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OVERVIEW / BACKGROUND

In states across the nation, there is an urgency
to increase the educational attainment levels of cit-
izens and the workforce. Between 1973 and 2008,
the share of jobs in the U.S. economy which required
postsecondary education increased from 28% to 59%,
and it is projected that by 2018, that proportion
will rise to 63% of all jobs. In order to meet this de-
mand, higher education will need to reach not only
students transitioning directly from high school, but
also adults without a college credential (Carnevale,
Smith & Strohl, 2014).

This economic reality has led a growing number
of states’ postsecondary leaders to focus on adult
learners. There are many adults in today’s workforce
who have earned some college credits but have not
completed a degree due to a variety of factors, in-
cluding time and cost constraints. Many of these
adults without a college credential have gained sig-
nificant knowledge and skills through their experi-
ences in the workforce, military service, self-study,
or other contexts. Much of this learning may be at
the college level. Recognizing this college-level
learning — and having it count toward a degree or
other credential — is an important way to accelerate
postsecondary educational attainment.

For this reason, several states and postsecondary
systems have become interested in enhancing the
use of prior learning assessment (PLA) as a way to
promote increased adult degree completion. PLA is
the process by which an individual’s learning gained
outside of the traditional classroom is evaluated for
college credit. A study by the Council for Adult and
Experiential Learning (CAEL) has shown that adult
students with PLA credit are two and a half times
more likely to complete their degrees, compared
with students who do not engage in PLA (Klein-
Collins, 2010).

Historically, efforts to scale up PLA utilization
have occurred at the campus level within individual
institutions. A statewide approach to PLA advance-
ment, however, offers a number of benefits, includ-
ing consistency and transferability of policies and
practices across institutions as well as economies of

1 Formerly the Ohio Board of Regents
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A statewide approach

can create consistency in
PLA policies and practices
across institutions

scale in activities like marketing or centralization of
portfolio assessment.

In May 2013, Montana University System (MUS),
Ohio Department of Higher Education (ODHE)', and
Texas A&M University System (A&M System) were
all selected to participate in a two-year, Lumina
Foundation-funded State System PLA Adoption proj-
ect, with technical assistance provided by CAEL.
Throughout this project, these three systems have
engaged in activities to increase levels of aware-
ness, acceptance, consistency, and professional
capacity for PLA practices across their institutions.
Institutions in the participating systems were also
given the opportunity to expand their ability to pro-
vide PLA through portfolio assessment by offering
LearningCounts™, CAEL’s online PLA portfolio devel-
opment service. Select institutions in each system
were supported financially in becoming Featured
Network institutions within LearningCounts during
the term of the project.

This report will detail the various strategies that
were implemented throughout this project by the
Montana, Ohio, and Texas A&M University systems
— strategies that have resulted in expansion of PLA
options, plans for future expansion, and changes in
the way that institutions communicate with students
about PLA. The lessons from this initiative are also
presented to guide the work of other states and sys-
tems in their PLA initiatives.




SYSTEM-WIDE APPROACH
TO THE ADVANCEMENT
AND ADOPTION OF PLA:
EVOLUTION OF ACTIVITIES

To support the system-wide advancement of PLA
policies and practices within the three participat-
ing state systems, this project focused on strategies
that can be categorized as follows: initial and on-
going planning, conducting an inventory of in-place
PLA offerings, raising awareness, supporting the
development of guidelines for best practices in PLA
policies and applications, and building institutional
and professional capacity.

Initial and Ongoing Collaboration
and Planning Activities

In any strategy designed to influence state- or
system-wide policies and practices, a necessary first
phase is a collaborative planning effort that incor-
porates the viewpoints of all relevant stakeholders.
State systems that have engaged in efforts to ad-
vance PLA utilization have recognized the impor-
tance of ensuring that all parties involved in PLA
policy and implementation are included in the pro-
cess to determine the goals and strategies for their
system-wide initiatives.

The approaches that the Montana, Ohio, and
Texas A&M systems have taken in this project have
followed a similar progression. Prior to implementing
any specific project-based activities, each system
engaged in a number of planning meetings among
system and institutional representatives, with assis-
tance from CAEL. These activities helped the system
office communicate its reasons for wanting to ad-
vance PLA, and they provided opportunities to col-
laboratively identify appropriate strategies within
the context of existing efforts. These joint planning
sessions continued throughout the initiative.

In addition, CAEL hosted an initial convening for
representatives from all three systems to come to-
gether, identify common and state-specific goals,
and develop timelines for project activities. There
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were three additional cross-state meetings over the
course of the project, which allowed system leader-
ship to learn from each other’s successes and strate-
gies in adopting and advancing PLA throughout their
systems.

Task Force Approach

Many states that have undertaken a system-wide
effort to advance PLA adoption have organized a
dedicated group or task force of stakeholders to
lead the effort in developing recommendations for
consistent institutional PLA policies and practices
and to promote PLA statewide.

For example, prior to this State System PLA
Adoption project, the state of Tennessee estab-
lished a PLA task force, facilitated by CAEL, that
developed and released a set of statewide policy
standards in 2012. Although cultivating these policy
standards was the primary motivation for launch-
ing the task force, as the network progressed and
evolved, its institutional representatives began uti-
lizing the regular meetings and communications as
a resource for knowledge-sharing, for ongoing dis-
cussion, and for addressing specific questions about

Strategies and Activities in

Statewide PLA Efforts
Collaboration and Planning. Convening of
key stakeholders for introducing the ini-
tiative; dedicated task forces for ongoing
joint policy development.

Inventory of PLA Policies and Practices.
Institutional surveys to identify common
practices and inconsistent policies across
institutions.

Raising Awareness. Summits; peer-to-
peer education.

Guidelines for Policy and Practices.
Development of manuals to guide ongoing
PLA implementation.

Building Institutional and Professional
Capacity. Professional development;
outsourcing of some assessment activities.




their experiences implementing the new strategies
to advance PLA within their institutions.

Similarly, prior to the launch of the State System
PLA Adoption project, Ohio had initiated a statewide
effort called PLA with Purpose, which established
a similar PLA task force. Led by ODHE, the network
works collaboratively with campuses across the
state to identify and promote best practices for PLA
in Ohio. The designated group of stakeholders has
been a key feature of continued efforts in Ohio to
advance PLA adoption; the groundwork established
by this overall statewide strategy provided a useful
framework for continuing the momentum and inte-
grating additional activities.

Montana also spearheaded the formation of a
statewide PLA task force, which was leveraged
through additional grant funding from the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and formalized during the
course of the State System PLA Adoption project in
Summer 2014. The MUS task force is composed of di-
verse postsecondary leaders from across the state of
Montana. MUS system leaders noted the importance
of including individuals on the task force who could
speak from a faculty perspective in order to ad-
dress the concerns and skepticism among this group
of stakeholders. The task force has lead efforts to
compose a set of recommendations for consistent
policies and practices to be considered by the Board
of Regents and has also worked to raise statewide
awareness by facilitating conversations about PLA
among a broader range of stakeholders in the state.
System leaders believe that, through the task force
approach, faculty and staff have become much more
educated and engaged in the efficacy and imple-
mentation of PLA.

Inventory of PLA Policies and Practices

In any given state system, PLA practices can vary
significantly from institution to institution in a num-
ber of ways, including the methods of PLA that are
offered, the degree programs for which PLA credit
can be used, and the procedures for student access.
Given these potential inconsistencies, state systems
that are interested in advancing PLA system-wide
benefit from having a clear picture of PLA practic-
es at individual institutions and establishing where
there are differences and commonalities.
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As a way to gain this overall level of understand-
ing, CAEL designed an online survey and then assist-
ed the participating systems in administering the
survey so that each institution would provide details
about its PLA policies and practices. Categories of
data collected through the survey included:

e The extent to which each different method of
PLA is offered at the institution

e The institution’s activities in administering PLA,
such as staffing, location of PLA services, and
marketing

e Specific PLA policies on credit limits and how PLA
credit can be applied to a student’s degree plan

e Specific implementation practices for each PLA
method, such as the offering of a portfolio devel-
opment workshop

e Pricing of PLA offerings

e Whether student PLA data is tracked, and in what
way

Survey results can help to identify strengths,
gaps, and opportunities for advancing consistent and
enhanced use of PLA, which can then help to inform
particular training and intervention strategies. For
example, one system learned from the results of its
survey that there were discrepancies among insti-
tutions, such as in the awarding of credit based on
cut scores for standardized testing. These discrep-
ancies led the system’s PLA task force to work on
developing common standards for PLA policies and
practices.

As initiatives progress, initial survey data can also
serve as a benchmark for measuring continued prog-
ress in specific areas through the use of follow-up
surveys and data collection activities.

One challenge in the administration of such a sur-
vey, however, is that information about PLA policies
and practices may not be centralized, and so it may
not be clear who is the right survey respondent to
provide the comprehensive picture of PLA on any
one campus. This challenge might be mitigated by
having preliminary conversations with each institu-
tion first in order to ensure that the right person
receives the survey.
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Create a forum for
voicing and addressing

any questions or concerns

Raising Awareness

Activities designed to promote awareness and
address widespread concerns and misunderstandings
about PLA among a broad audience of stakeholders
are critical for increasing momentum and buy-in at
all levels of influence and implementation in a given
state system. This fact is particularly important giv-
en that there is often some degree of faculty resis-
tance to PLA within colleges and universities. Faculty
may be under the impression that PLA is about giving
away college credits, or that PLA is tantamount to
reducing the number of students taking the courses
the faculty are teaching.

In order to move forward with a comprehensive
strategy, it is important to create a forum for voicing
and addressing these concerns, as well as opportu-
nities to educate all the relevant stakeholders about
PLA, its various methods and assessment procedures,
and its benefits to adult students.

The Montana, Ohio, and Texas A&M University
systems worked to raise awareness through web-
based and face-to-face trainings (described in the
capacity building section later in this report) as well
as through special PLA summits and peer-to-peer
strategies:
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e PLA Awareness Meetings and Summits. All three
states held convenings to bring together stake-
holder groups to discuss issues related to PLA
and degree completion. Texas A&M convened
academic advisors for a day and a half session
to learn about PLA. The other two systems held
larger summits. In Ohio, during the fifth Central
Ohio Compact Summit on a Regional Strategy for
College Completion and Career Success, matters
related to prior learning assessment, and particu-
larly Ohio’s PLA with a Purpose strategy, were dis-
cussed. CAEL offered an on-site workshop, which
trained academic advisors on integrating PLA into
their practice with adult students. Similarly, MUS
and its PLA task force hosted a statewide PLA
summit, attended by approximately 85 represen-
tatives from diverse institutions across the state,
including several tribal colleges. Participants
included chancellors, presidents, deans, regis-
trars, and advisors. The summit included an over-
view of PLA and a session featuring leaders from
Tennessee and Ohio, who discussed efforts to ex-
pand PLA in their states. MUS leadership felt that
the summit helped to advance greater accep-
tance of PLA among postsecondary professionals
in the state.




e Peer-to-peer Awareness Strategies. The state
systems also implemented several peer-to-peer
activities to advance progress toward widespread
understanding and awareness of PLA. For exam-
ple, the Montana PLA task force initiated a Lunch
and Learn series, at which active members of
the task force presented an overview of PLA to
other practitioners at campuses throughout the
system. The A&M system has initiated a “buddy
system” in which a selection of campuses that
have made significant progress in developing ro-
bust PLA programs will each coach another A&M
institution, provide in-depth consultations about
PLA, and make recommendations for implemen-
tation strategies. The buddy system approach re-
lies on a few institutions embracing PLA early in
the process. As explained by an Texas A&M system
leader, “Two years ago, we would not have had
any schools that are actively pursuing this; but
now we have three that have really dived in, and
the others are following them.”

The emergence of the peer-to-peer approach
highlights an important lesson of the project overall:
although subject-matter experts like CAEL play an
important role in launching efforts for system-wide
change by equipping internal leaders with adequate
knowledge and tools, internal champions may ulti-
mately be the most effective in carrying the move-
ment forward.

Guidelines for Consistent PLA
Policies and Practices

Across all three systems, a major finding from the
survey of institutional PLA policies and practices was
that although individual campuses were engaging in

a number of PLA activities, there was no consistency
in the specific policies and practices. Inconsistency
in PLA procedures across campuses creates confu-
sion for prospective students (particularly those who
transfer between institutions in a given system),
as well as lead to individual institutions recreat-
ing strategies and tools that may already be in use
elsewhere.

As a response to these findings, the systems
each identified consistent PLA policies and prac-
tices as a major goal in their project strategies. A
Montana system leader noted that with regard to
their policy development efforts, “One of the things
we wanted to ensure is that students will have a
clear place to go and the ability to walk through
the PLA process seamlessly.” Many states and sys-
tems that have undertaken similar PLA initiatives
— including Tennessee, Washington, and Oregon —
have employed strategies that typically engaged an
established task force or network of stakeholders
to develop a set of standard guidelines or recom-
mendations for distribution across campuses in their
state.

Each of the systems involved in this PLA Adoption
project has explored a somewhat similar approach to
this issue. Prior to the start of this project, Ohio had
already identified a collection of general best prac-
tices in PLA through its PLA with a Purpose initiative.
Building on this work, the project team developed a
draft of a cross-cutting “design to delivery” guide-
book, which included a series of recommendations
for consistent PLA policies and implementation strat-
egies for Ohio’s campuses. ODHE is now leading the
effort to finalize and distribute this guidebook. An
important goal for Ohio is achieving some degree of
transferability of PLA credits between institutions;
for portfolio assessment, this will mean establishing
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“Two years ago, we would not have had any schools that are actively
pursuing this; but now we have three that have really dived in,

and the others are following them.” — Texas A&M System leader
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PLA Policy Guidebook Examples

Ohio: PLA with a Purpose: Prior Learning
Assessment & Ohio’s College Completion
Agenda https://www.ohiohighered.org/sites/
ohiohighered.org/files/uploads/PLA/PLA-
with-a-Purpose_Report_FINAL_041614_0.pdf

Oregon: Oregon Credit for Prior Learning
Standards http://education.oregon.gov/
Documents/HECC/Reports%20and%20
Presentations/ CPLStandardsFINALDRAFT. pdf

Tennessee: Recommended Standards in Prior
Learning Assessment (PLA) Policy and Practice
for Tennessee Public Colleges and Universities
https://www.insidehighered.com/sites/de-
fault/server_files/ files/ Recommendations%20
for%20Standards’%20in%20PLA%20-%20Final%20
Version%201-1.pdf

Washington: Accessing Assessing and Awarding
Credit for Prior Learning: A Handbook for
Faculty and Staff http://www.sbctc.ctc.
edu/college/education/pla_handbook_
oct2013.pdf

clear and common definitions for what portfolios
should look like and how they are to be evaluated.

Both Montana and the Texas A&M System are also
working on their own guidebooks of recommenda-
tions for policy and procedural consistency in PLA for
their systems. System leaders note that the process
of developing these recommendations has presented
an opportunity for stakeholders and task force mem-
bers to really think through all of the issues involved
in PLA implementation and to determine their offi-
cial viewpoints on them. In this process, it has been
helpful for the task forces to consult the guidebooks
created by other state systems (see examples in
box).

Noteworthy is that these guidebooks are typical-
ly designed to provide recommendations, not man-
dated policies or practices. When the system office
has more of a coordinating function rather than a
governing one, each institution has the freedom to
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adopt its own PLA policies and practices. The hope,
however, is that most institutions will see the val-
ue and importance of adhering to similar practices
throughout the system.

Building Capacity

System-wide PLA initiatives must consider their
institutional capacity to implement or expand PLA
opportunities. Central to the endeavor are faculty
and staff. In order to reach students and have an
impact on their efforts to complete credentials,
system-level policies and guidelines must be clearly
communicated among staff and faculty. It is impera-
tive that student-facing practitioners have a working
knowledge of PLA and the institution’s policies and
offerings in order to effectively advise students in
navigating their options successfully. It is also im-
portant to enhance staff and faculty capabilities in
areas related to administering programs, such as of-
fering portfolio development courses or performing
high quality assessments.

For these reasons, an important component of
this project’s strategy was to enhance the institu-
tional and professional capacity for PLA offerings in
all three state systems, primarily by offering pro-
fessional development opportunities and leveraging
LearningCounts as one way to allow more institu-
tions to offer portfolio development.

Professional Development: Building Faculty and
Staff Understanding of PLA

As a way to increase both awareness and un-
derstanding of PLA, and to communicate effective
methods among PLA practitioners, CAEL offered a
number of professional development opportunities
to various groups of faculty and staff from campuses
in all participating systems. Certain trainings aimed
to achieve both a broad-based level of understand-
ing and awareness, whereas others attempted to
communicate specific strategies and best practices
for practitioners in various roles who take part in the
process of PLA program implementation.

e General PLA Training for Faculty and Staff.
Faculty and staff from all institutions in the proj-
ect systems were offered a webinar series entitled
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“Becoming a PLA Expert” as an over-arching pro-
fessional development opportunity. This four-
part series offered information on PLA general-
ly as well as on its specific methods, including
standardized testing, credit recommendations
for corporate and military training, and portfolio
assessment. The sessions had a combined total
attendance of at least 200 (users may have had
more than one person in the room for the webi-
nars) from all three systems.

e Advisor Training. Each of the systems offered a
face-to-face training specifically geared toward
advising staff in order to better equip these staff
members — who are typically the primary point
of contact for all activities related to PLA — with
the ability to successfully support students in
navigating their PLA opportunities. These train-
ings introduced approximately 130 advisors to
PLA and LearningCounts, reviewed key results
from the system-wide institutional PLA survey,
and provided participants with resources and
guidance for evaluating prior learning opportuni-
ties for students.

e Training for Marketing Staff and Enrollment
Managers. Each of the campuses in the proj-
ect that piloted LearningCounts participated in
an introductory webinar on marketing PLA and
LearningCounts to adult students. CAEL then
administered a marketing award competition,
wherein the institution from each system that
demonstrated the most effective use of these
initial marketing recommendations received an
award that included an in-person consultation
with CAEL’s marketing and communications ex-
pert. These consulting sessions provided insti-
tutional marketing staff with recommendations
for contextualized, adult-focused marketing
activities.

CAEL hosted an additional marketing webinar se-
ries towards the end of the project for all campuses
within the three state systems. This series, which
was geared specifically toward enrollment manag-
ers and other external-facing communications staff,
offered best practices and effective strategies for
reaching the adult student audience.
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Enhancing Capacity to Offer Portfolio Assessment
The institutional survey administered in the be-

ginning of this project indicated that there was min-

imal usage of portfolio assessment as a method of

PLA among the surveyed campuses. These results

were unsurprising, given that portfolio assessment is

typically one of the most underutilized methods of

PLA; its implementation requires more institutional

capacity than do other methods like standardized

testing such as trained faculty assessors and en-
hanced administrative infrastructure.

There are several different approaches that sys-
tems and institutions can take in addressing this
need for enhanced capacity to offer PLA portfolio
programs. Some institutions may choose to develop
internal portfolio assessment programs and provide
increased training opportunities for local faculty
members to become certified assessors. Other sys-
tems have taken a more centralized consortia-based
approach where institutions collaborate on a joint
portfolio assessment program.

Another way that institutions or systems may
choose to increase capacity for offering PLA port-
folio options is to enlist a third-party provider to
manage the process and conduct assessments. In the
case of the three state systems involved in this proj-
ect, two or three campuses from each system opted
for this outsourcing method by becoming Featured
Network Institutions for CAEL’s online portfolio ser-
vice, LearningCounts.

Given the varying needs of individual campuses,
several models of LearningCounts partnerships were
developed and tested throughout the course of this
project:

e LearningCounts Featured Network Model. In
this model, Featured Network institutions offer
an online portfolio development course enti-
tled CAEL 100 in their course catalogues, which
is taught and administered by CAEL instructors.
Students in the course are able to develop one or
more portfolios that correspond with the learning
objectives of actual college courses. Portfolios
are then evaluated by CAEL’s own trained faculty
assessors for academic credit recommendations.
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e LearningCounts “Local Assessor First” Model. Diﬂ‘er ent mo d e l S

For systems or institutions that prefer to have their
own faculty conduct all assessments for credit rec-

ommendations, the project team devised a model fOr porthhO

of LearningCounts wherein CAEL 100 is offered as

in the Featured Network model, but the assess- assessment through
ment process differs. Local faculty at the institu-

tion can become trained as portfolio assessors and LearningCounts

are given preferential consideration for evaluating
the portfolios of students from their institution.

are being tested

In support of this model, CAEL provided a num-
ber of on-site faculty assessor trainings and op-
portunities for faculty within the participating
systems to become certified LearningCounts as-
sessors. Faculty from system institutions that did
not opt to outsource their portfolio programs to
LearningCounts were also able to participate in
these faculty assessor trainings and become cer-
tified portfolio assessors. This faculty training en-
hances their institutions’ capacity for potentially
administering a local portfolio assessment pro-
gram. It also has the added benefit, as noted by
system leaders in the project, of illustrating the
rigor involved in assessing experiential portfoli-
os, which can help faculty members and others to
understand the academic validity of this method
and dispel skepticism.

e Hybrid LearningCounts / Institution-Provided
Model. Community colleges face a unique chal-
lenge when implementing LearningCounts at
their institutions, in that the tuition rate for CAEL
100 is often higher than the state-subsidized tu-
ition the community colleges charge for a typical
3-credit course offerings. Given this dilemma, one
community college-level Featured Network insti-
tution within this project is currently piloting a
hybrid course model, which allows the institution
to offer a local portfolio assessment course at its
standard rate of tuition. The institution’s course
borrows content from a self-paced, non-credit
course offered by LearningCounts entitled Design
Your Portfolio (or “DYP”). Portfolio assessment
then is handled through the LearningCounts
system.
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IMPACT OF THE STATE
SYSTEM PLA ADOPTION
ACTIVITIES

There was consensus among the various system
leaders that two years may be an ambitious time-
frame for achieving increased awareness about PLA
along with meaningful changes in how PLA is offered
throughout a higher education system. Nevertheless,
it has been possible for this two-year project to
make real headway on systemic PLA adoption. The
individual trainings have helped to improve overall
understanding of PLA, and the systems have made
progress in promoting consistent policies as well as
enhancing their offerings and capabilities in PLA gen-
erally and the portfolio method specifically.

Impact and Value of Faculty and
Staff Training

Follow up surveys and targeted interviews with
the trainees shed some light on the overall value
of training to increase the acceptance of PLA and
build internal capacity to support PLA students.
Participants in the Becoming a PLA Expert webinar
series were surveyed on the impact of the series
for them. Across all three states, 92% of respon-
dents said that they agreed or strongly agreed that
the series improved their overall understanding of
PLA, 89% agreed or strongly agreed that the series
helped them feel more comfortable with credit earn-
ing through PLA, and 70% agreed or strongly agreed
that the knowledge gained from the webinar will
help them implement PLA in their own institution
or system (Figure 1). Very few disagreed with these
statements.

While select trainees indicated that the webinars
helped them gain a much better general understand-
ing of PLA, as noted above, several interviewees spe-
cifically stated that this training was the first time
they learned that PLA has numerous methods (in-
cluding standardized testing, portfolio assessment,
ACE credit recommendations for corporate and mil-
itary training, etc.). Other interviewees expressed
that the webinar series equipped them with a much
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Figure 1. Participant views of Becoming a PLA
Expert webinar training (n=57). This figure
shows the percentages of respondents’ answers
on the survey regarding their experience during
the webinar Becoming a PLA Expert.

2% 2%
— —
9% 9%

The webinar The webinar The knowledge
series improved series helped | have gained from
my overall me feel more this webinar series
understanding comfortable with will help me
of PLA. credit earning implement PLA
through PLA. within my own
institution/
system.
M Disagree M Agree
Neither Agree M Strongly Agree

Nor Disagree

more solid understanding of PLA, which they were
then able to use in further conversations with staff
and faculty across their institutions, outreach ef-
forts with potential adult students, and presenta-
tions to stakeholders involved in the statewide PLA
adoption effort. One Texas A&M participant noted:
“l was already accepting of PLA and onboard with
it. What [the webinar series] really helped me to
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do was make me more comfortable talking to other
people about it.”

System leaders also noted that staff and faculty
trainings and professional development opportuni-
ties prompt participants to think more deeply about
what is possible and to begin asking thoughtful ques-
tions about implementation.

Impact of Initiative on Overall
PLA Offerings and Policies
From a final institutional survey across all three
systems, CAEL learned that:

e The project had an impact on expanding PLA
offerings. Nine (9) out of 35 responding institu-
tions reported that new PLA methods had been
added to their institutional offerings in the pre-
vious 12-18 months; and 16 said that existing PLA
offerings had been expanded or enhanced during
the past 12-18 months. Several respondents not-
ed that awarding credit through ACE recommen-
dations and portfolio assessment, in particular,
was seeing some growth. One representative
said, “We have always had the above PLA meth-
ods, but more departments are now interested in
portfolio assessment.”

One of the most impressive examples of PLA ex-
pansion was in the LearningCounts pilot at Texas
A&M-Texarkana, which saw 75 student enroll-
ments in the portfolio course during the project
period. Texarkana has taken a unique approach
to the portfolio course by embedding it as one
of the core requirements of its Bachelor of
Applied Arts and Sciences degree program.

e The project had an impact on how institutions
communicate with students about PLA. Twelve
(12) of the 35 responding institutions reported
that in the past 12-18 months they had changed
the way they communicate to students about PLA.
Several specifically mentioned having included
new information about PLA on their web pages or
launching new, dedicated PLA web pages.

e The project created momentum for future ex-
pansion of PLA within the institutions. Nearly
half (17) of the responding institutions reported
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that their institutions have specific plans to change
their PLA policies and practices in the next 12
months. A great many respondents mentioned
that they expected their PLA policy document (in
development at the time of the survey) to fuel
new or expanded offerings. One mentioned plans
for faculty training, increased advisor awareness,
review of policies, and development of a faculty
network to assist with portfolio review. Another
mentioned plans to migrate all portfolio assess-
ment to LearningCounts.

In addition, there is progress at the system level in
terms of policies and practices:

e The project spurred all three systems to de-
velop written recommendations/guidelines for
system-wide PLA policies and practices. Ohio
has built upon its PLA with a Purpose publication
with a “Design to Delivery” document to provide
specific guidance for institutional PLA practices;
this document is currently being piloted with a
subset of institutions. Texas A&M system leader-
ship is presenting a draft of recommended PLA
policies and practices to a system-wide group of
academic officers for their review and approv-
al. This draft was developed using a bottom-up
approach to policy-development where those
campuses engaging most heavily in PLA through
the project activities developed a first draft of
policy recommendations with system leadership.
Montana similarly identified consistent policies as
a first step toward promoting more robust insti-
tutional offerings of PLA, including portfolio as-
sessment, and it is on a similar schedule for pre-
senting policy recommendation for the system’s
consideration.

These results demonstrate that progress has been
made during the duration of this project but also —
and perhaps more importantly — they demonstrate
the momentum that these state systems have built,
which will likely result in continued expansion of PLA
offerings and more students using PLA in the years
to come.
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LESSONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

This project’s participating state systems and
the CAEL technical assistance staff have expressed
a number of key lessons learned through their ef-
forts to promote statewide PLA adoption that could
be useful for other states seeking to engage in sim-
ilar initiatives. The primary lessons that stakehold-
ers have identified fall within the following gener-
al categories: timing and sequence considerations,
the importance of planning and leveraging external
resources, and the need to actively involve all key
stakeholders.

Timing and Sequencing

e Acknowledge that the process takes time. The
first step in encouraging greater adoption of PLA
is one of education, and that can take some time.
As noted by one of the Ohio system leaders, “You
have to spend a lot of time de-mythologizing
PLA.” One of Texas A&M’s system leaders simi-
larly noted that “it takes time to build trust in
the idea that the role of granting credit is done
by someone else.” It may take as long as 18-24
months just to get all of the institutions and in-
dividual stakeholders on board and to develop
common policies. The educational needs will vary
by institution, since some institutions may have
strong PLA program already in place while others
may not have much of a PLA history. But before
system-wide policy discussion can happen, every
campus needs to have a basic awareness and un-
derstanding of PLA practices.

e Address PLAin general first, before any specific
methods or tools. Efforts to promote awareness
and acceptance of PLA benefit greatly from an
approach that first introduces the concept of PLA
generally, before delving into its particular com-
ponents or methods. Making sure that everyone
has a base level of understanding of PLA, and
addressing any questions or concerns, is an im-
portant step for fostering understanding and ac-
ceptance of specific methods, such as portfolio
assessment.

€ > CAEL

e Acknowledge the various levels of professional

development that are needed. It can be help-
ful to offer introductory awareness-level train-
ings and information sessions as a primer for
faculty and staff who are unfamiliar with PLA.
Additionally, it is important to recognize the need
for ongoing access to training and professional
development as new stakeholders are incorporat-
ed into the process. Creating recorded and re-us-
able training materials is one way to make sure
that these opportunities remain available.

Planning and Building

Understand the landscape first. Lead staff from
each state noted that having data on what each
college currently offers in terms of PLA provided
a useful starting point from which to develop a
comprehensive strategy. However, surveying in-
stitutions on PLA did have some challenges in that
PLA is often implemented in a decentralized way;
it may not always be clear who should complete
the survey at any given institution. It may be use-
ful to start with general discussions about PLA
with representatives of individual institutions to
get a better sense of who might be the best per-
son to report on specific practices.

Offer a starting point, use existing resources,
and provide concrete examples. As systems
work to develop recommendations for consisten-
cy in PLA policies and practices, they can benefit
from a wide range of existing frameworks, tem-
plates, and tools that other states and systems
have developed as well as recommendations from
organizations that have significant expertise in
these areas, such as CAEL, American Council on
Education (ACE), and the National College Credit
Recommendation Service (NCCRS). An Ohio sys-
tem leader, for example, emphasized the value
of learning about concrete examples for expand-
ing PLA within traditional institutions. Similarly,
one of the system leaders in Montana noted that
other states’ policy manuals helped to inform
the system’s efforts to develop their own policy
guidebook.

Linking Learning and Work | www.cael.org




Tie PLA (and solutions like LearningCounts) to
existing programs or initiatives. The success of
the A&M-Texarkana LearningCounts pilot suggests
that embedding PLA within an existing degree
program can be an effective way to advance PLA.
Similarly, Montana is exploring how to link PLA
to special student success initiatives as a way to
help advance understanding of what PLA is and
how it might benefit various student populations.
It can be challenging for an institution to make
PLA a priority if it is an isolated strategy or offer-
ing. Connecting PLA to something larger may be a
good way to get PLA launched.

Enlist expertise and devote resources to data
tracking. The progress of these three state sys-
tems’ PLA adoption efforts have highlighted the
increasing need that many institutions and sys-
tems have for assistance with issues related to
tracking student and institutional PLA data.
Knowing how many students are using PLA, how
many credits they are earning, and what meth-
ods they are using can help institutions and sys-
tems better understand how to focus internal
resources.

Engaging Key Stakeholders

©The Council for Adult & Experiential Learning, 2015

Engage key stakeholders at all levels. A compre-
hensive PLA strategy must incorporate the unique
viewpoints from a wide range of stakeholders,
including faculty, advising staff, registrars, and
other administrators. This not only ensures buy-in
throughout the institution but also makes certain
that recommendations for policies and practic-
es are informed by a broad range of institution-
al expertise. Having everyone on board with PLA
will also help support greater student use of PLA
since more students will learn about these op-
tions throughout their academic life cycle.

Train academic advisors well. Advisors need to
know about PLA partly to be able to promote it
to students. In addition, students need to have
confidence that the credit they earn through PLA
will count towards their degree. Advisors play an
important role in making sure that the PLA credit

pursued is not an excess credit the student’s de-
gree program will allow the PLA credit to count
towards that particular degree.

Make sure to prioritize faculty buy-in at all
stages. It is important to establish an early and
continual channel of communication with faculty
in order to keep them apprised of new develop-
ments and ensure their buy-in as initiatives take
shape. As a Montana system leader noted, “If the
faculty resist, the initiative will fail.” Working to
involve the faculty has been an important strate-
gy in that state. Now, in Montana, the faculty are
engaged in discussions for drafting system-wide
PLA guidelines and are asking for even more time
to work together to provide input to the process.
Other project participants observed that when
faculty see examples of students who have pro-
duced high-quality work to demonstrate their pri-
or learning, they will become more engaged.

Start with external experts to launch an initia-
tive, but begin from day one to identify inter-
nal champions who can lead from within. When
first launching a system-wide PLA initiative, it
will be important to draw on PLA resources that
are available online and, if funding permits, out-
side PLA experts and process facilitators. The
three systems in this project found it valuable to
access the expertise of CAEL as part of the over-
all strategy to advance PLA. Eventually, however,
successful implementation may depend on find-
ing PLA champions within each institution.

Given that PLA practices often vary significant-
ly between individual institutions in any state
system, the most appropriate person to lead a
PLA initiative may have varying job titles from
institution to institution or come from differ-
ent departments depending on the institutional
context. In the Texas A&M system, for example,
the PLA champion at A&M Texarkana was a fac-
ulty member/program coordinator; her enthu-
siasm for PLA resulted in the development of
a degree-based portfolio assessment strategy
through LearningCounts and a high degree of of
student engagement. Similarly, in Montana, one
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faculty leader was an important advocate; orig-
inally somewhat skeptical of PLA, after learning
more about it, he became the biggest advocate
and helped to bring other faculty members on
board. The internal champion, says one Texas
A&M system leader, is probably not going to be
the chancellor, president, or provost, but rath-
er is more likely to be someone “closer to the
ground.”

Facilitate change from the top-down and from
the bottom-up. The PLA adoption effort must
establish a comfortable balance between sys-
tem-wide consistency and institutional academic
autonomy. Visible and active leadership at the
system level sends a message that PLA is valued
and important, yet policy is and put into practice
at the institutional level. The Texas A&M System
has emphasized the bottom-up approach in its
policy development activities, where select cam-
puses are leading the effort to refine the draft
recommendations that will then be presented to
system leadership.

Leverage peer learning strategies. One strat-
egy that has proven effective in ensuring that
stakeholder’s views and concerns are addressed

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

is the development of a learning community or
peer mentoring system. For example, Texas A&M
System is establishing peer mentoring relation-
ships among system institutions, which they hope
will help institutions share effective strategies
for expanding PLA practices. Similarly, Montana
task force members are using CAEL-developed
PowerPoint presentations to support Lunch
and Learn discussions about PLA at their home
institutions.

Prioritize outreach and messaging strategies.
Efforts to implement PLA activities and enhance
staff and faculty capacity to administer pro-
grams must be paired with effective student
outreach strategies; otherwise, the programs
will not be used. As was demonstrated in CAEL
and Excelencia in Education’s 2014 publication
Random Access: The Latino Student Experience
with Prior Learning Assessment, institutions of-
ten invest time and resources to offer PLA but
do little to make sure that students know about
it (Klein-Collins & Olson, 2014). A successful sys-
tem-wide PLA initiative needs to make sure that
students do not just hear about PLA through word
of mouth.

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

Visible and active leadership

at the system level sends a message

that PLA is valued and important

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo
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CONCLUSION

The efforts of Montana University System, Ohio
Department of Higher Education, and the Texas A&M
University System — as well as other state systems
— to advance PLA adoption system-wide are rep-
resentative of a larger national movement toward
systemic transformations in higher education. As
issues related to degree and credential completion
continue to be a major national focus, shifts and in-
novations, such as PLA, will become an increasing

priority in states across the nation. The progress and
enhancements that these three systems have made
in policies, practices, awareness, and acceptance of
PLA within institutions throughout their systems are
indicative of the direction in which many states, sys-
tems, and postsecondary institutions are moving. It
is likely that in the next several years, we can expect
to see replications and enhancements of this model
and continued transformations across the nation.
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