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Impediments to Institutional Participation 

 The literature on factors impeding institutional participation in PLAR is limited and has 

not previously been synthesized. However, a review of the research suggests that a typology 

similar to Cross’s can be developed to help educators understand the full range of impediments 

facing institutions. Institutions experience at least three types of impediments to offering PLAR: 

structural, conceptual, and contextual.  

 Structural Impediments. Structural impediments are administrative and academic 

policies, practices and conditions (or lack thereof), that impede an institution’s ability to 

undertake PLAR. They include: lack of or inconsistent PLAR policies, procedures and guidelines 

(Raulf, 1992; Topping, 1996); poor integration of PLAR into institutional budget processes 

(Sheckley & Warnet, 1983; Raulf, 1992); slow and bureaucratic PLAR procedures (Smith, 2004; 

Wheelehan et al., 2003); and rigid course and program scheduling mechanisms that diminish 

PLAR’s capacity to save learners time or shorten their programs (Raulf, 1992; Smith, 2004); 

 Impediments also include low awareness among faculty and administrators (Raulf, 1992; 

Topping, 1996); lack of senior level support for the concept of PLAR (Keeton & Tate, 1978); 

resistance from faculty in learning new measurement procedures (Haberstadt, 1986); internal 

conflicts over who should be responsible for conducting assessments (Evans, 1995); inadequate 

planning for assessor remuneration (Harriger, 1991; MacTaggart & Knapp, 1981; Meyer, 1975; 

Wheelehan et al., 2003); and the need to target faculty and staff professional development 

activities (McIntyre, 1981; Smith, 2004). 



 The literature also presents the following impediments: the need to allocate time and 

financial resources to support learners through the process (Dennison, 1995; Smith, 2004); and 

finance research and evaluation (Raulf, 1992). 

 Conceptual Impediments. Conceptual impediments are philosophies, beliefs and attitudes 

(or lack thereof) about adult learning, adult education, and PLAR that impede an institution’s 

ability to undertake PLAR. They include: a lack of theoretical underpinnings on PLAR 

(Topping, 1996); conceptual confusion surrounding the definition of PLAR and its purpose 

(Topping, 1996; Wheelehan et al., 2003; Smith, 2004); doubts that learning which occurs outside 

the sponsorship of an institution can be translated into academic credit (Harriger, 1991; Topping, 

1996; Wolfson, 1996); the destabilizing effect of learning that faculty require additional training 

to conduct appropriate assessments (Halberstadt, 1986); the belief that PLAR threatens faculty 

job security (Fisher, 1991; Halberstadt, 1986); the view that only prior learning that matches the 

exact content of courses and programs should be credited (Harriger, 1991); and the belief that 

PLAR is only appropriate at the undergraduate level (Swiczewicz, 1990; Tate, 1996).  

 Also included are concerns that the quality of PLAR cannot be assured, will lower 

standards, and place institutional credibility at risk (Butler, 1993; Halberstadt, 1986, Harriger, 

1991, Merriam & Brockett, 1997; Preston, 1981; Wheelehan et al., 2003); the belief that 

postsecondary institutions are intended to focus primarily on teaching and learning and only 

secondarily the issuing of credentials (Swiczewicz, 1990); the belief that classroom experience is 

essential to college-level learning (Harriger, 1991; Swiczewicz, 1990; Topping, 1996); concern 

that PLAR sets learners up for subsequent academic failure (Harriger, 1991); the belief that adult 

learners are no different from youth and require no special teaching and learning strategies 



(Topping, 1996); and apathy by faculty and administrators about accommodating the special 

needs of adult learners (Harriger, 1991; Raulf, 1992; Topping, 1996).  

 Contextual Impediments. Contextual impediments are aspects of an institution’s daily 

interface with the external world that impede its ability to undertake PLAR. They include low 

awareness among the public (Wheelehan et al., 2003); resistance from professional bodies and 

workplaces (Smith, 2004); public policy on education and training that ignore PLAR or promote 

other priorities, other institutions that do not support PLAR, and inadequate public funding for 

assessment development, delivery and assessor professional development (Aarts, Blower, Burke, 

Conlin, Ebner-Howarth, et al., 1999; Wheelehan et al., 2003); insufficient authority to generate 

revenues due to government-set tuition caps, fee caps, and funding formulae that discourage 

PLAR delivery (Wheelehan et al., 2003); and government funding policies that cancel student 

financial aid upon successful completion of PLAR (Aarts, Blower, Burke, Conlin, Ebner-

Howarth, et al., 1999). 

 No doubt, there are additional barriers that have not been well documented, such as 

institutional policies that charge learners tuition on top of prior learning assessment fees for 

courses in which PLAR is undertaken (Aarts, Blower, Burke, Conlin, Ebner-Howarth, et al., 

1999; Raulf, 1992).  

 The above research demonstrates that PLAR impediments facing adult learners and 

institutional barriers are multi-dimensional. Further research on these factors, as well as 

comparative research on the factors affecting participation in adult education in general, would 

be valuable contributions to the research in both fields.  

Lack of Understanding of Conceptual Links to Adult Education 



 In an evaluation of the link between APEL and lifelong learning, N. Evans (1988) makes 

the point that the need to understand how people learn, reason, and solve problems is 

fundamental to recognizing the need for APEL systems, yet the search for educational theory 

expressly related to APEL is still in its infancy. The theoretical foundations of PLAR are 

underdeveloped, perhaps in part because its introduction into postsecondary education has been 

influenced as much by public policy as pedagogy. In a study of perceptions and expectations of 

prior learning assessment, Topping (1996) expresses concern that he found little theoretical 

content in his review of the literature on prior learning assessment. His concern is shared by 

Harris (2000), who notes in her study of the accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL) 

in Great Britain that there is “little APEL literature that explains or theorizes the practice and 

even less that problematizes existing theorizations” (p. 1). Raulf (1992) also observes that the 

Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) publications and standards upon which 

many PLA practitioners rely, have a weak theoretical base. 

 These views pose no surprise to researchers who share the perspective of Plecas and Sork 

who concluded in 1986 that adult education literature in general is missing two fundamental 

functions of an emerging discipline – cumulative knowledge and theory building. They note that 

there is no evidence that adult educators have made a concerted effort on any sizeable scale to 

use theory and research to create consolidated theoretical models. Their findings echoed Boshier 

(1980), who argued almost 25 years ago that adult educators were “overly diffident” about the 

theory-building process and so unsure of the grounding of existing research that they fail to build 

on each other’s work.  

 Although theory building has increased in recent years, particularly in the areas of learner 

motivation and participation, Oglesby (1997) also contends that adult education as a field needs 



more research in the area of theory building as well as more systematic dissemination. He points 

to “many worthwhile small-scale projects such as postgraduate dissertations” that “remain 

inaccessibly locked in library store-rooms.” (p.4). The research component of my literature 

review on PLAR had similar findings. Even though more than 20 doctoral dissertations on PLAR 

were reviewed during the preparation of this thesis, very few are mentioned in mainstream 

literature sources. A question which arises from an acknowledgement of this gap in PLAR 

research is: given the conceptual impediments to PLAR growth noted in this literature review, 

would a stronger theoretical grounding contribute to PLAR’s credibility and therefore 

understanding and acceptability among adult educators, particularly those at universities and 

colleges? The following model attempts to address the research gap by presenting beliefs and 

theoretical perspectives that are conducive to PLAR, and by identifying methods and tools, and 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes of practitioners that align with those beliefs and perspectives. 


