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I want to thank Chairman Kline and members of the Committee for this opportunity to testify. I
am Pamela Tate, President and CEO of the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, also
known as CAEL. CAEL is a national non-profit organization that is focused on the adult and
nontraditional learner.
The timing is right for rapid expansion of Prior Learning Assessment (PLA), which is a term
educators use for a process of evaluating adults’ college level learning from life and work
experience – for college credit. There are various PLA methods, including individualized
assessments through portfolios, credit by examination, and credit recommendations based on
evaluation of non-college programs. PLA has been around for a long time. But with the
growing focus on maximizing the value of postsecondary credentials and degrees, promoting
increased educational attainment rates, and making postsecondary education more affordable,
PLA is more important than ever before.
One in five people in this country right now – over 43 million - have some college credit but no
degree. These folks are typically working adults. They stopped college for many reasons but the
biggest barriers were time and money.
At the same time, opportunities for learning have exploded in number and variety. We are
living in a mobile, digital society. Adult learners are not only moving place to place but also
moving and gaining competence through many sources of learning including open online
courses. They are coming to postsecondary education with learning that has taken place
outside our formal educational institutions– think about all of the learning that takes place in
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the military, through employer training, on the job, or through self-study and volunteer work.
Some of that learning is college level—equal to learning that takes place in a college, and the
outcomes are measurable.
PLA is a great solution because it measures learning, not time spent. PLA saves time and money
for students and employers, keeping students from having to sit through classes in subjects
they already know.
And yet, not one of our major financial aid programs explicitly covers the costs associated with
assessment – PLA in particular. Currently, Pell Grants and Section 127 employer tuition
assistance programs either do not allow, or are unclear, about whether PLA is an allowable
expense. The financial aid system is simply not structured for a learning outcomesbased/assessment-based approach to postsecondary completion.
CAEL conducted extensive research published in 2010, and found that adult students with PLA
credits are two and a half times more likely to persist to degree completion than adult students
without PLA credits. Our research also found that PLA reduced the time to degree and saved
students money.
The public gets it. In a recent Lumina/Gallup poll, 87% of Americans responded that students
should be able to receive college credit for knowledge and skills acquired outside the
classroom. 75% said that they would be more likely to enroll in postsecondary education if they
could receive credit for what they already know.
When offered according to accepted CAEL-type quality standards, PLA is a rigorous and
demanding assessment of learning that requires students to demonstrate that their learning is
equivalent to what is gained from a traditional college course. According to our quality
standards, PLA should never award credit for experience alone. Students need to actually prove
what they have learned—and prove that it is at the college level.
Yet, PLA is still not available and accessible to most adult students. We need to bring PLA to
scale and we can no longer wait given the urgent need to promote affordable degree and
credential completion. Two things have to happen to put PLA within reach of adult learners:
access to a large scale, on-line PLA service, and supportive federal and state PLA policies.
CAEL has been addressing the infrastructure issue by first, working with hundreds of individual
postsecondary institutions to develop PLA programs and practices over the past several
decades; second, by launching a national online PLA service called LearningCounts; and third,
by working with state leaders on creating policies that support and encourage PLA statewide.
CAEL is already working with leaders in several states, including Chairman Kline’s home state of
Minnesota, Colorado, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Montana, Ohio,
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Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Texas, and Wisconsin to move the PLA agenda at the state, system
and/or institutional level.
However, without a fresh approach to financial aid in its treatment of PLA, adults will continue
to face barriers and not have their college level learning count when it matters the most.
I will leave you with one example of how PLA can transform lives. Jason Wolfe, a Navy veteran
in his 30s, was able to use his military and job training to earn college credit through portfolio
assessment for eight courses toward a bachelor’s degree in Industrial Manufacturing
Engineering. He earned credit for a course in Safety Engineering by drawing on learning that he
had acquired in basic training and as a Safety Observer aboard the USS Theodore Roosevelt.
This enabled Jason to avoid taking an entire year of courses in subjects he had learned during
his service to our country.
For the millions of adult learners out there who could benefit from PLA, for the employers who
need a more highly skilled workforce, and for the taxpayers who shouldn’t be asked to pay for
courses or programs a student has already learned, I respectfully ask that you consider
including all forms of PLA that adhere to accepted CAEL-type quality standards as allowable
expenses for financial aid purposes under HEA. This change would have a real impact on our
country’s ability to build a strong, educated and credentialed workforce. In the meantime,
Congress has already authorized the Experimental Sites Initiative under the Department of
Education. This would provide a great opportunity to expand our understanding of how PLA
can improve access and success for adult learners on a large scale. Thank you again. I look
forward to answering any questions you may have.
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