemption tests. The data of the field trials revealed that when candidates were obliged to enrol in the 

 
28 For Flanders this means that an exemption test for the module MACUSA, which contains mainly (soft) transversal skills, 

has to be developed. To enable the development of an exemption test for transversal skills, a new approach to assess (soft) 

transversal skills is needed based on the principles that, despite the satisfaction experienced by teachers and learners as they 

go through a transversal skills learning pathway, it is however possible to assess - most - transversal skills by means of a 

product evaluation. It reveals the importance of further activation and elaboration of (sub)networks around VPL for AGE with 

the different stakeholders. Through exchange and dialogue between the Federation of SCE, the pedagogical advisory centres  

and the development unit of the examination board of secondary education exemption tests for the module MACUSA could 

be developed. At European level there are Erasmus+ projects that focusses on how to validate soft transversal skills in diverse 

sectors. Cross-fertilisation and sharing of accumulated knowledge can lead to a further breakthrough in test development. 

Follow-up projects can keep the attention focused and stimulate evolution. 
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exemption tests, those candidates obtained more exemptions than when candidates were not obliged 

to participate in all the tests (candidates underestimate themselves). It can boost their self-esteem.  

The implementation of a qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications requires 

professionalisation of the frontline staff. Training modules should be offered to all frontline staff 

(guidance staff, assessors, …) being new in validation. Frontline staff should be invited to enrol in 

training modules with regard to the great importance and the benefits of being well professionalised. 

The professionalisation context could be a combination of theoretical reflections, for example on the 

meaning of validation, the public that is aimed at, the possible output for applicants,….  and a more 

practical implementation, being concrete presentations and hands-on training of the procedures 

followed, the assessment methods used, clear guidelines for the assessors, developing high quality 

common tools, … Assuring a qualitative VPL also requires a job description and a clear definition of the 

roles of any frontline staff member involved in all phases of VPL. The roles of the guidance counsellors 

and the assessors have to be well defined. This grants the CAEs a solid basis for professionalisation of 

their staff.  

And last but not least, the consolidation of the existing networks or a possible merger of several 

networks, all involved in VPL in one way or another, might dramatically improve the pool of knowledge 

surrounding VPL, leading to an improved sharing of good practices and relevant expertise. This 

eventually leads to a well-supported VPL network for the further elaboration of VPL for educational 

qualifications. 

11.6. Policy implications and recommendations  

The transition of the Western society in a fast-changing world with the need of dynamic and flexible 

job careers makes it necessary that the government invests in lifelong learning. European projects such 

as Upskilling Pathways offer the chance to fully invest on VPL, not only for professional qualifications 

but also in the field of educational qualifications.  

In addition to the decree efforts in Flanders with regard to the development of a framework for VPL 

for professional qualifications, the VISKA project wants to give an impetus to the further development 

of the VPL for educational qualifications as well. The target group of the low-skilled adults can benefit 

from making their knowledge and competences in the field of educational qualifications visible. 

Implications of policy  

The results of the field trials indicate that the target group of low-skilled adults are very satisfied with 

the exemption procedure in the CAEs where they, supported by a guidance counsellor, can obtain 

exemptions for the course of additional general education, which makes their learning path towards a 

diploma of secondary education shortened or less intense.  Because of the results of the field trails, 

we can assume that ‘a full’ VPL procedure – meaning that the candidate succeeds in all exemption 

module units - almost never occurs (mean exemptions obtained = 2,7 out of 14). Nevertheless, we are 

convinced that low-skilled adults must have the opportunity to validate all their educational 

competences.  

To this day there is no elaboration of art. 63, §3 of the decree adult education 2007. This has 

consequences: there is no official uniform framework and therefore no uniform definition, no common 

view on VPL for educational qualifications and the professionalisation of the frontline staff regarding 



D5.2 National report Flanders  

      
  

136 

VPL for educational qualifications is rather diffuse, poor and in an informal way incorporated into the 

centres. CAEs interpret the exemption procedure according to their own insights. They are however 

supported by the Federation of SCE, but the Federation of SCE works in an informal way on a more 

common policy regarding the exemption procedure. The Federation of SCE is aware of the 

opportunities of upskilling pathways – being a VPL procedure for educational qualifications – but 

cannot oblige the CAEs to anything. There is no decretal basis and as mentioned before, the CAEs have 

great autonomy. Therefore, selection and evaluation of valid test material is the responsibility of the 

centres at this moment, which leads to too many different approaches in the operationalisation of the 

VPL procedure amongst the centres. With no decretal basis, the current manpower (half-time 

equivalent) and no other financial resources from the Flemish Government, the Federation of SCE 

cannot fulfil its mission qualitatively. The very little financial resources also have consequences in the 

development of exemption tests for the module of MACUSA, which are currently lacking. There is no 

time and money to develop such tests.  

The current lack of a uniform framework on VPL for educational qualifications also makes strong 

communication and visibility complicated. The minimum of sufficient professionalisation and a lack of 

time within the CAE to foresee in well-designed digital communication strategies can also hinder the 

improvement of the actions on visibility and on access to and awareness of VPL procedures for 

educational qualifications in the CAEs.  

Implications and recommendations for policy  

Although the possibility of participating in the current exemption procedure to obtain - in combination 

with a certificate of a professional qualification - a diploma of secondary education, is well appreciated 

by the learners, it all happens in a rather informal way and is mainly based on voluntary basis. The 

need to recognise and validate the competences of citizens in a fast-changing society, not only for 

personal growth and social integration, but also to broaden the chances on further studies or 

sustainable work shouldn’t be based on goodwill, it must be recognised and honoured.  

The exemption procedure in its current state works well, but it has to be optimised and needs a more 

structural approach to guarantee it to be a qualitative procedure. As further elaboration of VPL stands 

on the European agenda, and considering, on Flemish level, the decree of vocational qualifications is 

done, a momentum is created to engage the educational partners on practice and policy level in the 

next step on validation of prior learning. One possibility could be further elaboration of art. 63, §3 of 

the decree Adult Education 2007 which focuses on VPL for educational qualifications.  

Continuing the (sub)network on VPL for educational qualifications, installed under VISKA, is 

recommended in order to achieve further results in the development of a VPL procedure for AGE. It is 

recommended that working out a common vision, definition, communication frame and quality 

assurance can happen under supervision of this network, coordinated by the government 

administration and supported by a working group of practitioners on validation.  

The current exemption procedure that the CAEs use, should be turned into a full-fledged VPL 

procedure for educational qualifications, which enhances the quality of the procedure, bringing the 

policy of the CAE on VPL in line with the European efforts and development on VPL. A uniform 

framework should be developed based on a common vision and definition on VPL for educational 

qualifications (European VPL guidelines), high qualitative instruments and transparent 

communication. The inherent necessity of professionalisation of the frontline staff is inevitably 
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associated with it. In the first place, this has to be a task for the Pedagogical Advisory Services, but 

CAEs could also consult other external partners. 

In order to be able to speak of a ‘full-fledged’ VPL procedure, the exemptions obtained through the 

validation process should not only made visible but also have to be recognised.  Candidates must have 

the opportunity to validate all their educational competences. Therefore, the succeeded exemption 

tests should be recognised with a sub certificate. This creates the possibility to foresee a combination 

of (sub) certification through exemption tests alternated with education possibilities for the remaining 

modules. The sub certificates are handed out to the learners, who become owner of their acquired 

competences, what brings value to the learners. When obtaining all sub certificates the adult learner 

receives their certificate of AGE. Furthermore, also in the mind of the VPL policy on European level, 

the sub-certificates must be interchangeable with other educational institutions, certifying diplomas 

of Secondary Education. To guarantee this interchangeability, the attainment targets to obtain a 

diploma for Secondary Education (the adult education sector and the Examination Board of Secondary 

Education) should be based on and elaborated on the same framework (EQF level 4). It facilitates the 

adult learners in making a well-informed choice where to enrol, even combined. Being well informed 

in advance could save valuable time for the adult learner. 

To this day adult learners go to a CAE to enrol in an educational programme with the possibility of 

obtaining some exemptions. When receiving (sub)certificates adult learners go to the CAE with the 

idea of getting their skills and competences validated, regardless of whether they want to follow 

lessons or not.  

As mentioned before, a ‘full-fledged’ VPL procedure has to give the adult learners the possibility to 

validate all their educational competences. In the current exemption procedure this is not possible, 

because no exemption tests have been developed for the module MACUSA yet. The need to develop 

and conduct an exemption tests for the module MACUSA, asks for the required manpower and 

financial resources. It is worth investigating whether project resources can be found for this purpose.  

To provide a common agreed high qualitative VPL procedure with high quality instruments, the 

professional development of the assessment tools must be supported in a structural way. The 

development of high qualitative exemption tests for the whole course of AGE, including MACUSA, 

whereby the candidates can enrol in a full- fledged VPL procedure, however, requires more manpower 

and financial resources.  

Quality assurance standards should be embedded in the system of validation. In order for sub 

certificates to gain value and lead to a certificate, the quality of the underlying test material must be 

assured. Therefore, not only internal quality control but also an external quality control mechanism is 

necessary. This must be further elaborated and could be the responsibility of an organisation such as 

the Education Inspectorate. We see it as the task of one and the same quality assurance body, being 

the Education Inspectorate, the same organisation who assures the quality control of Secondary 

Education.  

A qualitative, well-framed VPL procedure also guarantees transparency for the adult learners on what 

they can expect of VPL in general and the way VPL is offered in the individual centre. Also, ‘one stop 

learner shops’, as suggested in the GOAL project, can really be of added value as they are specialised 

in professional advice to low-skilled people to find their way to the most adequate institutions. When 
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there is transparency, all referral authorities can provide high qualitative advice for low-skilled adults 

to direct them to the most suitable learning and certification form.   

A linked communication website network across all policy levels (Flemish website on VPL – the 

Federation of SCE – the CAEs offering additional general education – …)  would also increase the 

transparency and visibility in a strong way (referring to the unique well-structured website of the 

Examination Board of Secondary Education).  

A qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications will however have an impact on the 

autonomy of the centre. While respecting the specificity of the centre, it has to be clarified which parts 

of the VPL procedure are generally imposed and which parts fall under the autonomy of the individual 

CAE policy.  

Through the VISKA project the Federation of SCE recognised that more regulations are needed to 

support their efforts to install a qualitative VPL procedure for educational qualifications, all this with 

respect for the specificity and pedagogical freedom of the individual centres (elaboration of art. 63, 

§3); the necessity of quality assurance on the validation procedure and process, quality assurance on 

the used test material included; the agreements made in the Federation of SCE must be made more 

enforceable. The current covenant is not strong enough to ensure that the CAEs implement the agreed 

actions.  

The Federation of SCE should be more embedded in an overarching VPL network on Flemish level to 

enhance the support of their work, as the benefits are already made visible through their participation 

in the NAG. 

The results of the VISKA projects revealed the strong need of financial support and manpower.  

• To this date the Federation of SCE works mainly on a voluntary basis. All CAEs contribute a part of 

their operating resources to ensure the functioning of the Federation of SCE. Recently, the 

Federation of SCE received an additional contribution by the Minister of Education at the rate of 

one half time teacher equivalent. This contribution is welcome, but still insufficient to be able to 

translate their mission into the corresponding commitment.  

• The existing network with the Pedagogical Advisory Centres should be re-vitalised (with sufficient 

manpower and financial resources) to elaborate further actions on developing qualitative VPL 

procedures for educational qualifications.  

• The decree on adult education is recently adapted and foresees additional resources for adult 

learners who finalise their learning path with a certificate of additional general education (+20% 

on operation resources), and another 20% when the adult learner obtains a diploma of secondary 

education – being a combination of a certificate of the course of AGE and an professional 

qualification). This adaptation is a step in the right direction to motivate the centres to focus on 

stimulating the adult learners to obtain a certificate of additional general education or to obtain 

a diploma. When CAEs offer a full -fledged VPL procedure for educational qualifications, their 

mission is split up into two commitments: certifying adult learners through a validation process at 

one side and providing education to adult learners to obtain a certificate at the other side. It 

should be strongly recommended that CAEs should also be compensated for the assignment they 

fulfil during the validation process.  

Low-skilled adults often make use of allocations from other policy areas to provide for their livelihood. 

Aligning the regulations with these services is important to prevent external factors - i.e. the loss of 

allocations - from forcing the adult learner to drop out and therefore miss the opportunity of obtaining 

a secondary school diploma. 
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The thorough analysis of the current work on VPL in the CAEs and the participation in the field trials, 

which revealed a lot of important data for elaboration of further policy on VPL, could not have been 

done, if Flanders hadn’t been part of the VISKA project. 

These policy recommendations are a first step going forward to develop further policy. This document 

can be the basis of a concept paper for the Flemish Government, wherein the recommendations made 

in this final report will be issued, presenting the next phases. Followed by the writing out of different 

possible 'middle ground' proposals in the run up to a fully-fledged VPL procedure.  
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