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Enhancing the recognition of prior learning (RPL) in the Health and Social Care sector
Expanding the use of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in the delivery of qualifications across the health and social care sector, helping learners gain appropriate credit for existing knowledge, skills and experience.
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Summary and Partners

This project aims to utilise recognition of prior learning to ensure a potential candidate's skills and experiences are valued and recognised whilst preparing to undertake a formal qualification. By working in collaboration with SSSC, CDN, colleges, training providers and other partners we will design and implement a suite of resources and guidance for learners, institutions, verifiers and assessors.
The benefits of making RPL more sustainable at scale include: 
· For learners: Shorter time-to-course completion periods, reduced tuition costs, and the elimination of redundant coursework.
· For education providers: Reduced administrative burdens on training providers and colleges through standardised and consistent recourses, guidance and support
· For the economy: Faster upskilling pipelines that allow businesses to quickly deploy specialised talent into high-demand industries.

The problem 
The recognition of Prior Learning in Health and Social Care is a complicated process, and which even at the individual scale requires detailed mapping of previous learning or experience against module or unit outcomes. As with many sectors across Scotland, RPL is often perceived as exceptional rather than routine, with unclear benefits to learners and employers. 
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) are strongly aligned to the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF). While transferring formal credit is usually free, assessing experiential work history often can be complex and administratively burdensome.  
This can be very labour intensive for training providers and colleges, at a time when there are constraints and challenges across the sector. 
Prior Certificated Learning (APL): This is normally free of charge. If you are transferring pre-existing, formal university credits or Qualifications Scotland HN certifications, most admissions teams do not charge an assessment fee. This process of RPL is well established in Scotland. 
Prior Experiential Learning (APEL): Priced per module for degrees. For assessing uncertified work experience, specific Scottish universities charge a direct fee. For instance, one states that applicants mapping life/work experience against a module must pay 50% of the cost of that module to cover academic assessment and advisor support. 
Scottish regional colleges tend to structure their fees tightly around the Qualifications Scotland and local administrative overheads. If you are seeking credit for non-certificated work experience (e.g., using years of trade work to clear a practical construction unit), colleges usually charge an assessment or portfolio fee. This is normally a flat charge per application or per assessment hour rather than a tuition rate, keeping it significantly cheaper than a university review.
Claims are normally evaluated by academic Programme Leaders or, in some cases, RPL Officers. They are required to map applicant background against specific module learning outcomes using three quality benchmarks:
· Currency: Ensuring the knowledge is relevant today. While there is no legal time limit, most institutions look for evidence generated within the last 3 to 5 years.
· Sufficiency: Verifying the scope of the experience justifies the standard 10, 20, or 40 SCQF credit points of the unit or qualification.
· Credit constraints: Enforcing progression caps. Most institutions mandate that you cannot claim an entire degree via RPL; you must complete a minimum percentage of the degree residency at that specific institution.
Although some reviewers are very experienced in this process, it can be best described as a ‘mixed bag’. There is little incentive for colleges or universities to promote RPL, as its administration is not funded and it can lead to reduced income. Despite this, many institutions do try to encourage students to take this route, though normally the onus is on the applicant to complete most of the mapping (which not all are able to do). The problem is multiplied for vocational qualifications that use a different set of units and frameworks, and are based normally on NOS, which are not easy to access. 
Currently this RPL work is bespoke and expensive, with no associated funding to cover the costs of the work. In addition, there is a lack of learner understanding around RPL and how their skills and experience can be recognised and valued through their current job role. A more detailed breakdown of RPL in it’s various forms are listed below
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Most of the adult social care workforce in Scotland is required to register with the Scottish Social Services Council and is required to hold or gain a qualification to provide assurance of competency.  The graph below shows the number of workers who are required to gain a qualification over the next five years (the benchmark qualifications accepted for registration are largely SVQs):
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Around 65% of these workers are aged 35 or over, so many are likely to have already gained relevant qualifications or developed experience that could be recognised through RPL.  For workers who feel apprehensive about undertaking a qualification, making better use of RPL could help build their confidence and support them to complete the award
The solution
Over the last year, research into RPL in Scotland has recommended RPL be positioned as a strategic national mechanism, becoming a mainstream component of the national skills system. The report recommends that RPL can link directly to priority sectors, including adult social care where accelerated workforce entry and progression are critical. One stakeholder interviewed for the report observed that ‘If prior experience could reduce training duration, the savings for employers and the system would be significant’ 
RPL could play a more significant role in addressing Scotland’s economic, demographic and workforce challenges, as a mechanism capable of: 
· Accelerating workforce entry and progression.
· Supporting workforce diversity (widen access for adult learners, career changers and migrants) by recognising prior skills and experience. 
· Reducing duplication of learning and associated costs.
Furthermore, a report on implementing a national approach to RPL in Scotland recommended building on previous project work on embedding RPL principles into key sectors identified through skills gaps analysis, utilising existing groups such as the Care Skills Partnership and health and social care sector. 
For RPL activity to be sustainable and effective nationwide over the long term, a broad range of stakeholders are required to be aligned on what needs to happen, and on how the process steps are to be implemented. There are a range of stakeholders that are already considering how RPL may be better utilised in the health and social care sector, and SSSC has established an RPL sub group to progress some of this work. The SCQF Partnership has a dedicated RPL Hub and publishes news, resources and guidance on RPL and has recently completed phase 1 of developing a national system to recognise prior learning. 
This project will scope the development of sector wide resources, toolkits and guidance for institutions and providers. It will help to overcome the administrative burden colleges, universities and training providers face when students ask for prior learning to be recognised, and for the length or content of a course of study to be reduced as a result. It will also aide the capture of RPL through standardised resources that can be accessed by all institutions and providers of health and social care qualifications. 
For RPL to be scalable, it will mean the mechanism works nationwide rather than as a series of individually negotiated arrangements: the cost and effort of conducting an RPL claim or mapping learning outcomes to skills and experiences must be low enough and be easily repeated to produce the same results every time to apply across the sector in Scotland. An RPL system like this can incentivise training providers and colleges to better utilise RPL at scale and with a national, consistent approach and reducing the administration for all involved.
The aim of this project is to widen the use of RPL and reduce the resource cost of assessing an individual's prior learning, develop guidance and support for assessors / verifiers and produce the result in a standard form that institutes and training providers will accept. 



An initial piece of research with the sector will help guide the project to ensure toolkits and resources are going to meet the needs of all, are designed in collaboration with training providers and colleges and will increase the prominence and uptake of RPL. 
Although it wouldn’t be advisable to try to second guess the findings of this research, the work can be summarised into key questions: 
· What prevents wider or more effective use of RPL?
· At what scale is RPL being used across the sector?
· How well do learners, employers and assessors understand RPL?
· What good practice already exists?
· What guidance, tools or support would improve RPL practice?
· What changes would make the biggest practical difference?
· How can the use of RPL in assessment be more effectively measured?
· How can this work be extended to the children and young people sector?
· Who are the main providers that receive / produce the claims and what is the scale of duplication? 
· What is currently the minimum evidence base and what is required to conduct the assessment?
· What would be required to train assessors in moderation and sampling? 
· What are the wider savings to the institutions in terms of administration and student experience? 
Further exploration of these questions and themes will ensure that future resources, guidance and toolkits are designed to meet the needs of the sector.

SCQF Partnership will conduct this research with training providers and colleges across Scotland in October 2026







Outcomes and impact 

The project will deliver a consistent, sector wide approach to recognising prior learning in health and social care supported by practical tools, guidance and shared resources for learners, assessors and verifiers, colleges and training providers.  

Its impact will be to reduce duplication and administrative burden, improve learner confidence and progression and make RPL a more sustainable and scalable route into qualifications across the sector.

Over the course of the project, we will measure - 

· Qualitative feedback from assessors and verifiers on effectiveness of the toolkit through satisfaction surveys and engagement workshops.
· Qualitative feedback from potential candidates on the learner support and guidance resources. 
· The attendance and engagement in assessor and verifier toolkit launch workshops. 
· Interviews, surveys and questionnaires with both colleges and training providers as part of a launch event and at workshops. 

With SSSC data, we know that over 41,000 learners will be required to achieve a qualification over a 2 year period until 2029 and phase 1 of this work will inform future developments to build capacity within the system for this demand. As such, measurement, monitoring and evaluation systems will need to be established in phase 2 to capture: 

· Levels of use of RPL processes across the sector taking data from training providers and colleges consistently. 
· Levels of utilisation on the RPL toolkit over subsequent years until 2031.


This project will:

· Assemble a strong project board with representation from SCQFP and SSSC, updated the separate RPL sub-group convened by SSSC. It will bring together partners and stakeholders to ensure a consistent, sector wide approach to RPL and ensure ongoing collaboration with partners.
· Undertake initial research with training providers and colleges to identify current levels of RPL use and potential areas for further development at scale. 
· Develop practical examples of how RPL processes can be implemented across health and social care
· Design standardised tools for capturing and recording prior learning. This will include a toolkit for assessors and verifiers, guidance for potential candidates and sector standard templates for recording prior learning simply and effectively. 
· Create a traffic light mapping system which will better align prior learning with learning outcomes bringing greater clarity and understanding to a learner’s skills and experience. This can ensure that the timeline for the RPL process is efficient. 
· Publish a dedicated ‘health and social care’ sector guide, hosted on the SCQF Partnership’s RPL Hub. 

The wider project will be overseen by SCQFP as mapped out below to ensure complete delivery of milestones and outcomes by the end of the financial year.  
Key Milestones
	Task
	October
	November
	December
	January
	February
	March

	Project Initiation
	███
	
	
	
	
	

	Research RPL usage with training providers & institutions
	███
	███
	
	
	
	

	Establish an RPL project group, inc. SSSC sub group
	
	███
	███
	
	
	

	Using research findings, develop a detailed workplan for the project
	
	███
	███
	███
	
	

	Develop key resources and toolkits to capture RPL claims
	
	
	███
	███
	███
	███

	Develop traffic light mapping process from RPL to SVQ
	
	
	
	███
	███
	███

	Create case studies and personas for RPL use across the sector
	
	
	
	
	███
	███

	Final impact report completed
	
	
	
	
	███
	███



Lastly, by 31 March 2027, this project will deliver:
1. Initial research with training providers and colleges to provide a clearer picture on how RPL is being used, the extent of uptake, consistency of practice and barriers limiting its wider use. This evidence will provide the foundation for the project’s outputs and will inform how RPL can be developed at scale.

2. Practical examples and case studies of how RPL processes can be implemented across the health and social care sector in Scotland.
3. Standardised tools for capturing and recording prior learning: 
· a toolkit for assessors and verifiers
· guidance for potential candidates 
· standard templates for recording of prior learning 

4. A traffic light mapping system to help align prior learning with learning outcomes.

5. A sector guide for Health and Social Care, hosted on the SCQF Partnership’s RPL Hub. 
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Q- What is RPL?

There are different types of learning. These are:

Formal

Formal learning includes the 9,700
learning programmes that are
assessed and credit rated on the
SCQF. For example, all mainstream
qualifications in Scotland, including
those studied at school, college and
university. It also includes many
other crediit rated programmes that
are owned by public, private and
third sector organisations, such as
the NHS, OPITO and Youth Scotland.

Non-formal

Non-formal learning includes
programmes that may or may
not be assessed, but which are
not credit rated on the SCQF. For

example, programmes you might
undertake within the workplace
designed to develop a particular
skill. It also includes learning
programmes for volunteers in the.
third sector, or training
undertaken for a hobby or leisure
activity.

Informal

Informal learning includes

learning that has no structure
and is based on experience.
For example, skills gained in

everyday life, such as through
work, volunteering or a leisure
activity.
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