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Abstract 
 
The assessment of prior learning, (APL) has in a Swedish context been widely used especially among 
Public Sector actors, e.g. Municipality Adult Education, Learning Centres, Swedish Public 
Employment Service, etc., mainly directed towards unemployed individuals. The purpose is to 
visualize and give credit to informally achieved knowledge and skills, mostly developed within 
working life in order to facilitate both higher education routes and new employment opportunities. 
Even if APL within working places especially in private sector companies has not been widely talked 
about or used, it would be a false conclusion to say that knowledge and skills is not being assessed at 
workplaces. The questions would rather be focused upon in what way they are assessed and what 
type of knowledge and skills that is assessed within working contexts. In this paper I will discuss the 
findings from a study done within two companies and two municipalities where twenty-one 
interviews have been made with personal managers, team leaders and union representatives. The 
main issue in this study was to find out in what way the organizations did value knowledge and skills 
and in what way they visualized the same. This study approach was mainly taken with the 
theorization and methods of APL in mind, in order to both make comparisons with these two ways of 
assessing and visualizing knowledge and skills within and close to working life but also to 
problematise this “working place assessment” from an APL perspective.  
 
The findings shows that knowledge and skills, both formally and informally achieved and developed 
are both assessed and valued in many ways within the working place context. Although this may be 
“true”, the opposite where certain skills are kept in silence and made “unvisualised” is also found in 
the studied material. This means that knowledge and skills at the same time can be both praised and 
highly valued and hidden and kept tacit. The fact that knowledge and skills are valued and used 
within the working place context does not mean that it is always made transferable through e.g. 
documentation, certificates, etc., for other workings places or situations. The material also shows that 
the development of skills is closely related to the assessment of the same skills, but that does not 
generally means that this assessment explicitly is made known to the employee. It can rather be so that 
certain activities is being used in order to “problematise”, devalue, diminish and make those 
knowledge and skills invisible, especially for the employee.  
 
 
Introduction 
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The Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) has in many western countries been to a 
certain extent a developed method and quite well-used in the assessment and 
evaluation of a person’s knowledge and skills (Andersson & Harris 2006; Challis 
1993; Evans 2003; VEETAC 1993; Utbildningsdepartementet 2003; Andersson & Fejes 
2010). RPL in general means that knowledge and skills, often achieved and 
developed in the working place, can in a more or less structured assessment process 
become evaluated and documented. The documented result can later be used in 
shortening educational paths or facilitate the transition into employment. In a 
Swedish context most of the RPL actors has authorized the following definition of 
RPL: 
 

Validation is "a process of a structured assessment, valuing, documentation and 
recognition of knowledge and competences that an individual has gained, irrespective of 
how they have been acquired". (Utbildningsdepartementet DS 2003:23) 

 
RPL in a Swedish context has mostly been used within the Adult Education field, by 
the Swedish Public Employment Service and other similar actors but also by 
municipalities who have been anxious to lift up certain working groups like care staff 
and childcare staff to higher educational levels. The main issue and challenge for 
RPL has ever since its entrance into a European Policy Debate been in what ways and 
to what extent RPL can be the answer to the quest for increasing both the educational 
level and employment rate among citizens within Europe (Colardyn 1997; Bjørnavåld 
2001; Kok 2004; Colardyn & Bjørnavåld 2004). The chief idea in this matter seems to 
be that RPL mainly is to be used among unemployed to either direct their career 
path, shorten time spent in education or ease transition to new employments. No 
matter what, the strength of RPL is that knowledge and skills not yet assessed can be 
brought into the open for everyone to see and in that sense, also come into use. And 
here the challenge seems to lie. Much knowledge and skills are being developed 
within the working place but many times seldom are documented and officially 
acknowledged in these contexts. Among Swedish companies, industries, 
municipalities and other employers RPL seems to be quite a well-known concept but 
regardless this as a method for visualising knowledge and skills among employees, 
not much used (Berglund 2010). The reasons for employers to not make use of RPL 
for official assessment of knowledge and skills developed in the workplace are of 
course many and well known. The risk investing in education and assessment is that 
you can loose it when employees leave the organisation when their skills have been 
made visible. Assessment in itself brings light to competence that maybe is not 
highlighted before which can become a reason for union and employee demands of 
financial compensation. On the other hand visualised and officially documented 
knowledge and skills, both as formal education and via RPL can become important 
cornerstones not only in meeting production demands but also the demands of 
legitimacy for the organisation (Beetham 1991; Nordhaug 1993; Eriksson-Zetterqvist 
2009; Weber 1983a; Berglund 2010). This seems to be an unsolvable dilemma in 
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which much skills are developed within the working place context, in a high degree 
without being officially acknowledged through RPL activities, whereas the criteria 
for this type of activity in many aspects seems to be unemployment. This can in 
many ways be seen as a vicious circle or a competence trap, especially for those with 
less educational ambitions.  
 
In this study which is a part of my dissertation work (Berglund 2010) four different 
organisations has been studied with an understanding that even if the organisations 
do not explicitly talk about RPL they in quite different ways visualise and assess both 
knowledge and skills that are developed and used in the organisation. The aim has 
therefore been to examine in what ways this is being done. A discussion will follow 
afterwards about the dilemma mentioned above and the actual “assessment” that is 
being done within the organisations. 
 
Some theoretical aspects 
 
The reintroduction of long life learning in the mid’s of the 1990 has been said to have 
had a clearer focus on financial issues and the demands of the labour market of 
increased degrees of participation and more well-educated workers than on the 
social aspects of learning (Rubenson 1996; Skolverket 1999). In the Lisbon strategy 
and in documents following the relation between education and competence 
development were stressed (Kok 2004). The introduction of RPL can to a high degree 
be interpreted as a contribution in fulfilling these objectives. The underlying 
assumptions in long life learning and in RPL is that non-formal and informal 
learning in relation to formal learning can and should be evaluated in order to gain 
the same status as formal (Romaniuk & Snart 2000). There lies however a great 
challenge in this endeavour since non-formal and informal by definitions is in many 
ways in society seen as the less positive aspects of formal learning (Bjørnavåld 2001). 
This type of learning is not formal, it is in a way the opposite of formal learning, in 
many ways not outspoken and tacit. Regardless this RPL has been used during a 
long period of time rather successfully transformed non-formal and informal 
learning into more or less formal learning, in the form of officially acknowledged 
certificates (Andersson et al. 2002a; 2002b). 
 
One of the main questions asked in this matter has been about the purpose of RPL. 
With a formative approach the purpose is to use RPL as an aid in adjusting, informing 
and leading the learning process, whereas a summative approach is more focused on 
summing up the content and the value of the knowledge and skills that are being 
assessed (Bjørnavåld 2001; Andersson & Harris 2006; Andersson & Fejes 2010). This 
division should not be dualised but rather be seen as two generalised ways in 
meeting the needs of a person whose skills are being assessed. The formative 
approach has perhaps a more clear focus on the learning process, whereas the 
summative on the learning results. Especially in a Swedish context there has been a 
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strong emphasis on RPL as a way to obtain upper secondary school certificates 
(Lundgren 2005; Tursell 2005). In this way the RPL objective can in a high degree be 
seen as a way to transform non-formal and informal learning into formal, defined as 
officially approved certificates. As in this study when non-formal and informal 
learning not actually leave the working place where it has been developed and more 
often than not stay undocumented and unacknowledged, the formative perspective 
may have more to contribute than a summative. 
 
Some of the recent changes in working life have to a great extent been about the need 
for flexibility and competence and the consequences of uncertainty (Colardyn 1997; 
Allvin 1997; Allvin 2008; Ellström 2001). A stronger emphasis on education is a 
matter of international competition but as a consequence of that a flexible market 
where the competence demands can change very quickly and where some 
competence have best before dates stamped on them. Michael Allvin is also stressing 
the fact that in an individualised work situation the competence flexibility also 
demands workers with high ability to take initiative of their own and the ability to 
understand organisational strategies and to be able to transform them into individual 
working strategies (Allvin 1997). Such new working situations also opens up for 
uncertainty regarding limits in between family and work, working time and leisure 
time, expected and performed achievements, etc. (Allvin et al. 2006).  
 
The question of learning at the work place and the need for competence has been an 
issue well debated (Nordhaug 1993; Lave & Wenger 1991; Fenwick 2005; Fenwick 
2006; Ellström 1992; Billet 2006). In a contrast to the conception of the individual as 
the sole owner of the knowledge and skills assessed in RPL many theorists question 
this simple assumption and instead emphasise the importance of highlighting the 
bonds between the individual and the collective, the competence and its context and 
the objectivity and subjectivity aspects of competence (Valideringsdelegationen 2008; 
Billet et al. 2006). This implies that competence at the work place is not easily 
assessed nor understood. A question that may be even more important is the need 
for competence assessment at the work place. Since RPL often has been directed to 
unemployed, perhaps much due to the need of educational enhancements, the need 
for RPL to move into the work place in a higher degree is an issue that also has been 
discussed. Nordhaug means that competence development at the work place shows 
a descending scale the lower the educational level is (Nordhaug 1993). This means 
that the higher up in the organisational hierarchy a person is positioned, the higher 
share of competence development he/she gets. Romaniuk & Snart discusses the 
importance of moving from employment to employability and propose the 
introduction of employee portfolio in where employees can in different ways take 
responsibility of the documentation of their own achieved competences at work 
(Romaniuk & Snart 2000). One of the main reasons for this could be that the work 
situation needs flexibility and a readiness for change, a situation where 
documentation of knowledge and competence can be useful. Boud is also 
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highlighting the importance of looking at learning as a long life project, where the 
individuals need to learn to identify and in a sense verify their own learning 
achievements throughout life, including work place learning (Boud 2000). One of the 
risks in too much attention on the summative aspects of assessment is that formal 
learning is being given too much place at the expense of non-formal and informal 
learning at work, which implies that the society, companies and the individual looses 
important values. The important question in this matter is in what way RPL can be a 
vivid contribution to the companies need for competence and the individual’s need 
for employability. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Methods 
 
The study was executed within four different organisations. All of the organisations 
are located at the coastline in the north of Sweden. Rönnskärsverken is a large smelter 
company, which mainly extracts metals from concentrates of copper and lead and 
from recycled materials.1 There is roughly 840 persons, (around hundred of them are 
women), working in this industry. Kalix Tele24 is a Call Centre company which is 
mainly working with receiving and transmitting telephone calls for customer 
companies.2 They have about 150 workers, where 50 are men. Most of the telephone 
operators in this company are women. In one municipality, Luleå, the technical 
division were chosen, in where both janitors and machinists and cleaners were 
especially studied.3 In this division it worked approximately 445 people, roughly the 
equal amount of women and men. Another municipality were also chosen, Piteå, 
where the elderly and handicap care in the Social Service division were more closely 
looked upon.4 The Social Service division in this municipality had 1 400 workers 
where around 10 percent (150) were men. 
 
In all these organisations three different levels of employees were interviewed. First 
of all personal managers and people with suchlike functions were interviewed with 
the aim to investigate much of the strategic and in some way organisational 
perspective of how knowledge and competence were looked upon in each 
organisation. Team leaders and foremen were also interviewed mostly regarding the 
practise of the assessment of knowledge and skills within the organisation. Finally 

                                                 
1 www.boliden.se 
2 www.kalixtele24.se 
3 www.lulea.se 
4 www.pitea.se 
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union representatives in each organisation were interviewed in order to understand 
their and indirect the view of the workers in what way the organisation treated the 
skills of the employees. The interviews were semi-structured in the sense that certain 
thematic questions were prepared in advance but in the interview situation a rather 
large degree of improvisation were tolerated (Hörte 1982). The interviews were held 
at each respective work place and lasted in between forty-five minutes to one and a 
half hour. In total twenty-one interviews were held. 
 
Results 
 
In the organisations studied it seemed that knowledge and skills were assessed in 
many different ways although this was seldom done in planned or organised 
activities, rather it could be seen as built-in organisational routines and sometimes as 
part of the culture at the work place. It was obvious that knowledge and skills among 
the employees were first of all assessed and evaluated in order to be used in the 
production/activities of the organisation. It was not only “home-made” skills, like the 
skills that had been developed through in-house courses or similar, that were the 
object of interest but also knowledge and skills that were entering the organisations 
as well as those that were on its way out of the organisation. In this sense we can talk 
about some kind of a system of knowledge and skill assessment within these 
organisations, in this called Work Place RPL (arbetsplatsvalidering) (Berglund 2010). 
This should not be seen as an outspoken and well-defined organisation of assessment 
activities in the refined meaning of the word system, instead the accumulation of 
assessment activities together forms a type of system where certain aspects of 
knowledge and skills assessment are being taken care of in the organisation. In this 
paper four different examples will be given from the four organisations in the study.  
 
Knowledge and skills – on its way into the organisation 
 
In accordance with a RPL logic it seems like formal education with its attached 
officially approved grades can be seen as the highest form of knowledge and skill 
assessment. This is all a part of the logics of society that a formal education degree 
stands as a proof and a guarantee for a more or less well-known content of 
knowledge and skills (Beetham 1991; Beck 1998). In the interviews this was generally 
confirmed with certain reservations. Academics that were about to be employed, for 
example at the Social Service in Piteå municipality, in general seemed to be perceived 
as just an academic, well educated but also with attached generalized character 
features as high social and verbal ability, initiating and developing talents and with a 
drive of there own. At the same time this generalized view of an academic needed to 
be assessed, if and in what way this generalized character features were expressed by 
the prospective employee and in what way this would actually fit their work place 
and the colleagues to come. Formal education can be seen as officially assessed and 
acknowledged knowledge and skills but that doesn’t mean that the person also has 
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to be assessed since there are also other competences that are interesting in an 
employment situation like character features, drive and ambitions, etc.  
 
When mashinists or janitors at the Technical Division in the municipality of Luleå 
were employed formal education, generally from an upper secondary level, was 
needed. Though that was not enough, the persons that were employed seldom were 
below the age of forty, which meant that they practically speaking had more or less 
twenty years of experience in their trade apart from their education. The foremen 
reasoned that the working situation not only demanded professionally skilled 
workers but also socially skilled. You had to be friendly, know how to handle people 
and sometimes be tough enough to resist undesired proposals or demands. This was 
not something that a young educated plumber or electrician could fulfil, but rather 
an experienced worker with many years of being out in the field of work. This 
assessment could be said to have both generalised as well as specified sides to it. 
Many years of working meant experience in dealing with people even if in what 
sense this was true or not of course had to be evaluated and assessed in the 
employment situation similar to what was practised in the Social Service in the 
municipality of Piteå.  
 
At Rönnskärsverken formal education was obligatory at different levels depending 
on function. As in most working places in the Swedish society upper secondary 
school could be seen as a lower limit regarding formal education (Olofsson 2005, 
Åberg 2002). Despite that fact it seemed according to one of the union representative 
that sometimes the skills of temporarily hired workers, which were observed by the 
employees, could be employed due to their testimony. This doesn’t imply that the 
weight of formal education didn’t play an important role in this matter but it seems 
that the assessment made in a everyday working situation by future co-workers 
sometimes plays an even more important role. These short examples of different 
knowledge and skill assessment in everyday work in these organisations shows that 
even formal education is in different aspects evaluated before utilisation. 
 
Knowledge and skills – developed in the organisation 
 
For many of the machinists at the Technical Division in the municipality of Luleå the 
work in engine rooms meant work in solitude. The work also involved different tasks 
that not necessarily were a part of their original education. One could for instance be 
an educated plumber but had to turn their hands to other things, as “laymens”, in 
other different occupations due to the demands of the work. Although the machinists 
continually took courses in new technique according to a union representative, they 
often had to invent solutions by themselves. This new knowledge was often brought 
to the rest room at coffee brakes where it was discussed and analysed. This had the 
function of a kind of a ‘knowledge and skill assessment’ where this new knowledge 



   

 
 

8 

got approved of the other workers who were educated in that special field of work or 
had more experience of the issues brought up.  
 
At the Kalix Tele24 the assessment of the work that the operators made were in the 
initial phases of the education and training of the operators planned and organised. 
This meant that a mentor at first showed the newcomer how to manage the computer 
programme where all the calls were displayed and how to give the right reception. It 
can be said that the computer screen showed different kind of pictures of happy or 
grave faces depending on what type of company they were receiving calls for. A 
happy face could mean that they as operators represented a car mechanic company 
where the customer didn’t expect a formal or grave reception. On the other hand 
when answering for a law firm another voice was needed. When the operators later 
on were properly trained the mentor sat beside and just commented when needed. 
Every step was a part of a continuous training to become a certified operator by the 
company and was also documented. In the company they had different competence 
levels for the operators depending on different aspects of customer types, content, 
character of phone calls, etc., which meant that not everyone of the operators had the 
certification to receive phone calls for all their customers. Even if the company 
formally assessed and officially acknowledged this operator course via the internal 
certificate, the assessment of the knowledge and skills that the operators had 
achieved can in many aspects be seen as highly attached to the company context. 
According to one of the production leaders at the company, her sister who was a 
former employee at the company, the company had a high status among Call Center 
companies in Sweden and she had had no problems in getting employments at other 
Call Center companies when mentioning the name of her former employer. This 
could also mean that to be connected to a certain name and a trademark could 
practically mean assessment and acknowledgement of one’s knowledge and skills to 
a certain degree. 
 
Knowledge and skills – on its way out of the organisation 
 
When people were on their way to end their employment there were especially at 
Rönnskärsverken strategies in “milking” the knowledge and skills that the employee 
were a bearer of. This was done through specially designed resign conversations 
with everyone that ended an employment regardless of cause. The aim of the 
conversations was to get hold of important information about their respective work 
situation. At the Maintenance Division at the same company they had tried to collect 
important information, like ‘tips and tricks’, about for example how certain engines 
and machines were working in a specially designed computer programme. In a way 
this had met some opposition among the workers, where they had burst out: “Are 
you going to empty me!” It seemed like that the workers defined the knowledge and 
information that the company were interested in as their own. This was not much 
discussed but can maybe be seen as a strategy among the workers to uphold a certain 
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balance between the knowledge and skills that are officially acknowledged in some 
way by both the company and the employees, which in that way can be used by the 
company in production or activities and the certain tacit knowledge and skills that 
the employees sees as a factor for status, power, bargaining or negotiation. This may 
also indicate that the workers in some sense are aware of the fact that the knowledge 
and skills that they develop and achieve in the work place in many ways are assessed 
by the company in order to use it in production or activities but that it is on the same 
time not being fully acknowledged and documented. One strategy for the employees 
can therefore be to keep some of the knowledge and skills by themselves (Lysgaard 
1961). 
 
One of the operators at Kalix Tele24 was proud of her own knowledge and skill that 
she was aware of had been developed at the work place. She and others had an idea 
that this could be quite useful if they were about to find or change to a new job. It 
seemed like that it was mainly the feedback they had got as professionals that 
uphold the idea that they were competent in their work and not so much 
documented certificates and such. What the interviewed workers not explicitly 
phrased were how they were going to prove this knowledge and competence in the 
presence of a presumptive employer. Some of them meant that the skill they were a 
possessor of probably only were in the head of the present foremen, team leader or 
employer and that it therefore could be a problem to prove the skill before a new 
situation that were so obvious in the present work place. 
 
Knowledge and skills – not always made visible 
 
At Kalix Tele24 the competence of the operators was something that the company 
extensively were using in their marketing activities. The skills that were most 
uplifted were the flexibility needed when answering phone calls from a huge 
variance of customers. This demanded a very well developed capacity to in a split 
second change their voice, approach and words depending on who were calling. It 
could in many ways be described as a qualitative aspect of their skill as operators, 
which as said was used as a way to market the company. When the company were 
emphasizing the competence of the operators in everyday life at the work place it 
was however more quantitative factors that were stressed. The company had a bonus 
system in which the numbers of received phone calls raised the salary of the 
operators. This system was sometimes enhanced with time-limited competitions 
where prices were handed out to those who exceeded a specific number of phone 
calls within a period of time. In this way the focus of the skills of the operators 
moved from the qualitative aspects to the quantitative. Statistics showed that the 
operators that scored high quantitatively didn’t score high on faults or complaints, 
which were taken as a reason to continue on the road taken. However the operators 
thought that the salary system didn’t take much of the qualitative sides of their 
competences as Call Centre operators into consideration. This could be seen as an 
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organisations way in making knowledge and skills “invisible”, not that they didn’t 
acknowledged these aspects of their competence at all, but when it came to 
rewarding it was more or less just a matter of quantity.  
 
Another example of when companies choose to move the focus of certain aspects of 
competence was when Rönnskärsverken introduced a new system for planning on a 
team level among the workers at the plant. This was called Team Reception 
(Gruppmottagande) and brought about a much higher involvement for all 
employees in planning for the activities in each team. This meant joint planning of 
the activities, schedules, purchases and investments, staff and fill-ins, planning 
activities that prior to this were the responsibility of the foremen or team leader. 
Now everybody were involved in these planning activities which also were 
supervised by the team leader and in many ways directed by the management. The 
shift of responsibility in the teams can also be said to in a way make knowledge and 
skills invisible. The competence in planning much of the activities of the team was 
before the responsibility of only one or perhaps two persons. Now these tasks are a 
part of everyone’s duties, even if many tasks were done collectively. This means that 
competence now in a way were trivialised. Before it was seen as a work of a specialist 
but now everyone’s business.  
 
Conclusions and discussion 
 
The aim of this paper has been to show in a reduced version that knowledge and 
skills, developed and achieved within the working place, in a wide range of different 
aspects are being brought out in the open, assessed and acknowledged, both by the 
management but also by the employees themselves. The main difference between the 
assessment of skills within RPL and this Work Place RPL is that they are driven by 
quite different logics. Generally RPL has the outspoken purpose of resulting in 
documentation of one person’s knowledge and skills, which can function as a proof 
when presented to different stakeholders (VEETAC 1993; Challis 1993). The strength 
of RPL can be said to be the transferability between different contexts, as it 
communicates formalised content, visible for all to see. This cannot generally be said 
of Work Place RPL since its purpose is not general transferability, but rather 
utilisation. To make use of the knowledge and skills that is being assessed is a goal of 
this type of evaluation, which not necessarily means that it has to be acknowledged 
through documentation or officially approved. It can even be said that for certain 
reasons it seems that for the employer it is even more important to sometimes not 
make knowledge and skills visible through explicit assessment methods since it 
brings other aspects of the competence visualised into the light which the employer 
may not wish to enlighten.  
 
The Work Place RPL, I have tried to explain as a highly developed “system” in 
assessing the knowledge and skills that the companies and municipalities encounter 
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and as have been said the reasons for this is not for skills to be acknowledged but 
rather used. But from the perspective of the employees this can in much be a trap. 
The knowledge and skills that are being developed in the work place often receives 
credit and attention both from the management and colleagues in the direct work 
situation, since it utilised. But the problem is that this “assessment” has a short range 
that often does not reach out of the context where it was developed. The questions 
that therefore needs to be asked is what are the reasons for a) the employer and b) 
the employee and c) society to try to move from this Work Place RPL to a more 
traditional understanding of RPL where the objectives are to produce officially 
acknowledged certifications.  
 
For the employer it is of course obvious that a general use of traditional RPL at the 
Work Place would mean high costs with uncertain outcomes and a risk of loosing 
important competence. On the other hand it seems that the lack of documentation 
regarding the knowledge and skills of the employees brings much uncertainty to the 
organisation, since important competence that may lie sleeping inside the 
organisation doesn’t become valued and acknowledge and therefore not utilised. 
Another important aspect is the meaning knowledge and skills can have for the 
legitimacy of the company (Beetham 1991; Eriksson-Zetterqvist 2009; Hill 2007; Røvik 
2008). To be able to market the possession of appropriate and high standard 
competence has become an important issue (Røvik 2008). Here RPL can be used in 
order to clarify the knowledge and skills that are available in the organisation. 
 
For the individual employee, as have been mentioned before, RPL can strengthen the 
labour market position. This can be of special importance in a time of flexibility 
needs where competence may be requested to move more rapid in between different 
projects. Then RPL can be a useful method in making visual knowledge and skills 
needed. The interviews also exposed something of this dilemma when several of the 
employees were very proud of their achieved competence but rather unsure whether 
this would be able to transfer and translate into other contexts. Another important 
aspect of RPL for the individual employee, not much mentioned in work place 
contexts are the empowering and motivating aspects of the assessment of one’s 
knowledge and skill (Andersson & Fejes 2010, Challis 1993). The uncertainty attached 
to undocumented competence can be switched for the satisfaction of being certified. 
 
At last, for the society the usefulness of RPL at work places is about increasing the 
readiness for change in a highly flexible society and cushion unemployment risks. 
But this endeavour seems to need collaborate contributions from all three parts. 
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