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Recognising Achievement in Non-Formal Learning – the role of Credit in 

the reform of Education. 

 

 

 
This paper was presented at the conference entitled  ”Credit and non 
formal learning – sharing new ways to recognise learning 
achievement” 

Campus Skellefteå, Sweden, July 2, 2004. This paper will form the basis 
of my contribution to a joint paper to be published with Ove Svensson, 
Halmstad University, Sweden.  

 
Football is the cultural motif of our newly expanded European Union. So 
in the interests of promoting our common culture, let me begin with a 

football story. A colleague of mine from southern Sweden was driving 
me from the airport during the last World Cup. England had just drawn 
1-1 with Sweden in their first game – a reasonably good start for 
Sweden, according to the Swedish press.  
The English were devastated.  They could not believe their team could 

have done so badly.  Of course neither Sweden nor England went on 
to win the World Cup. Which was not a big surprise. The Swedish press 
was ok with this – and reported a reasonable performance by their 
team. The English were in despair, and spent months wondering why, 
why, why, they had lost.  

We were driving along in the sunshine knowing this would be the 
outcome and speculating why each country reacted so differently. 
 My view was this. Because the English believed they had invented 
football, they also believed they should forever be the best at football. 
There had not been much evidence of this, for over a hundred years. 
The English knew in their heads that this was a ridiculous idea, but in 

their hearts, they still held on to this belief.  
Maybe in 50 years time, long after the concept of credit has 
established itself across the world, the English will realise they need help 
from the Sweden Open College Network, to help them challenge the 
Greek Open College Network for the top position in Europe. And this 

will not be easy. In the words of Sven-Goran Eriksson,  ‘Well, we will see’.  
One thing about the future is certain – the way in which Sweden 
adopts and uses credit systems, organises its own Open College 
Network (or Networks) will be different from our experience in the UK. 
Developments in Sweden will reflect the history, culture and prevailing 

political imperatives of the country. And like all countries in Europe, 
Sweden has its own way of doing things. What we will share, at the very 
least, is a common concept and currency of credit, a commitment to 
taking recognition of achievement outside the walls of our formal 
education institutions. And undoubtedly, we will grow and share new 
ideas and ways of using credit to recognise achievement. 
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My task today is to tell you what recent research says about credit 
practice, and the potential for credit to support reform of the 
education system in the UK. And perhaps how credit can act as a 

catalyst for reform in Sweden and the whole of the European Union.  Of 
course we cannot simply take experiences from the UK and transpose 
them to Sweden, and other countries in the Union. But we can learn 
from each other. We can use credit as part of a common language for 
changing the way we think about learning and recognising 

achievement.  
 
In the last 20 years in the UK, Open College Networks have been, more 
or less, the only organisations to use a common credit system to 
describe, recognise and reward achievement. Now in the UK things are 
changing. In two years, many other organisations will be using credit – 

in fact it will soon be the common currency of achievement for all 
adult learning, and I believe for young people too. The credit system 
grown and developed by OCNs will belong to everyone, and continue 
to evolve. You will not need to go to an OCN to get access to credit.  
One big underlying question has been – do we need OCNs for credit to 

work?  The answer is, of course we do not. But organisations using OCNs 
have very positive things to say about the ways in which OCNs use 
credit successfully.  
 
The relationship between the Access project in Sweden and the 

National Open College Network in the UK began 8 years ago in a 
restaurant in Halmstad. I had been encouraged to meet up with Ove 
Svensson who - I was told - would be interested in talking about 
learning outside the formal education system. We discussed ways of 
recognising learning achieved at work, in the community, through 
voluntary action, in youth work, at all levels and for all kinds of learning.   

 
Eight years later and here we are, having shared many ideas and 
experiences. Ove and colleagues here in Skellefteå have established 
the ACCESS project and worked hard to turn these ideas into real 
experience. And now, we hope, Sweden will have an Open College 

Network of its own. All of us in the National Open College Network 
have learned so much from this experience. It has been personally 
valuable to all of us involved, and we have learned important lessons 
about credit and its place in the reform of education. 
 

NOCN - as a network of Open College Networks (OCNs) working across 
the UK - has been in existence for over 20 years. OCNs are locally 
organised and managed – offering recognition of achievement 
(credit) mainly outside the formal qualification system. For most of 
those 20 years Government took little notice of credit and the work of 
OCNs. OCNs worked on the margins of the formal education system, 

useful for getting learners back into formal education, or for plugging 
gaps in the flawed system of vocational education.   
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Since 1998, the profile of credit and OCNs has changed – NOCN has 
successfully promoted ways of using credit  - in Wales first, and more 
recently to a UK Government interested in reform.  

Why have the UK government and parliaments and assemblies in the 
four countries of UK, begun to take a real interest in credit – wanting to 
find out if credit works and how credit works? Because the 
qualifications system in the UK lacks flexibility, does not recognise many 
learning achievements, including those which are important to 

people's lives at work, at home and in their communities. This lack of 
flexibility and imagination has held back reform of the education 
system in the UK for fifty years. 
So NOCN’s main job over the last four years has been to influence and 
help to guide the reform of our out of date qualifications system. By 
2001, we had a Government policy framework looking for solutions, 

looking for serious ideas to aid reform, and it has been the job of 
NOCN, and those that support our ideas, to influence Government 
thinking, to show a new way forward.  
Once we helped to engage the Government’s interest in credit, there 
was a demand for evidence that it worked - it was not enough to claim 

that credit reached those people that the formal qualification system 
missed or failed – it was necessary to prove it.  
Until recently, there were lots of positive stories about the ‘reach’ of 
OCN accreditation but little hard evidence. So in seeking to influence 
reform of the education system, NOCN began by looking back – 

gathering evidence on the work of OCNs and presenting a report (via 
civil servants) to ministers in 2001.   
Next, a studyi examined how Local Education Authority providers of 
Adult and Community Learning worked with and used their OCNs. 
These providers were faced with real challenges -little money for 
curriculum development, almost no full time staff, few resources for 

professional development and a new (for them) audit regime with 
expectations difficult to fulfil. There was no obligation on them to use 
their OCN or any other similar body – but many of these LEAs were 
members of their OCN. When asked whether there were any 
programmes that had particularly benefited from OCN support, 87% 

responded positively. The recent Warwick University studyii produced 
results typical of the claims made for OCNs and credit, 
 

“…many respondents commented on the success of OCN 
provision in engaging “the hardest to reach learners”, the 
marginalised, the socially and economically disadvantaged, the 
unemployed and those who had had negative experiences of 
education in the past.” 

 
So over two or three years, we looked back, and proved that credit 
could work and that OCNs were good at working with providers who 
reached adults and young people who had ‘failed’ in the school 
system.   
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There is no doubt now in Government that credit does work. In 2003, 
the Government made a strong commitment to credit and the credit 

system to support their reform of education for adults. Now consultation 
on the reform of 14-19 [years] education is underway and credit is very 
likely to play a key part in the reform of school and further education.   
 
As much of our research was beginning to be published last year, new 

questions began to emerge. So we began to look forward, to think 
about how we could use credit to help reform the whole education 
system. These questions were about the potential of credit to be used 
universally across the whole system of education. If this system of credit 
worked for learning outside the formal system – could it work inside too 
– to support reform of the whole qualification system?  Could it be 

applied to learning for, and at work?  A study conducted this year by 
NOCN for the National Learning and Skills Council said,  
 

“Sector bodies were… keen to explore how credit could support 
an entirely different, demand-led approach to organising 

learning and recognising achievement, where learners, 
employers and providers were able to play a much more integral 
and ongoing part in qualification design, customising 
‘qualifications’ to meet demands quickly and efficiently.” iii 
 

The evidence showed that there is a belief that credit can work for 
learning achievements gained inside and outside the formal system.  
Gaining credits for their achievements, over time, at their own pace, 
and in a variety of ways, it is possible for people to accumulate credits 
and use them as a currency of exchange.  
 

Though government has not yet tackled University qualifications reform 
– the changes taking place in the qualification system in schools, 
colleges, the workplace and communities must have an impact on 
Universities. The Universities of Luleå and Umeå are active partners in 
the ACCESS project and will be key partners in the new OCN in 

Sweden. They too will tell you they are learning much from this 
experience.   
 
And in the reform of Vocational Education and Training (VET) across 
Europe? Well, many of us here are talking about a different kind of 

credit from the one you may know of from ECTIS. We are not interested 
in credit given for serving time in an institution. We are not interested in 
credit which is exchanged over the heads of learners, between 
institutions and professional bodies, where learners have no say in how 
credit is awarded, and no real idea why it was, or was not given to 
them for their achievements. 
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We are promoting credit that recognises learning achievements that 
can take place any time, in any place and can be recognised at any 
level, for all kinds of learning. Credit that is given for achieving learning 

outcomes that are clearly visible  - to the learner, to parents, to 
employers, schools, colleges and universities. We are saying that credit 
for learning achievement is a right for all citizens of the Union. We can – 
through the work of the ACCESS project and the new OCN on Sweden 
– and the operation and development of credit in the UK - show how 

credit works and provide the evidence. Carole Stott and I, through 
Credit Works, with Ove and other colleagues, will make sure we 
capture these experiences in Sweden and the UK and work together to 
show a way forward in Europe. 
 
But is this a traditional European fairy story? Traditionally when 

governments decide that they like an idea and take it to their hearts, in 
the process of making that idea their own, they crush the life out of it. 
They think of a faster and easier way of making the idea work, they set 
their civil servants to the task of improving the idea and making it 
better. They want the idea to work now or certainly before the next 

election. And in the end what they wanted often disappears or turns to 
stone. I have to say that the current UK government is trying very hard 
not to behave in this way.  
For credit to work, it needs to be available across the whole system of 
qualifications, and to permeate the whole culture and system of 

education. OCNs have done a fantastic job so far, and now it is time 
for other institutions and organisations to use their own expertise to use 
credit to recognise all kinds of achievements.  
In the UK a complex infrastructure of regulators, planners, funders, 
qualification awarding bodies, employer organisations, learning 
providers, not forgetting the population itself will have to take part in 

transforming the system and building their understanding of credit. For 
credit to have real currency it must be available across the system.   
We have different assemblies and parliaments in the countries of the 
UK. In Wales we have a radical agenda and complete commitment to 
credit for reform across all education for people of all ages. In England 

the speed of reform will now increase. In Northern Ireland it is just 
beginning.  Already the Scottish credit system is quite different from 
that proposed for England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and there will 
be a job to do to make sense of these different credit systems for the 
wider population of the UK.    

We already know that the approach to credit in Universities across the 
Union differs widely, and we are some way from a simple way of 
transferring credit between institutions, and across countries!    
 
And the National Open College Network  - what of its future role in 
reform? OCNs have fantastic expertise and experience in using credit - 

but are OCNs able to swim in the mainstream, where the currents are 
strong and to stay alive you have to keep swimming?  
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NOCN and OCNs are now under pressure to tackle some of the 
weaknesses reported in the research. The key weakness, mentioned 
repeatedly by providers, tutors and learners does appear to present a 

kind of paradox. Providers and learners enjoy their local, customised 
credits – but they also want their local credits to be fully transferable. If 
OCN credits are to have real value, they say, surely people should be 
able to exchange their credits anywhere in the marketplace? 
Shouldn’t OCN credits have equal status to any other form of 

recognised achievement? For this to happen OCNs have to be able to 
offer credit consistently across all countries in the UK. And we do not 
need a huge duplication of credits offered by OCNs.  
OCNs are now working with NOCN tackle this weakness, developing a 
comprehensive single credit and qualification framework for all OCNs 
to use, so that any credit achieved in this framework will count towards 

a qualification – and have equal status to any other state approved 
qualification – providing genuine currency for learners. To achieve this 
OCNs will, sooner or later, have to give up some of their autonomy, 
begin to offer a consistent service (and transferable credit) across the 
whole NOCN network. Providers and learners are entitled to expect 

that their OCNs credits are portable, transferable across the education 
system.  
 
Other organisations, competitors to OCNs, have already begun to 
respond to the challenge of reform, and will challenge OCNs’ position. 

The formal system will become more inclusive, and credit will become 
the norm, the usual way to recognise achievement, and no longer the 
exception. 
 
The credit system, introduced in Sweden through a partnership 
between NOCN and the ACCESS project, was interesting, but 

marginal, only two years ago. That is no longer the case. This is good 
news for the new OCN in Sweden which will I believe define its own 
way of working, and stand on its own two feet by the end of 2005. 
Credit Works will act as a key partner in helping implement credit in 
Sweden and other countries in the Union.   

 
When I am preparing a presentation like this, I spend a lot of time 
looking for a quotation that will summarise exactly the point I want to 
make to conclude my contribution. I have cheated and stolen this 
conclusion from another reportiv.  
 

 ‘We concluded that project managers, tutors/practitioners were 
not always free or able to offer the kind of accreditation that 
learners on ACLF1 projects would have wanted. The reasons for 
this we believe were complex and interrelated. ACLF projects 

may in some instances have lacked the capacity to deliver 
conventional ‘learning programmes’ or meet awarding body 
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assessment and quality assurance requirements. We found that 
learning achievements on ACLF projects were not always easy to 
capture and assess; the nature of such achievements may be 

unpredictable, and not easily recorded or authenticated. 
Accreditation of such achievements would be a challenge for 
even the most experienced education provider. Some ACLF 
projects were able to meet this challenge, involving learners in all 
levels of decision-making, employing experienced staff, 

confident in their knowledge and experience of accreditation, 
and well supported by ‘mainstream’ education provider partners 
and the awarding bodies. Such projects should be recognised as 
exemplars to all.’ 

 
The ACCESS project has worked hard to train staff to build capacity in 
the new OCN, understands that describing and assessing some 

learning achievements is not easy, and that capturing and recording 
them even more elusive at times! Learners have been involved, at all 
stages in the process from curriculum design to recognition of 
achievement. Mainstream education providers, employers, trades 
unions and community organisations are founding members of 

ACCESS. Such an approach should be recognised as an exemplar to 
all.  
Credit can be used to recognise all kinds of achievements. But there 
are no short cuts to doing it properly.  
Perhaps the clever thing to do is to take the best of practice in using 
credit, and observe closely how credit impacts on the reform of all 

education in the UK, and learn from these experiences. Credit is, after 
all, quite a simple concept. Football is, after all, quite a simple game. 
But we learn from others how to play the game well.  
 
  
                                                      
i Lillis, F, & Sparrow, M The Rewards Of Recognition: The Value Of NOCN Accreditation, Quality Assurance 

And Development For Non-Accredited Learning, NOCN and NIACE 2003 

 
ii Moseley R, Hill S. A report to the LSC and NOCN on the first phase of a project to evaluate the impact of 

Open College Network (OCN) and OCNW provision within a unit-based credit framework. Learning and 
Skills Council 2004 
iii Lillis, F Gillard K. The Application of Credit For Work Based Learning  With reference to Entry to Employment 

(E2E) and Modern Apprenticeships (MAs) Learning and Skills Council  2004 (nocn.org.uk for download) 
iv Bargh, G & Lillis F, “It should always be available”: Recognising Achievement and Accreditation in the 

Adult and Community Learning Fund , NOCN, NIACE and the DfES2004 


