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Abstract 

In this paper the role of validation and recognition of non-formal and informal learning, 

focusing on work-based learning (WBL) is examined. The paper is based on the analysis of EU 

and international organizations policy documents related to developments in the areas of 

Lifelong Learning and the development of learning processes through WBL. In the first section, 

a general overview of the wider condition of the society and economy and the necessity of the 

discussion on the paper’s theme take place. In the next part of the paper a mention of key points 

of the European policies on life-long learning with the focus of recognition and validation of 

non-formal and informal learning is been presented. In the third part, the section before the 

concluding remarks, the theme of Work-based learning, the development of necessary 

validation processes and the challenges are being analyzed. 

Keywords: Work-Based Learning, Lifelong Learning, Non-Formal Learning, Informal 

Learning, Validation, Recognition 

1. Wider Developments in the Last Decades and Lifelong Learning Policies 

In this paper we focus on the analysis of lifelong learning policies related to the recognition of 

work-based learning in the context of the so-called “knowledge society”. Lifelong learning 

policies reflect changes in technology, information, production and employment structures that 

have evolved since the last quarter of the 20th century and lead (according to many) to a new 

“revolution” perhaps of equal importance to that of the industrial revolution: the so called the 

knowledge society. 

In this new era, developments are reversing the model of permanent tenant full-time work in a 
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direction of work flexibility and mobility of enterprises in all widths and lengths of the world. 

Thus, the knowledge society “requires” an independent, highly skilled and well-networked 

worker. In addition, the internationalization of economy and production, the globalization, 

creates conditions of free movement of capital, goods and services to an unprecedented degree. 

With parallel developments in science, technology and culture, a new model of knowledge and 

know-how production, linking specialization, research, creativity and innovation with industry 

and markets (Kavasakalis, 2018, p. 357). In this context, lifelong learning policies seem to be 

an important field of the complex mosaic. 

In this complex age, Europe faces challenges in the economic and social spheres. The severe 

economic and refugee crisis, high unemployment rates, especially youth unemployment, 

increased poverty and violence coupled with the lack of specialized skills of the workforce, 

difficulty in adapting to new technologies and global economic competition (European Council 

and European Commission, 2015) demonstrate the need to transform the education and training 

system (European Commission, 2012). Learning outcomes that someone could acquire only 

through formal type of learning cannot be a response to the above challenges (CEDEFOP, 

2008). 

Europe's need for a skilled workforce, easily adaptable to the volatile labor market needs in a 

spirit of innovation and entrepreneurship, as well as the need to strengthen the social inclusion 

of disadvantaged and low-skilled people, extends to the learning outcomes acquired through 

other forms of learning. Therefore, in addition to the formal education system, workplace and 

homework, free time, volunteering, and experiences from everyday life could provide a source 

of important knowledge, skills and competences (CEDEFOP, 2015). Indeed, the learning 

outcomes achieved in non-formal and informal learning environments are equally important 

for the professional and social development of the individual (Duvekot et al., 2007) and 

professional skills are just as necessary as the academic ones (Bruges Communiqué, 2010). In 

this context, lifelong learning could serve as a response to the demand for transformation of 

the European education and training systems and, by extension, a possible response to issues 

related to the economy and social cohesion in the European societies. 

Initial education is no longer sufficient for the social and economic participation of individuals 

in the knowledge society (Duvekot et al., 2007). The continuous, lifelong investment in 

knowledge and skills, no matter where (formal, non-formal, informal learning) and how (e.g. 

using new technologies, open and distance learning processes) contributes to the promotion of 

the whole (personal, social, professional) integration of the individual. Therefore, it promotes 

the social and economic development of Europe (Commission of the European Communities, 

2001). The cornerstone of Europe's success is the quality of its human resources (European 

Commission, 2010). In today's knowledge society, only those with the right skills will be 

productive, competitive and employable, resulting in a better quality of life and participation 

in economic, political and social life (European Commission, 2016). 

 

2. European Policies of Lifelong Learning and the Question of Recognition and Validation 

The effective promotion of lifelong learning will become a reality only when all forms of 
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learning are validated and recognized, enabling citizens to demonstrate at any time their 

knowledge skills and competences, whether they are acquired in a formal, non-formal or 

informal learning environment. In this context, validation and recognition of alternative 

learning paths can be important incentives to increase participation in lifelong learning 

programs (European Commission, 2016) and to help the social and economic development of 

the individual as well as of Europe. Many European countries consider the validation of non-

formal and informal learning to be an important means of promoting lifelong learning while 

stressing the importance of making visible and certifying the learning outcomes acquired 

outside the formal education system through training programs, online learning, volunteering, 

etc. (CEDEFOP, 2009). 

More specifically, validating non-formal and informal learning is a voluntary process by an 

institution confirming that a person has achieved learning outcomes based on a relevant 

standard. The validation process identifies records, evaluates and certifies the learning 

outcomes achieved by a person in non-formal and informal learning environments. The 

validation process therefore focuses on the individual himself and the real potential of his(her) 

potential and leads to the acquisition of a formal professional qualification that can be used in 

the individual's professional career and/or continuing his(her) education and training 

(CEDEFOP, 2015). Thus, learning outside of the formal education system becomes visible in 

society, the education system and employers (CEDEFOP, 2017), giving the individual the 

possibility of personal and professional development. Validation is therefore the basis for 

recognizing non-formal and informal learning (CEDEFOP, 2008). 

In this context, validation offers the possibility for the individual, through his(her) professional 

qualification, to apply for access to the formal education system, mainly in higher education, 

and in the labor market. Recognition by education and the labor market actors is that which 

gives the individual the ability to admit to the formal education system, e.g. in a higher 

education institution as well as in the labor market. Therefore, validation is a process of 

transforming learning outcomes acquired in non-formal and informal learning environments 

into a professional qualification, while recognition is a process whereby this professional 

qualification is taken into account by employers and educators (Martens, 2012). 

Recognition of non-formal and informal learning, due to its link to the labor market and formal 

education, is an important factor in promoting lifelong learning and linking formal learning 

with alternative learning paths and the labor market. It also enhances the competitiveness and 

employability of the workforce, assists the development of the individual and promotes social 

inclusion as well as social cohesion in general. At the same time, recognition is a means of 

modernizing the formal education and training system, towards a more flexible system that 

could provide people with alternative entry paths. This enhances people's motivation to engage 

in lifelong learning processes and improves their self-esteem (UNESCO, 2015). It therefore 

appears that validation, recognition and lifelong learning are three parallel policies, where the 

former is a means of achieving the other two. 

By recognizing the various benefits of lifelong learning, the European Union has been 

instrumental in developing policies to promote the validation and recognition of non-formal 

and informal learning since 2000. An important turning point for the promotion of lifelong 
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learning was the Recommendation of 20th December 2012 on the validation of non-formal and 

informal learning. The Recommendation states that an adoption, until 2018, of national 

mechanisms for the validation of non-formal and informal learning should be established. In 

this way, individuals could utilize their learning outcomes for the continuation of their 

education in the formal education system and the job finding (Council of the European Union, 

2012). However, before the Recommendation, a development of European education policies 

and formal papers were evolved to promote and validate non-formal and informal learning. 

The key points of this development are summarized in the next Table. 

 

Table 1. European policies promoting validation and recognition of non-formal and informal 

learning 

Policy initiatives Key points 

Conclusions of the Lisbon European Council 

in March 2000 and the Stockholm European 

Council in March 2001. 

The adaptation of education and training to offer tailored learning opportunities to 

individual citizens at all stages of their lives, the promotion of employability and social 

inclusion through investment in citizens’ knowledge and competences were proposed.  

Conclusions of the Feira European Council in 

June 2000. 

The Member States were asked to identify coherent strategies and practical measures with 

a view to fostering lifelong learning for all. 

The Council Resolution of 19 December 2002 

and the Copenhagen Declaration of 30 

November 2002. 

The development of a set of common principles regarding the validation of non-formal 

and informal learning was requested.  

Conclusions of the Council and of the 

Representatives of the Governments of the 

Member States of 18 May 2004. 

Common European Principles for the identification and validation of non-formal and 

informal learning were promoted.  

The Resolution of the Council and of the 

Representatives of the Governments of the 

Member States of 18 May 2006. 

The value of non-formal and informal learning within the European youth field was 

recognized and the Member States were invited to enable the identification of 

competences acquired through non-formal and informal learning, with a view to their 

recognition on the labor market. 

The Recommendation of the European 

Parliament and of the Council of 23 April 

2009. 

Member States were invited to relate their national qualifications systems to the European 

Qualifications Framework and to promote the validation of non-formal and informal 

learning. 

The Resolution of the Council of 27 

November 2009. 

The need for full use of the range of tools established at EU level for the validation of 

knowledge, skills and competences for the recognition of qualifications was stressed. 

The initiatives: “Youth on the Move’’ and the 

“Agenda for new skills’’. 

The need for more flexible learning pathways that can improve entry into and progression 

in the labor market, facilitate transitions between the phases of work and learning and 

promote the validation of non-formal and informal learning was emphasized.  

The Bruges Communiqué of December 2010.  
It was declared that participating countries should start to develop national procedures for 

the recognition and validation of non-formal and informal learning.  

The Council conclusions of 28 November 

2011. 

Member States were called to develop clear routes into higher education from vocational 

and other types of education, as well as mechanisms for recognizing prior learning and 

experience gained outside formal education and training. 

The Resolution of the Council of 28 

November 2011. 

The putting in place of fully functional systems for validating non-formal and informal 

learning and promoting the use by adults of all ages and at all qualification levels, as well 

as by enterprises and other organizations was defined as one of priority areas.  

Source: Council of the European Union, 2012 and Commission of the European Communities, 

2001 

 

In addition, at the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), relevant policies axes have been 

developed since 2003 with the Berlin Communique until the latest Paris Communiqué in 2018. 



Journal of Education and Training 

ISSN 2330-9709 

2019, Vol.6, No.2 

34 jet.macrothink.org 

The Ministers of Education encourage Higher Education Institutions to recognize the learning 

outcomes arising in non-formal and informal learning environments in a transparent and 

flexible manner (Berlin Communique, 2003). In this way, higher education institutions should 

become more flexible and open to citizens, with multiple entry routes, respecting their unique 

learning experiences and abilities. It also should offer the possibility for citizens to access and 

graduate from higher education at any stage of their life (Paris Communique, 2018). 

3. Work-Based Learning: An Alternative Learning Path 

In the context of lifelong learning and alternative learning and training paths, a flexible route 

could be the work-based learning (WBL). It is about learning that results from real work 

irrespective of whether the work is remunerated or not (Sweet, 2013). It should not be confused 

with the learning that results from the programs and/or workshops of in-service training offered 

mainly by large companies to their employees who leave their work to attend them (ETF, 2014). 

The WBL can take three forms: 

 Informal, when learning occurs randomly at the workplace by performing the daily tasks of 

the worker. 

 Non-formal, when learning is linked to continuing vocational education and training and is 

conscious and structured (CEDEFOP, 2015). 

 And, finally, formal when linked to initial vocational education and training and part of 

upper secondary and/or tertiary education (e.g., professional colleges, “sandwich-courses”) 

aiming at equipping young learners with skills in line with the needs of the labor market 

(European Commission, 2010) in order to achieve a smooth transition from workplace 

education. 

In this paper, the WBL is analyzed as a part of continuing vocational education and training 

(CVET) as it constitutes an alternative path to non-formal learning in this context. WBL in 

initial vocational education and training (IVET), since it usually takes place in formal education 

environments, involves formal learning, leading to the acquisition of a nationally recognized 

qualification (European Commission, 2013). Therefore, usually WBL in IVET is not an 

alternative learning and training path. For this reason, in this paper we will not focus on this 

type of WBL. The WBL in CVET is defined as intended and structured (Note 1) learning of 

direct relevance to a worker’s current or future tasks and taking place in simulated or real 

work conditions, or outside of the workplace (Note 2) but with specific learning tasks that must 

be applied in the workplace and afterwards reflected upon (train-apply-reflect method). Work-

based learning in CVET aims to improve workers’ mastery of work tasks through providing 

them with the necessary skills, for example basic, soft or transversal (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 15). 

3.1 Work-Based Learning in Continuing Vocational Education and Training: Developments 

Policies are being developed in Europe to promote recognition of WBL in the CVET as its 

contribution is crucial to addressing the societal and economic challenges that Europe is 

experiencing (CEDEFOP, 2015). In particular, in the Bruges Communiqué (at 7 December 

2010), the Ministers for Vocational Education and Training, the European Social Agencies and 
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the European Commission, recognized that in the knowledge society, professional skills and 

competences are as important as the academic ones. Therefore, WBL in CVET has many 

benefits at individual, social and economic level and it is for counties’ benefit to adapt their 

national legislation to validate the non-formal learning resulting from the WBL in CVET until 

2020 (Bruges Communiqué, 2010). In addition, Riga's conclusions adopted on 22 June 2015 

emphasize the importance of promoting WBL and the need of improving the recognition 

system it up to 2020, in order to develop qualitative and related to the labor market competences 

and learning outcomes (Riga Conclusions, 2015). This could increase the interest in 

participating in this form of learning and will help to make its implementation a reality within 

the framework of the CVET. 

WBL in CVET through the provision of skills and competences relevant to the labor market is 

considered to be able to cope with: 

 The mismatch between the labor and labor skills required (Note 3) (European Commission, 

2013) and 

 The high unemployment rates, as this enhances the employability of the individual. 

It is also argued that it could cope with the aging of Europe's population and the resulting 

prolongation of people's working lives by providing them with alternative and flexible lifelong 

learning pathways to harmonize their skills based on the ever-changing labor market needs in 

order to maintain their job (Bruges Communiqué, 2010). Thus, through WBL in CVET 

productivity and innovation in the enterprise, Europe's economic competitiveness and social 

inclusion are enhanced. Citizens could develop their professional identity, strengthen their self-

esteem (Bruges Communiqué 2010) and have the opportunity to participate in social, political 

and economic life. At the same time, it is considered that the “Europe 2020” target of achieving 

the employment rate of 75% by 2020 and the “Education and Training 2020” program target, 

the participation rate of adults in training programs should be reached to 15% by 2020 could 

become a reality (CEDEFOP, 2014). In the following table the significant benefits from WBL 

to all stakeholders: society and the economy, enterprises, individuals, are summarized. 

Consequently, learning through work experience in CVET seems to have significant benefits 

for all stakeholders: society and the economy, enterprises, individuals, as summarized below 

in Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Benefits though WBL in CVET 

Society and economy Enterprises Individuals 

Economic growth Innovative ability Career development  

Competitiveness and innovation Employees’ productivity Employment 

Social cohesion and inclusion Employees’ satisfaction Personal development 

Equality Inclusion of disadvantaged Earnings 

Civic engagement Firms’ performance Life satisfaction 

Source: CEDEFOP, 2014 

 



Journal of Education and Training 

ISSN 2330-9709 

2019, Vol.6, No.2 

36 jet.macrothink.org 

3.2 Work-Based Learning in Continuing Vocational Education and Training: Recognition 

Processes and Challenges 

The recognition of WBL in CVET no matter how important it is, faces challenges in its 

implementation, as there is still a lack of systematic knowledge in the field, with the result that 

policy makers find it difficult to make informed decisions both at a theoretical level and at the 

policy level to promote recognition (CEDEFOP, 2015). In particular, the WBL in CVET as 

takes place outside formal education and training system does not lead to the acquisition of a 

recognized qualification. Often, participants simply receive a program completion certificate. 

This core weakness discourages citizens from attending such programs. Indeed, the absence of 

an institutionalized system of validation of the learning outcomes achieved through WBL in 

CVET makes it impossible to become visible by the stakeholders and to check the effectiveness 

of these programs (CEDEFOP, 2015). 

It also meets challenges during the process of evaluation of learning outcomes, which is very 

important, as this process confirms their possession and, by extension, the quality of WBL 

programs in CVET. In this way, a culture of trust is cultivated among stakeholders, with the 

result that the certified qualification could be recognized and used for mobility purposes or for 

professional and/or academic purposes. Sometimes the evaluation of learning outcomes is 

easily and fairly done outside the workplace, while some learning outcomes are difficult and 

costly to evaluate outside the work environment. Thus, the authenticity of the assessment may 

need to be balanced with the choice of the most cost-effective evaluation tools (ETF, 2014). In 

addition, there are challenges concerning of whom is responsible for evaluating and certifying 

learning outcomes. Therefore, organizations that are qualified to evaluate learning outcomes 

due to a lack of good cooperation between stakeholders may be reluctant to participate in the 

process, something that will have a negative impact on the quality of the evaluation (ETF, 2014). 

In any case, these challenges weaken WBL's attractiveness to CVET. As a result, citizens do 

not have a strong incentive to participate such programs and have limited interest in choosing 

alternative learning pathways and engaging in lifelong learning programs. Essentially, 

improving recognition procedures may be the most powerful means of promoting the 

implementation of WBL in the CVET. There is a need for political will and strong cooperation 

of all stakeholders at both national and European level to remove obstacles to recognition and 

to enable WBL in the CVET to be effectively implemented. 

4. Concluding Thoughts 

The challenges facing Europe today (at economic, cultural and societal level), the so-called 

“knowledge society” and the change in the productive model that this implies, increase the 

need for people to engage in lifelong learning programs, as well as the creation of alternative 

learning and training pathways. The formation of flexible learning and training paths should be 

accompanied by the validation and recognition of the learning outcomes achieved through them, 

in order to give people a strong incentive to pursue flexible learning paths, but also to make 

full use of their potential (CEDEFOP, 2015). However, despite the benefits, validating and 

recognizing alternative learning paths learning outcomes meets a number of challenges. The 

EU countries should deal with this major weakness. 
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WBL in CVET seems to be an effective and flexible form of learning for adults as the 

workplace is an important source of learning and training for employees and a means of 

improving the productivity and innovation of the enterprise. In this context, it is necessary to 

regulate a system of validation of the learning outcomes achieved in order to recognize the 

acquired professional qualifications and enable citizens to make full use of the opportunities 

offered by the recognition of these qualifications (CEDEFOP, 2015). It is for the benefit of 

people, societies and countries if WBL in CVET receives more attention, action and stronger 

cooperation among stakeholders in order to develop the appropriate policies that will 

implement its validation and recognition in practice so that its potential in Europe could be 

exploited in the future (CEDEFOP, 2015). 

Recognition of alternative learning and training pathways, in particular WBL in CVET is a 

flexible and inclusive policy in relation to recognizing only the learning outcomes of formal 

education and training. The ability given to the person to make visible the learning outcomes 

he(she) has achieved independently of the learning path that has pursued to achieve them, offers 

important opportunities for a personal, professional and academic development. At the same 

time, economic growth, which in modern social conditions relies heavily on knowledge, as 

well as social inclusion, is reinforced. Recognizing all the learning experiences offered through 

day-to-day activities, such as learning at work, and indeed the opportunities offered by their 

recognition, seem to be an interesting development in relation to the recognition of only formal 

qualifications and the “monopoly” of formal education in providing opportunities for the 

development of professional and academic careers. 

Notes 

Note 1. WBL in CVET is a structured learning with regard to learning outcomes, the teaching 

plan, the place and time of learning (CEDEFOP, 2015). 

Note 2. In example in a vocational education and training institute. 

Note 3. Although 5.6 million people in Europe are unemployed, 36% of employers find it hard 

to find employees with the skills they want. 
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