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Key Highlights of this Brief
The American Association of Collegiate Registrars 
and Admissions Officers (AACRAO) surveyed member 
institutions to better understand institutional policies 
and practices related to prior learning assessment (PLA).

 Eight out of 10 U.S. institutions offer one or more PLA 
options to students.

 Of those, more than one-third have increased their PLA 
offerings in the last three years.

 More than half charge a fee for one or more types of 
PLA, and few offer financial aid to offset the fee.

 A majority will not accept PLA in transfer.

This brief is one part of a broad landscape analysis focused 
on policy and practice issues related to the recognition of 
prior learning and is published by the Western Interstate 
Commission for Higher Education, with funding from Lumina 
Foundation and Strada Education Network. The landscape 
analysis focuses on issues arising in the practice of the 
recognition of prior learning, policies that encourage or limit 
its adoption, and key research needs and future directions 
for the field. To see the full series of briefs, as well as original 
research completed by the Council for Adult and Experiential 
Learning on the outcomes of PLA recipients, please visit 
wiche.edu/recognition-of-learning/. 

 The more selective an institution is, the less likely it is to 
offer PLA; small and rural-distant institutions are also 
less likely to offer PLA.

 Fewer than one-third of institutions track PLA data over 
time and it is rarely tracked at the student level (making 
it difficult to identify any potential equity issues).

 About one-third of survey respondents agree that there 
are institutional policies and/or practices that make it 
difficult for some students to have their prior learing 
recognized.

AACRAO also fielded a student survey to understand 
student perspectives on PLA. Noteworthy results 
include:

 Students’ experiences with PLA at their campuses 
demonstrate that there are many pathways for earning 
credit for college-level acquired through work or life 
experiences and that most who try are successful in 
doing so.

 A quarter who earned PLA credit indicated that PLA 
credit “made it possible to complete a degree/program 
they otherwise would not have”.

 Students also save time and money when they are given 
credit for prior learning.

http://aacrao.org
http://aacrao.org
http://luminafoundation.org
http://luminafoundation.org
http://stradaeducation.org
http://cael.org
http://cael.org
http://wiche.edu/recognition-of-learning/
http://aacrao.org
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Introduction
The American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers (AACRAO) has a longstanding interest 
in (a) understanding if and how institutions evaluate and 
award academic credit for prior learning and (b) using that 
understanding to serve as a professional development 
resource to help individuals and institutions adopt leading 
practices and policies for prior learning assessment (PLA) 
that are driven by student success. Registrars oversee 
the practice of how credits are recorded in the academic 
record and how these credits apply toward educational 
credentials. Registrars are also often at the forefront of 
helping to shape institutional policies related to PLA. 

The effective application and understanding of PLA is one 
of AACRAO’s stated core professional proficiencies for 
academic records professionals.1 This proficiency has been 
defined by AACRAO to include the following knowledge, 
skills, and ethical professional requirements:

The effective application and understanding of PLA is one 
of AACRAO’s stated core professional proficiencies for 
academic records professionals.1 This proficiency has been 
defined by AACRAO to include the following knowledge, 
skills, and ethical professional requirements:

	z Content knowledge requirements: 
Knowledge of institutional catalog and degree 
pathways; knowledge of national best practices on 
the assessment of prior learning; knowledge and 
understanding of the Joint Statement on Transfer 
Credit, the AACRAO Transfer Student Bill of Rights, the 
AACRAO Institutional Bill of Rights and Responsibilities, 
AACRAO’s Guide to Best Practices: Awarding Transfer 
and Prior Learning Credit, the American Council on 
Education (ACE) National Guide, the ACE Military 
Guide, and common sources of credit for prior 
learning (CPL) including College-Level Examination 
Program (CLEP), Advanced Placement (AP), and 
International Baccalaureate (IB); familiarity with the 
Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) and 
other national CPL organizations; and experience with 
academic programs, degree and general education 
requirements, course articulation, and degree audit 
systems.

	z Skill requirements: Excellent skills in research, 
critical thinking, and analysis; attention to detail and 
documentation; deep understanding of curriculum 
and program outcomes; ability to exercise judgment 

and find solutions to complex problems; strong 
communication and project management skills; 
technical facility to work in degree audit and curricular 
management systems; and ability to develop and 
maintain effective collaborative working relationships 
with others.

	z Ethical requirements: Commitment to 
consistency, equity, and fairness in application of 
policies to serve the best interests of the student, 
and current knowledge of PLA best practices and 
organizations.

AACRAO’s membership also maintains an ongoing interest 
in understanding PLA practices and policies because 
the registrar’s office (or institutional equivalent) on a 
campus is typically the unit in charge of enforcing policy, 
awarding credit, and recording credit on a student’s official 
transcript. The transcript is the official source of record 
for course and credit content used by other units in the 
institution, such as financial aid and advising, and as such, 
it is imperative that those responsible for its content are 
engaged in PLA at the institution. 

As a result of this ongoing interest in PLA, in 2019 AACRAO 
partnered with the Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education (WICHE) to undertake research to better 
understand the current landscape around PLA within the 
registrar’s purview and from the student perspective. This 
report highlights the findings from both initiatives.

Definitions
	z Prior learning assessment (PLA), also known as 

the evaluation of prior learning: The assessment 
and awarding of institutional credit for college-level 
learning acquired through work or life experiences, 
which may include college-level coursework 
equivalencies taken prior to high school graduation, 
work or life experiences (including military training and 
service), national or institutional examinations, or an 
alternative demonstration of college-level knowledge 
and competencies. 

	z Individualized assessment: A portfolio of learning 
that was acquired through work or life experiences 
and noncredit learning for faculty with subject matter 
expertise to assess and determine the amount of 
credit to be awarded. This assessment may also be 
in the form of a skill simulation/demonstration or an 
interview.

https://www.aacrao.org/
https://www.aacrao.org/
http://www.wiche.edu
http://www.wiche.edu
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	z Faculty-developed challenge exam: Allows a 
student to earn credit for a specific course by taking a 
comprehensive examination.  

	z Standardized examination: Includes Advanced 
Placement (AP), College-Level Examination 
Program (CLEP) exams, International Baccalaureate 
(IB), Excelsior exams (UExcel), DANTES Subject 
Standardized Tests (DSST), and others.2

	z Evaluation of non-college programs: 
Includes American Council on Education (ACE) 
recommendations, National College Credit 
Recommendation Service (NCCRS), military credit, and 
corporate programs.

Earlier AACRAO PLA Research 
AACRAO regularly surveys its members on institutional PLA 
practices and policies with iterations held in 2014, 2015, 
and 2017. The 2019 survey was the first to be conducted in 
conjunction with WICHE, but in all instances, CAEL content 
was used to help shape the content of the survey. 

AACRAO’s December 2014 60-Second Survey focused on 
PLA options associated with adult learners.3 This survey 
was designed to capture a snapshot of PLA practices 
(excluding AP and IB credit) in under a minute and resulted 
in responses primarily (94 percent) from institutions in the 
United States. Of the 966 institutions that responded to 
the survey, 83 percent indicated that they accept PLA in 
one format or another. 

In 2015, registrars at U.S. institutions were queried on 
PLA practices as part of a larger survey on academic 
record and transcript practices. The results of this survey 
were published as a standalone report and used to help 
develop practice recommendations for the AACRAO 2016 
Academic Record and Transcript Guide.4 In this survey, 88 
percent of institutions reported awarding credit for prior 
learning. As a result, AACRAO formed the recommendation 
that PLA credits should be recorded as transfer credit 
with an informative identifier in the student’s academic 
record, regardless of the way in which the PLA was earned. 
The AACRAO 2020 Academic Record and Transcript Guide 
maintains the same practice recommendation.

Finally, in May 2017, AACRAO members were sent a 
60-Second Survey on transfer credit policy, including 
one question about PLA.5 Less than half of respondents 
reported that their institution’s transfer policy explicitly 
addresses how PLA is treated in transfer. 

AACRAO PLA Research and 
Recommendations
In 2019, AACRAO member institutions in the U.S. that 
serve undergraduate students were invited to complete 
a comprehensive survey containing both fixed responses 
and open-ended questions. The survey was intended to 
capture both descriptive data on institutional PLA practices 
and policies, as well as the opinion of the respondent 
on equity, access, and whether or not data are used to 
understand PLA’s impact on student success. It contained 
two branches: one for institutions that use PLA and one 
for those that do not.6 In addition to the undergraduate-
serving institutions, over 1,000 current college students 
were surveyed on their experiences with PLA. Their 
responses are included in this report, starting on page 12. 
For more detailed analysis of the student data, see the 
brief written by WICHE, PLA from the Student’s Perspective: 
Lessons Learned from Survey and Interview Data.  
 

2019 Research Questions
	z What are the current institutional policies and 

practices for two- and four-year institutions 
around tracking PLA credits on student 
transcripts and in institution information 
systems? 

	z Are there any issues of equity associated with 
the application and availability of PLA across the 
student populations served?

	z How are data used to understand the 
institutional challenges and successes in the use 
of PLA, if at all?

	z What level of familiarity do students have with 
earning credit for college-level learning acquired 
through work or life experiences?

	z What experiences are students using to try and 
obtain PLA credit and what level of success do 
they have in earning credit?

	z Are there differences in the percentage of 
students who earn PLA credit based on 
demographic characteristics or type of institution 
attended?

	z How, if at all, has credit earned through PLA 
impacted students’ post-secondary experience?
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Institutional Results
Over 400 (n=458) U.S. undergraduate, degree-granting 
institutions participated in the survey. This sample 
population was compared to the overall population of 
institutions on several variables, summarized below and 
provided in detail in Appendix A. These comparisons 
help frame the generalizability of the survey data across 
institutional characteristics.

	z Four-year institutions are more heavily represented 
compared to their share of higher education 
institutions overall (74 percent and 66 percent, 
respectively) and two-year institutions are somewhat 
underrepresented among respondents (26 percent 
compared to 33 percent overall). 

	z Public institutions are more heavily represented (50 
percent in sample and 30 percent overall). 

	z Midwestern institutions participated at a higher rate 
than institutions from other regions; the West was the 
most underrepresented.

	z The sample reflects the overall prevalence of 
minority-serving institutions but does not fully reflect 
underrepresented student attendance patterns (e.g., 
distribution throughout the country or across level of 
institutions).

	z Open-access and less selective institutions are 
underrepresented.   

In the context of this brief, the term “statistically” 
means there is a statistically significant difference 
from the mean as measured by a Chi-Squared test 
unless otherwise stated. If the term statistically is 
not used to describe a difference, then the value is 
different descriptively but not statistically.

Summary of Key Findings
	z 79 percent of surveyed institutions in the U.S. offer 

one or more PLA option to students.

• Standardized exams are recognized by 93 percent 
of these institutions.

	z Institutions in rural areas are statistically less likely 
than other locales to offer PLA.7 

	z Institutions with an enrollment under 1,000 are 
statistically less likely than other locales to offer PLA.

	z The more selective an institution is, the less likely it is 
to offer PLA. 

	z 71 percent of institutions offer PLA at the bachelor’s 
level, and 67 percent offer it at the associate level.

• Reasons for offering PLA options include:

 – to attract students 
 – to assist students in getting the credit they 
    deserve 
 – to improve degree completion/student success 
 – to reduce students’ costs and time to degree

	z 38 percent of institutions have increased their PLA 
offerings in the last three years.

	z 60 percent charge a fee for one or more types of PLA, 
and few offer financial aid to offset the fee.

	z 65 percent will not accept PLA in transfer (evaluated 
by another institution).

	z Institutional culture and a perceived lack of academic 
rigor in PLA options are among the reasons listed by 
non-PLA institutions as reasons for not offering PLA.

	z Less than one-third of institutions that offer PLA track 
PLA data over time. 

• Even fewer institutions collect and analyze 
student demographic level data related to PLA 
and, as such, few understand how students are 
either well served or underserved. This makes it 
difficult to identify any issues with inequities. 

	z About one-third agree that there are institutional 
policies and/or practices that make it more difficult for 
some students to have their prior learning recognized.

Institutions with PLA Practice and Policy
Nearly 8 in 10 institutions offer one or more types of PLA. 
Although the effect size is small,8 it is also statistically more 
likely for public and/or lower-division-only institutions 
to offer PLA. The self-reported institutional reasons 
for offering PLA can be distilled to four themes, in no 
particular order: 1) attracting students, 2) assisting 
students with getting the credit they deserve, 3) improving 
degree completion/student success, and 4) reducing 
student costs and time to degree.
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PLA Credential Level, Category, and Applicability

The majority of institutions allow PLA to be applied to more 
than one type of educational credential (see Figures 1 
and 2). Many of the institutions report accepting multiple 
categories of PLA. Standardized exams are the most 
commonly accepted method of PLA. Appendix B contains 
the types of assessments in use within each of the PLA 
categories listed in Figure 2. 

For those institutions with three or more years of 
experience with PLA, 61 percent have not changed 
their PLA offerings in the last three years, 38 percent 
have increased them, and one institution has reduced 
its use of PLA. The one institution that reduced its PLA 
offerings did so because it discontinued its partnership 
with CAEL’s Learning Counts program. For the 38 percent 
of institutions that have increased their PLA offerings, 
reasons stated include an institutional-level or state-
level effort to do so, increased awareness of PLA among 
students, and changes to policies and procedures that 
have made it easier to earn PLA. At the institutions where 
there has been no change in PLA in the last three years, 
slightly more than half indicated that the institution as a 
whole is not satisfied with that trend and would like to see 
more PLA awarded.  

Several themes emerged from the open-ended responses 
to the question, “Why were the methods expanded?” 
These themes included an expansion of military credit 
acceptance, changes to how AP and IB credits are 
accepted, state or institutional-level initiatives aimed at 
intentionally increasing options to increase completion and 
remove barriers, an attempt to attract more students, and 
an increasing request for PLA from students, especially 
adult students. The reasons for increasing PLA offerings 
are summarized well by this anonymized quote: 

We have to recognize the fact that individuals learn 
outside of the classroom and we are looking for a way 
to match what we are required to do for accreditation 
and what we think meets the same student learning 
outcomes for the program or the courses.

-Anon

In addition to the methods listed in Figure 2, other 
methods used to award PLA include:

	z Documented work experience

	z Special faculty or academic administrator approval

	z Memoranda of understanding (MOUs) with employers

	z Saylor Academy

	z StraighterLine

	z Oral exam

Institutions reported that PLA can be applied across a 
broad spectrum of requirements, and the practice varies 
little by institutional type (see Figure 3 and Table 1 on  
page 6).

Figure 1. PLA Offered by Credential Level

Bachelor’s degree

Associate degree

Credit-based 
certificates

Career and technical 
education

Post-baccalaureate 
certification/program

Adult and continuing 
education

Noncredit programs/
certificates

0% 25% 50% 75%

Figure 2. Categories of PLA

Standardized exams

Evaluation of non-
college education  

and training

Individual 
assessments

Faculty-developed 
exam, not standardized 
at the institutional level

Conversion of 
institutional non 

credit to credit

Other method  
not listed

0% 25% 75% 100%50%
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Fees

More than one-half of institutions (60 percent) charge a fee 
for one or more categories of PLA, and public and/or lower-
division-only institutions are statistically more likely to do 
so.9 The survey prompted those that charge a fee to select 
the type of fee for each PLA category, from the following 
choices: 1) a standardized fee based on credit hours 
awarded to the transcript, 2) a standardized fee based on 
the services performed in the assessment of PLA, 3) variable 
fees based on a number of factors, or 4) no fee for this type 
of PLA (see Table 2). It is more common for institutions to 
charge for standardized exams, individual assessments, and 
faculty developed exams. More than half of institutions do 
not charge a fee for the evaluation of non-college education 
and training, the conversion of institutional noncredit to 
credit, and the other PLA methods not listed in the survey 
response choices. Most institutions do not offer financial aid 
to help offset the PLA fees (see Table 3 on page 7).    

Lower 
Division 

Only
Under-

graduate

Undergraduate, 
graduate and/or 

professional

Elective requirements 93% 91% 95%

General education 
requirements 87% 91% 86%

Major requirements 85% 78% 87%

Satisfying prerequisite 
requirements 80% 83% 77%

Concentration 
requirements 54% 57% 73%

Minor requirements 33% 63% 79%

Institutional residency 
requirements 10% 11% 12%

Table 1. Applicability of PLA to Different Credential 
Requirements by Institution Type

Standardized fee based 
on credit hours awarded 

to the transcript

Standardized fee based on 
the services performed in 

the assessment of PLA
Variable fees based on 

a number of factors
No fee for this 

type of PLA Count

Standardized exams 19% 22% 15% 44% 54

Individual assessments 36% 31% 9% 24% 164

Evaluation of non-college 
education and training 18% 12% 7% 62% 201

Conversion of institutional 
noncredit to credit 12% 19% 5% 65% 43

Faculty-developed exam, 
not standardized at the 
institutional level

48% 30% 6% 17% 122

Other method 18% 6% 18% 59% 17

Table 2. Fees Charged by PLA Category

Figure 3. Applicability of PLA to Different Credential 
Requirements 

0% 25% 75% 100%50%

Elective requirements

General education 
requirements

Major requirements

Satisfying prerequisite 
requirements

Concentration 
requirements

Minor requirements

Institutional residency 
requirements
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Student Awareness

Part of the institution’s PLA sphere of practice is making 
students aware of PLA opportunities. Academic advisors 
and the college catalog are the two most common 
methods of informing students of PLA opportunities, and 
orientation is the least likely source of information (see 
Figure 4).10

Transcript and Academic Record Practices

How credit for PLA is recorded and annotated in a 
student’s academic record may impact how that credit 
is applied toward credential requirements, whether it 
impacts the grade point average, whether it counts as 
residential credit (credit earned at a student’s home 
campus) or transfer credit (credit earned elsewhere), and 
in some instances whether or not a fee is charged for the 
credit. The survey contained several questions about how 
the different PLA options are transcripted, including:

	z whether or not PLA is transcripted

	z whether PLA is recognized as transfer or residential 
credit

	z grading and GPA inclusion, and

	z block or course equivalency credit

For most categories of PLA, the credit is recorded as 
transfer credit on a student’s transcript, with the exception 
of faculty-developed exams, for which credit is more likely 
to be awarded as residential credit (see Table 4). Some 
institutions award PLA credit but do not record it on a 
student’s transcript.  It is unclear from this data how these 
institutions keep track of and apply this credit towards a 
student’s degree since it is not recorded on the transcript. 

Financial 
aid is 

available

Financial 
aid is not 
available Total

Standardized exams 1% 99% 162

Individual assessments 6% 94% 143

Evaluation of non-
college education and 
training

3% 97% 156

Conversion of 
institutional noncredit 
to credit

3% 97% 34

Faculty-developed exam, 
not standardized at the 
institutional level

5% 95% 104

Other method 0% 100% 15

Table 3. Availability of Financial Aid by PLA Category

Through an academic advisor  
at the institution

Through the institution’s catalog

Figure 4. How Students are Made Aware of PLA 
Opportunities 

0% 25% 75%50%

Through information on  
the institution’s website

Through a member of the 
recruitment/admissions staff

Through their veterans 
educational benefits 

representative
Through routine admissions 
communications during the 

enrollment process

Through their high school 
college counselor

At orientation

Other

Transfer 
credit

Residential 
credit

Not recorded 
on the 

transcript Count

Standardized exams 76% 18% 6% 278

Individual 
assessments 54% 39% 7% 180

Evaluation of non-
college education 
and training

70% 21% 9% 256

Conversion of 
institutional 
noncredit to credit

70% 28% 2% 47

Faculty-developed 
exam, not 
standardized at the 
institutional level

40% 53% 7% 136

Table 4. If and/or How PLA is Recorded on the 
Transcript PLA Category
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Many institutions will not accept transfer credit 
recorded on another institution’s transcript if it is clearly 
differentiated from residential credit. Thus, it is more 
advantageous to students who intend to transfer for 
institutions to record PLA credit as residential credit.  

Respondents were asked to provide further details about 
how individualized learning assessments credit was 
documented. Most responded that they assign course 
equivalency credit (see Table 5).

Less than 5 percent of institutions report that they assign 
a grade for PLA credit and include it in the GPA calculation. 
Rather, institutions indicated that they either assign a 
grade but do not include it in the GPA or do not assign a 
grade at all (see Table 6).   

In practice, there are often differences between the 
content of the PLA data stored in the Student Information 
System (SIS) and the data recorded on the transcript; 
that is, some of the PLA data can reside in the SIS but 
not be recorded on the transcript. The survey contained 
questions aimed at capturing these nuances. It is apparent 
from the data that SIS and transcript practices vary 
considerably among institutions (see Tables 7 and 8). Only 
one-quarter of respondents reported linking the PLA data 
back to student demographic data; and no one type, size, 
or control of institution is more or less likely to do so.  

Grade 
assigned 

and 
included in 

institutional 
GPA

Grade 
assigned 
but not 

included in 
institutional 

GPA

No grade 
assigned; 

other 
outcome 

noted Count

Standardized 
exams 2% 44% 54% 276

Individual 
assessments 2% 46% 52% 214

Evaluation of non-
college education 
and training

2% 43% 55% 249

Conversion of 
institutional 
noncredit to credit

3% 34% 62% 157

Faculty-developed 
exam, not 
standardized at 
the institutional 
level

8% 40% 52% 196

Table 6. Grade Practices by Category of PLA

On the 
transcript 

and 
recorded in 

the SIS

Recorded 
in the SIS, 
not on the 
transcript

Not 
recorded 
in either 

the 
transcript 
or in the 

SIS Count

Course subject 
equivalent 82% 15% 4% 275

Course number 
equivalent 79% 16% 5% 275

Number of prior 
learning credits 
attempted

27% 12% 61% 262

Number of prior 
learning credits 
earned

83% 6% 11% 273

Source of learning 
identified 54% 18% 27% 267

Date earned 45% 26% 29% 265

Date posted to 
transcript 40% 37% 23% 267

Explanatory notes 6% 26% 68% 251

Table 7. Comparison Between SIS and Transcript 
Academic Record Practices

Recorded
Not 

recorded Count

PLA method and 
category identified 73% 27% 270

CIP code 25% 75% 259

How the learning applies 
toward the degree 67% 33% 272

Source of learning (e.g., 
employer, military, 
institution)

76% 24% 273

Link to student 
demographic data 25% 75% 261

Learning outcomes 
demonstrated 20% 80% 263

Table 8. Additional SIS PLA Data Practices

Course 
equivalency 

credit
Block 
credit

Other type 
of credit Count

Portfolio 
assessment 89% 6% 4% 178

Skill simulation 87% 3% 10% 30

Skill 
demonstration 81% 6% 13% 48

Interview-based 
assessment 82% 6% 12% 49

Table 5. Type of Credit Assigned to Individualized 
Learning Assessments
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Technology and Staffing

Several questions in the survey targeted technology used 
to support PLA and staffing levels associated with PLA. 
The type and breadth of technology used to support PLA 
affects the ability to measure the impact of PLA on student 
success. Almost all respondents reported using the SIS 
to support PLA, but less than one-quarter use other 
technology, such as a reporting system or data warehouse 
(see Figure 5).

When asked about the number of full-time-equivalent 
employees (FTE) who support PLA, respondents were 
given the parameters that this was not meant to capture 
just those individuals who support PLA full time but any 
faculty, staff, or administrator who supports PLA over the 
course of a year. With this context in mind, nearly one-
third of respondents report less than one FTE for PLA, and 
one-third have between two and four FTE (see Figure 6). 

Those who selected “more than 10 FTE” were prompted 
to indicate the number of employees; the 16 respondents 
indicated a range from 11 to 500 employees.

Two-thirds of respondents agree that the number of FTE 
assigned to support PLA at their institution is sufficient to 
support the volume of PLA requests from students. Most 
also agree that staff associated with PLA are sufficiently 
trained for their functions. Among those who find that 
staffing is insufficient, some would like more staff to speed 
up processing and expand offerings, with the intent of 
increasing the number of students who take advantage of 
PLA. 

Use of Data and Reporting Practices

In the aggregate, just 32 percent of respondents reported 
tracking any data related to PLA over time. Public 
institutions are statistically most likely to do so and private 
not-for-profits are statistically less likely to track data 
related to PLA.11 Institution size is also statistically related 
to whether or not data are used to track PLA over time; 
institutions with under 1,000 students are less likely to 
do so and institutions with 10,000+ or more students are 
more likely to track PLA data.12 Among those that collect 
data, more than half report an increase in the recognition 
of prior learning, 5 percent report a decrease, and 45 
percent report no change. 

Institutions Without PLA Practice and 
Policy
PLA is not available to students at 21 percent of the 458 
institutions that participated in this survey. Among non-
PLA participating institutions, 20 percent reported that 
their institution has engaged in PLA at some point in the 
past but has ended the practice. Although the sample size 
is small, nearly one-half of these respondents reported 
that they are considering re-engaging in PLA again. 
Among those that have never used PLA, only 11 percent 
are considering it. Among these, PLA options under 
consideration from most to least interested include the 
evaluation of non-college education and training, individual 
assessments, standardized exams, faculty-developed 
exams, and conversion of institutional noncredit to credit. 
Reasons provided for not using PLA include lacking an 
institutional culture to do so, perceptions of a lack of rigor, 
and a lack of interest expressed by students.  

Figure 5. Technology Used to Support PLA

Student information 
system

Reporting system

Data warehouse

Learning management 
system

Content management 
system

Statistical analysis 
solution

0% 25% 75% 100%50%

Figure 6. Approximate Number of FTE Employees 
Involved in the Evaluation of PLA on an Annual Basis

29%

18%34%

8%
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Less than 1 FTE
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8-10 FTE

More than 10 FTE



10 RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Institutions with one or more of these characteristics are 
statistically less likely to offer PLA options to students: 
small, identified as rural-distant by IPEDS locale, 
private not-for-profit, or admitting 49 percent or fewer 
applicants.13 However, the effect size associated with the 
differences is small. 

Institutional Barriers to PLA and 
Perspectives on Equitable Access
Institutions that have both policies and practices in place 
to accept PLA were asked about which students are least 
and best served, the conditions needed to expand PLA, 
and current institutional barriers in the application of PLA. 
The collective responses have been distilled below in an 
effort to bring particular attention to issues of equity and 
access.

Some of the survey questions focused on institutional 
policies and practices that make it more difficult for 
some students to have their prior learning experience 
recognized. The descriptions of the problematic policies 
and practices have been grouped into the following 
categories:

	z The amount of work required of a student to get their 
prior experiences evaluated

	z Limits on course applicability

	z Limits on both AP and IB applicability specifically

	z Lack of faculty buy-in of the value and academic rigor 
equivalency associated with PLA

	z Lack of student awareness and difficulty in explaining 
it to them

	z Lack of a clear PLA policy and practice at the 
institution

	z Institutional inexperience in awarding PLA

	z Lack of manpower at the institution to complete the 
PLA 

In addition, most institutions report that their policies 
limit the credits that can be earned through PLA in one or 
more of the following ways:

	z Setting a maximum number of semester credit hours  
that can be earned by PLA 

	z Setting a maximum percentage of semester credit 
hours that can be applied towards a credential

	z Limiting what the credit can be used for within the 
education credential completion requirements 

	z Not accepting PLA credits in transfer (evaluated by 
another institution) or limiting the acceptance of those 
credits to specific conditions

Roughly one-quarter of institutions do not have a policy 
that sets the maximum credit hour limit that can be earned 
through PLA, and 13 percent of institutions set both a 
maximum percentage and a maximum number of credit 
hours (see Figure 7). Of the remaining, 44 percent only set 
a maximum number of credits which can be earned by 
PLA, and 17 percent set a maximum percentage of credits 
towards a degree requirement. 

The maximum number of credit hours that can be earned 
through PLA varies considerably, with no practice trend 
(e.g., a semester-based number of credit hours) visible in 
the data (see Figure 8 on page 11). Twenty respondents 
provided a semester credit hour limit related to the answer 
choice “other maximum number,” with the limit values 
ranging from 12 to 68 semester credit hours. Among those 
institutions that set a maximum percentage of degree 
requirement which can be earned by PLA, more than half 
set the limit between 25 percent and 74 percent of the 
degree (see Figure 9 on page 11).14 

Additional policy factors that impact the maximum number 
of PLA semester credit hours include the source, type, 
credential level, transfer credit limits, and course level 
of the credit (e.g., lower-division, upper-division). Among 
the institutions that limit PLA semester credit hours by 
credential and/or major, most indicate that the limit applies 
to all majors and credential levels. Some institutions 
differentiate and set limits within the institution by any, 
all, or some combination of the following: departmental 
preferences, credential level (i.e., certificate, associate, 

Figure 7. PLA Credit Limit Policies
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bachelor’s), and major type (e.g., public safety, criminal 
justice).  

Some institutions reported that state regulations, transfer 
limit policy, and residency credit hour requirement 
policies also shape the maximum percentage of semester 
credit hours that could be earned through PLA at their 
institutions. 

Nearly two-thirds (65 percent) of institutions will not 
recognize another institution’s evaluation of PLA in 
transfer, 8 percent will do so, and 26 percent will do 
so only under certain conditions. Lower-division-only 
institutions are statistically more likely to accept PLA in 
transfer than undergraduate-only or undergraduate 
comprehensive institutions. Private institutions are also 
less likely than public institutions to accept PLA in transfer. 
Figure 10 details the conditions that must be met for 
those institutions that conditionally accept PLA in transfer; 
Appendix C contains the other conditions provided by 
respondents.

Adding to the policy limits described above, essentially half 
(48 percent) of the institutions’ PLA policies do not have 
a provision for a student to appeal the PLA evaluation 
decision. All of the limitations in the acceptability and/or 
applicability of PLA included above may have a negative 
impact on time to degree and cost of degree. Further 
research is needed to determine the extent of either of 
these possible negative consequences of current PLA 
practice.

Respondents were asked what they perceived as the 
characteristics and circumstances of students most 
likely to be able to take advantage of PLA. Several 
common characteristics and circumstances were listed: 
“academically prepared,” “adult students,” “active military,” 
“middle to upper socioeconomic status,” “recent high 
school graduates with AP and IB coursework,” “returning 
adult students,” and “veterans.”
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About one-third of those respondents at institutions 
that have PLA agreed that there are institutional policies 
and/or practices that make it more difficult for some 
students to have their prior learning recognized. Over 20 
percent of the respondents agreed that institutional fees 
associated with PLA are a barrier for some students. This 
group of respondents indicated that minority, economically 
disadvantaged students, and/or Pell recipients are more 
likely to be negatively impacted by fees.

The percentage of institutions that have access to 
student-level PLA data for analysis is small. Only 34 
respondents answered the question about whether PLA 
data are tracked in a way to support student demographic 
level reporting; of these, 56 percent responded that they 
do. Even fewer answered detailed questions about how 
well different student populations are served. Given that 
this sample is small, the opinion data included in Table 
9 are viewed as anecdotal and, as such, conclusions 
about service to different student populations cannot be 
garnered. With those caveats in mind, the few that collect 
and examine data at this level believe that no student 
group is underserved by PLA.

In addition, among those who have sufficient access to 
student level data configured in a manner that enables 
them to draw conclusions, several noted that students 
who are able to take advantage of PLA are more likely to 
complete their degree than other students, while others 
remarked there was no impact on completion among PLA 
recipients.

Student Experiences with and 
Perceptions of PLA
After gaining an understanding of institutional practice 
with PLA, we wanted to learn from students about their 
experiences with PLA. This survey was deployed to a 
national sample of current college students. 
 

Student Survey Sample 
1,184 current college students responded to the 
survey. Gender representation mirrors that of 
higher education enrollment in the United States: 
55 percent were female, 43 percent were male, and 
1.6 percent preferred not to self-identify. Fifty-five 
percent of the respondents were under 25 years 
old, 32 percent were between 25 and 34 years old, 
and 13 percent were 35 years old or older.  Only 17 
percent identified as Hispanic or Latino, 71 percent 
identified as White, 18 percent identified as Black, 
8 percent identified as Asian, 5 percent identified 
as American Indian/Alaska Native, and less than 1 
percent identified as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific 
Islander (students were encouraged to check all the 
ethnicities with which they identify).

Key Findings
	z A quarter who earned PLA credit indicated that 

PLA credit “made it possible for them to complete a 
degree/program they otherwise would not have.”

	z Two-thirds of students selected “shortening the time 
to their degree” as a benefit to earning credit for prior 
learning.

	z Half of students indicated that this opportunity has 
reduced the cost of their degree.

	z Most students are aware that they can seek academic 
credit for college-level learning acquired through work 
or life experiences outside of the classroom but about 
a third chose not to pursue it.

	z At the time of this survey, 60 percent of students 
had completed their attempts to earn credit through 
PLA; of these, 90 percent were successful in earning 
credits.

Well-
served Served

Under-
served Unknown* Total

American Indian/ 
Alaska Native 8% 15% 15% 62% 13

Asian 29% 14% 7% 50% 14

Black/African American 7% 20% 20% 53% 15

Native Hawaiian/ 
Other Pacific Islander 14% 14% 14% 57% 14

White 27% 27% 0% 47% 15

Hispanic/Latino 13% 20% 13% 53% 15

Male 20% 33% 0% 47% 15

Female 21% 29% 0% 50% 14

Military association 27% 13% 13% 47% 15

Pell recipient 13% 33% 0% 53% 15

Table 9. Opinion on How Well Different Student 
Populations are Served by PLA at the Institution

* Data not analyzed on this variable.
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	z Individual connections appear to be the most 
important factor in how students learn about the 
opportunity to earn credit.

Most students (62 percent) were enrolled in a four-year 
institution at the time they completed the survey, while 
32 percent were enrolled in a two-year institution. Two-
thirds of the respondents that were enrolled at four-year 
institutions were under the age of 25, while almost two-
thirds of the students that were enrolled in a two-year 
institution were 25 years or older. There was no difference 
in the gender, race, or ethnicity of students across four- 
or two-year institutions. Almost half (43 percent) of all 
the students surveyed have attended more than one 
institution.  

Students identified the type of non-classroom college-
credit-eligible experiences they have had (see Figure 
11). Half have completed an AP or IB course. Half also 
have work experience after high school, and 37 percent 
have volunteer experience after high school. Just over 25 
percent of students surveyed have completed a course or 
program from a non-college provider (such as Microsoft) or 
a professional certificate or license through a non-college 
provider. Only 6 percent indicated that they currently or 
previously have served in the military. Students enrolled 
in a four-year institution are more likely to indicate 
participation in AP and/or IB courses, while students 
enrolled in a two-year institution are more likely to indicate 
work and military experience.

Seventy-eight percent of all students (and 70 percent of 
students without AP and/or IB experience) surveyed are 
aware of the possibility of earning college credit for some 
or all of the experiences they selected.15 Regardless of the 
institution they attended, Asian students are more likely 
to know about the opportunity to earn credit for prior 
learning, while American Indian students are the least 
likely. When asked how they knew about the opportunity 
to earn credit for their prior learning and/or experiences, 
students indicated that individual connections are the 
primary means of learning about PLA (see Figure 12). 
High school college counselors, academic advisors on the 
college campus, other students, and family members were 
the four most commonly cited sources of knowledge. Older 
students and students attending a two-year institution 
primarily learned about PLA from their employer, a 
coworker, and someone in the military at slightly higher 
rates than their peers who were younger and who were 
attending four-year institutions. 

Figure 11. Types of Prior Experiences or Learning 
Outside the Traditional Classroom
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Figure 12. Types of Prior Experiences or Learning 
Outside the Traditional Classroom
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Of the students who were aware they could earn credit 
for learning acquired through life/work experiences, 60 
percent had attempted to get credit and another 12 
percent were in the process of attempting to earn PLA 
credit at the time of this survey. Of those that attempted 
to earn credit, 90 percent received credit. A quarter who 
earned PLA credit indicated that PLA credit “made it 
possible for them to complete a degree/program they 
otherwise would not have.” 16

Asian students were more likely to attempt to earn 
credit, while American Indian and Native Hawaiian/Other 
Pacific Islander students were less likely. A similar pattern 
was found among the students who were successful in 
earning credit for their prior learning. There were no 
distinct differences from the sample averages for other 
populations of students (i.e. Black, White, and Hispanic/
Latino). This finding holds true even when students with AP 
and/or IB experience are filtered out of the sample. 
 

“I want all the credit I can get without paying a ton of 
money.”

 
 
Students selected from the responses proffered the 
ways in which earning credit for their prior learning and 
experiences helped them in school and in their career 
(see Figure 13). Students could select as many options 
as applied to them. The most popular responses were 
related to educational benefits: two-thirds of the students 
who earned credit indicated that the benefits were related 

to shortening the time it took to reach their educational 
goal, one-half of the students indicated this credit reduced 
the cost of their educational pursuits, and 25 percent 
suggested that earning this credit made it possible for 
them to complete a degree/program they otherwise would 
not have completed. More than 16 percent of the students 
indicated that earning this credit benefited them in their 
career (such as getting a job or getting a promotion in 
their current jobs). Students from four-year institutions 
indicated that this credit benefited them in their college 
career more so than their two-year institution peers, while 
students at two-year institutions indicated this credit 
benefited them in their careers more so than their four-
year peers.

Roughly one-third of the students responded that while 
they knew there was the possibility of earning credit for 
their learning acquired through life/work experiences 
and learning outside of the classroom, they chose not 
to attempt to earn credit for prior learning (see Figure 
14). Students selected the reasons why they chose not 
to pursue credit, and the top four reasons are: lack of 
information (26 percent), the money required (21 percent), 
the time required (21 percent), and credit limitations (17 
percent) (i.e. the number of credits, where credits could be 
applied, etc.). 

Figure 14. Reasons Why Students Didn’t Pursue 
Earning Credit for Prior Learning Experiences
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Figure 13. Benefits to Earning Credit for Prior 
Learning
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“I [would have liked] more information about the 
process and what is required. I just am fearful of 
going through a process to be told it doesn’t apply  
[to my degree]”.

 

Students’ experiences with PLA at their campuses 
demonstrate that there are many pathways for earning 
credit for extra-institutional learning, and that most 
who try are successful in doing so. The benefits they 
note—saving money and time—also mirror the benefits 
that institutions note about PLA. Just as a minority of 
institutions indicated there are some barriers to PLA 
on their campuses, including making students aware of 
the option, a small percentage of students shared they 
were not aware of the ability to earn credit for their non-
classroom experiences.17 Almost all who indicated they 
were not aware of the opportunity agreed that if they had 
known about the opportunity to earn credit, they would 
have wanted to try (there was no difference in response 
among four-year or two-year students).   

“I already have one type of certification; it would be 
nice to apply that toward future schooling instead of 
having to take additional classes.”

Closing
This research provides insights related to undergraduate 
prior learning assessment at U.S. degree-granting 
institutions including: 

	z the pervasiveness of PLA at undergraduate serving 
institutions

	z current academic records policy and practice for PLA

	z perceived or quantifiable issues of equity with 
the application and availability of PLA to student 
populations served

	z perceived or quantifiable issues of scalability around 
PLA 

	z how, or if, data are used to understand how the 
application of PLA impacts student success. 

In addition, we heard from students about their 
experiences and perceptions with PLA. More specifically, 
we heard:

	z about the extent to which students have college-level 
learning acquired through work or life experiences in 
areas that could be awarded academic credit

	z how they learn about the possibility of earning credit 
through PLA

	z if they have attempted to earn credit in this way, and if 
so, how successful they have been. 

From the data, we can conclude regarding institutional 
practices that:

	z one or more types of PLA are available at most 
institutions and apply to credentials from non-credit 
programs to a bachelor’s degree, depending on the 
institution

	z credits earned in this manner are generally applicable 
to a wide variety of credential requirements

	z there is an absence of both longitudinal PLA data and 
student-level PLA data at most institutions

	z the absence of institutional data contributes to a 
lack of understanding of the impact PLA has across 
student cohort groups and to student success/degree 
completion

	z there is room to improve institutional policies and 
practices to enable more students to be aware of and 
to take advantage of PLA at their institution
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	z anecdotal data and personal perceptions among 
respondents suggest that students with certain 
characteristics are more readily able to take advantage 
of PLA than others. These include current active 
military, academically gifted high school students, 
adult students, students from advantaged economic 
backgrounds, and returning students.

Overall, students are generally aware of and pleased with 
their experiences earning credit for their college-level 
learning acquired through work or life experiences.

Implications for Practice
As stated at the beginning of this report, the effective 
application and understanding of PLA is one of AACRAO’s 
stated core professional proficiencies for academic records 
professionals. In general, the institutions who shared 
their PLA practices with us have a number of policies and 
practices in place that support PLA in a positive manner 
and in alignment with AACRAO’s recommendations. We 
advocate that institutions offer opportunities for students 
to earn credit for college-level learning acquired through 
work or life experiences, including implementing multiple 
ways to evaluate PLA for course equivalency.  

The practice of differentiating PLA credit on the transcript 
often has negative implications for students who transfer 
from your institution to another: 65 percent of institutions 
do not accept PLA in transfer. Ideally, credit awarded 
for any type of PLA should not be differentiated from 
institutional credit on a student’s transcript since it is 
your institution that is completing the evaluation of the 
student learning outcome/course equivalency just as 
faculty would in a standard class.  

As of 2020, two of seven accreditors still place some 
limits on how PLA can be used internally.18 We believe 
this to be an outdated practice because, for example, 
there are currently no limits on how credits earned by 
direct assessment can be applied to a degree and direct 
assessment evaluation methods are similar, if not identical, 
to the evaluation methods use to evaluate PLA.  
We further advocate that institutions who are impacted 
by accrediting constraints on the use of PLA attempt to 
get the constraints removed.

Over one-third of institutions reported increasing the 
options for PLA on their campuses in the last three years. 
We recommend that institutions considering adding 
PLA to their institution or increasing their PLA options 
be prepared to address one or more of the following 
challenges in advance of proposing changes. These 
include:

	z Securing buy-in from academic leaders and faculty to 
the value of PLA for the student

	z Securing buy-in from academic leaders and faculty 
to the academic equivalent between credits earned 
through traditional courses and those awarded 
through PLA

	z Updating or establishing institutional policy to support 
PLA

	z Ensuring that PLA policy has a provision for a student 
to appeal the PLA evaluation decision

	z Identifying and implementing viable information 
pathways to get PLA information to students

	z Building internal awareness of PLA options across the 
institution

	z Dedicating additional staff resources to supporting 
PLA

Suggestions for how to address the challenges above 
include:

	z Using data to show the impacts on PLA on students 
and for institutions completion and enrollment goals 
can serve as means to gain buy-in for increasing or 
adding PLA options. This report and other resources 
available through WICHE, CAEL, and others will help 
frame that perspective.

	z Tying PLA assessment methods to the same student 
learning outcomes as those associated with standard 
courses to establish academic equivalence between 
PLA credit and standard course credit.

	z Seeking policy and practice models from institutions 
who serve students well through PLA to modify or 
establish your own institutional PLA policies and 
practice.

We found that few institutions can track participation 
in PLA back to student demographics, which makes it 
difficult—if not impossible for some—to conduct any 
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type of assessment of equity. Given that current student 
information systems are relational databases, tying 
academic records to the demographic details associated 
with each student, it is likely that this apparent lack of 
access to data is not because the data do not exist but 
rather that it, or the reporting functions, are not configured 
in such a way as to support examining PLA data through 
the lens of student characteristics. It is recommended 
that demographic data be tied to the PLA credit record 
data in such a way as to support assessments of equity. 
In addition, if after an examination of the data there 
appears to be issues of inequity, it is recommended that 
PLA policies and/or practices be reviewed and revised to 
help address the issue.

Postsecondary student information systems contain 
similar academic record functionality and fields and as 
such are likely to be able to be configured/used in such a 
way that tracking PLA credit at the student level is possible. 
For example, the recording of PLA is very similar to other 
types of credit awarded and transcripted such as credit 
by examination, AP credit, transfer credit, etc. Institutions 
could modify these practices to serve to identify the 
unique type of credit being awarded.

Seeking out institutions that track student data at the 
demographic level is one of the easier ways to find a 
solution that might work for your institution. However, 
these institutions are few and far between. The sidebar 
shows an example of how an institution might configure its 
PLA records to support student level data depending on its 
particular student information system.  

How to configure an institution’s PLA records to 
support student-level data collection

Ideally, the PLA “tag” should reside at the individual 
course registration number level so the PLA history is 
tied to the student record and can be tracked but in 
a way that is not generally identifiable on a student’s 
official academic transcript per the recommendation 
above. For the purposes of this discussion the SIS 
data fields are defined as follows:

Definitions:

	z Course – resides at the catalog level in the SIS 
(e.g., ENG 101)

	z Subject code – commonly a three- or four-letter 
code used to identify the subject (e.g., ENG for 
English, BIOL for biology)

	z Course number – the number associated with 
the academic level of the course (e.g., 101, 301, 
501 etc.)

	z Section number – a field often available in the SIS 
but often not visible to the student or recorded 
on a transcript and not always used.

	z CRN – course registration number.  The unique 
number assigned to the course in the registration 
system, and which is also tied to a student’s 
academic registration history. 

Steps:

	z Identify specific section numbers to indicate 
PLA credit courses and build the CRN shells as 
needed by term and/or roll-over often awarded 
courses from one term to another

	z Create an open-course CRN like you would for a 
Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) or other 
open-entry/open-exit courses and add students 
to that CRN as you award PLA credit.  Add a 
unique section number or CRN level notes to 
identify it as only for PLA credit

	z If PLA credit is posted to the academic record 
in a manner similar to transfer credit, create a 
transfer institution code unique to PLA

	z Create an instructional method code tied 
specifically to PLA as long as that code it not 
visible on an official transcript
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Institution Sector and Type
	z AACRAO respondents more heavily represent four-

year institutions compared to their share of higher 
education institutions overall (74 percent and 66 
percent, respectively, in 2017-18), whereas two-year 
institutions are somewhat underrepresented among 
AACRAO respondents (26 percent compared to 33 
percent overall). These differences in representation 
are true in both absolute terms and when institutions 
are “weighted” by student enrollment measures 
(undergraduate FTE [2016-17] and 12-month 
unduplicated total undergraduates and entering 
degree-/certificate-seeking undergraduates [2017-
18]).

	z AACRAO respondents also more heavily represent 
public institutions: 50 percent of AACRAO respondents 
are from public institutions, compared to 30 percent 
overall (by percent of institutions, unweighted). 
Public four-year institutions are somewhat more 
overrepresented than public two-year institutions 
(the overrepresentation of public four-years leads 
to a slight underrepresentation of public two-years). 
Private nonprofit four-year institution AACRAO 
respondents are somewhat overrepresented in 
institution share terms, but close to representative 
by student share (weighted percentages). (Both 
baccalaureate/master’s and doctoral institutions are 
overrepresented, in institution share terms; doctoral 
institutions are particularly overrepresented in student 
share terms.)

Location
	z Although representation varies by state within regions, 

Midwest institutions are overrepresented in AACRAO 
respondents, in both institution and student share 
terms; Southern institutions are overrepresented in 
student share terms; and Western institutions are the 
most underrepresented in the AACRAO respondents, 
in institution and student share terms (particularly 
California, Colorado, and Washington). 
 
 

	z Institutions located in towns or rural areas appear 
significantly overrepresented in the AACRAO 
respondents by share of institutions compared to 
those located in urban or suburban areas (based 
on National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
locale schema). But, the AACRAO respondents appear 
representative of locales in student share terms 
(undergraduate FTE).

Minority Serving Institutions
	z The AACRAO respondents are representative of 

Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs) in institution share 
terms. However, MSIs are underrepresented when 
viewed from share of students. For example, the 
AACRAO respondent MSIs encompass 39 percent of 
underrepresented students compared to 48 percent 
of students at MSIs, overall (12-month unduplicated). 
Asian American- and Native American/Pacific Islander-
serving institutions are the least represented.

Selectivity
	z AACRAO respondent institutions underrepresent 

100 percent open-access institutions and those at 
the middle of the selectivity range (in institution and 
student share terms). But AACRAO respondents 
appear representative of selectivity in terms of mean/
average selectivity.

Distance Education
	z The AACRAO respondents overrepresent the patterns 

of institutions with distance education offerings. 
Overall, two-thirds of institutions offer some distance 
education courses or programs for undergraduates, 
whereas 84 percent of the AACRAO respondents 
do. But, more information about the volume nature 
of offerings and how they differ across those with 
distance education would be needed to understand 
how this could be important. However, the AACRAO 
respondents are representative in terms of the 
average percent of students in distance education 
exclusively, or from out of state or out of country.

Appendix A: Sample to Population Comparison on Key 
IPEDS Variables



19PRIOR LEARNING ASSESSMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE

Degree Production
	z On average, AACRAO respondent institutions produce 

more undergraduate awards than institutions overall 
at all levels except certificates of one year or less. They 
also have larger undergraduate student bodies, on 
average, possibly in relation to the overrepresentation 
of four-year institutions. On the other hand, they 
produce fewer awards per FTE than institutions 
overall (25 percent fewer per FTE). At the same time, 
the student-to-faculty ratio is the same for AACRAO 
institutions as institutions overall.Student Populations

	z On average, AACRAO respondent institutions have 
larger undergraduate student bodies (possibly in 
relation to the overrepresentation of four-year 
institutions). 

• But they have lower percentages of 
underrepresented minority students; on average 
among the AACRAO responding institutions, 
32 percent of Fall degree-/certificate-seeking 
entering undergraduates are underrepresented 
minority students compared to 40 percent 
at institutions overall. And the responding 
AACRAO institutions, on average, enroll a lower 
number of Hispanic students than institutions 
overall in terms of the number of unduplicated 
undergraduates throughout the year (not just Fall 
students).

	z On average, there is a slightly lower percentage 
of Fall undergraduates between 25 and 49 years 
old at AACRAO respondent institutions compared 
to institutions overall (26 percent and 31 percent, 
respectively).

	z On average, a lower percentage of students at 
AACRAO respondent institutions received Pell grants 
than at institutions overall (42 percent and 52 percent, 
respectively), and average Pell awards were slightly 
lower.

Resources
	z AACRAO respondent institutions have higher numbers 

of faculty and tenured faculty, on average, than 
institutions overall. But they have the same percent of 
faculty that are tenured and student-faculty ratios as 
institutions overall.
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Other standardized exams include:
	z A+ Certifications
	z Accuplacer 
	z ACE Military credit
	z ALEKS
	z A Level International exams
	z Badges
	z BYU Foreign Language Testing
	z Certified Administrative Professional exam
	z Certified Law Enforcement
	z Child Development National Credentialing Program
	z Clinical Pastoral Education
	z Credit for Prior Learning Examination (CPLE)
	z Defense Language Proficiency 
	z Departmental Exams
	z EMT licensure
	z French Baccalaureate
	z GED College Ready + Credit exam
	z National League of Nursing (NLN) exams
	z National Registry EMT, typing tests
	z Other industry certifications
	z Prior Continuing Education License Exams

	z Saylor
	z Scottish Highers
	z StraighterLine
	z Tennessee State Dual Credit exams 

	z World Education Services (WES)

Other individualized assessments 
include:
	z Supervisor recommendation letter

	z Professional credentials

	z Industry experience

	z Training in the workforce

Appendix B, Figure 1. Types of Standardized Exams in Use
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Appendix B: PLA Detailed Offerings by PLA Category

Appendix B, Figure 2, Types of Individualized 
Assessments in Use

0% 20% 60%40% 80% 100%

Portfolio assessment

Skill demonstration

Interview-based assessment

Skill simulation
Other individual assessment  

not listed here



21PRIOR LEARNING ASSESSMENT POLICY AND PRACTICE

 
Additional comments provided by 
respondents about the evaluation of 
non-college education and training:
	z For our language requirement, students can 

demonstrate language proficiency and have the 
requirement waived. They do not receive credit.

	z Any assessment that verifies prior learning - not 
recognition of years of services assuming that learning 
took place.

	z Faculty credentialed in the academic area make the 
final decision on credit awards.

	z It’s a work in progress.  We just started a statewide 
affinity group and share best practices with each 
other. This has helped tremendously. 

	z Military DD214 or NOBE (physical education credits 
awarded)

	z National Guide to Educational Credit for Training 
Programs, Guide to Educational Credit by Examination

	z Not all evaluations are standardized, and much 
currently depends on the individual faculty member 
doing the evaluation in some cases. 

	z Our institution also recognized national organizations 
such as FESHE in conjunction with the Fire Science 
Academy

	z Policy stating that you must offer specific classes or 
have faculty to evaluate nationally recognized tests are 
very limiting.  

	z Portfolios may be required to award credit equivalency 
	z RN license, CAP, and CPS exams all receive credit at 

our institution upon proof of passing.
	z Specific to question “The institutional fees associated 

with the recognition of prior learning are a barrier 
for some students.” Students save a substantial sum 
when they pass the exam as the exam fee is far less 
than tuition for the course. 

	z State mandated
	z Students must earn a B or higher on the exam usually 

used for the particular course for which the student 
wants credit based on previous experience. 

	z Students participating in the gap year program may 
earn up to 4 credits total. Work is assessed by a 
faculty member who has expertise in the related field 
and determines if the work submitted meets specific 
standards and merits college credit.

	z The most common things we give credit for 
are military credit. We consider other ACE 
recommendations and related certifications on a case-
by-case basis.

	z The University of California has commonly followed 
guidelines for the evaluation of transfer credit. 

	z There is a cap in the number of credits that can be 
accepted for PLA (30% of 2 year)

Appendix B, Figure 3. Non-college Education and Training
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	z There needs to be a crosswalk or standardized 
review across all 58 courses available to better assist 
students. 

	z They are rigorous and developed to ensure 
consistency. 

	z We allow both block and course equivalency.
	z We internally evaluate based on documentation that 

were faculty approved.
	z We recognize Act 120 police academy training and the 

RN. 
	z We rely heavily upon articulation agreements for 

certifications and licensure
	z We verify submitted documents before granting 

credits.
	z Workforce training certificates
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Appendix C: Other Conditions for Which PLA is Accepted 
in Transfer*

* raw data

	z If they are on another Texas public institution's transcript.

	z If the PLA shows a letter grade of A to D; we do not transfer in a P.

	z We honor PLA awarded by a sister institution within the state

	z Evaluation has to come from another UC institution

	z We honor prior evaluations of Tech Prep credit per state mandates

	z Must be recorded by another regionally accredited state institution with clear indication of type of credit.

	z Based on the institution's reputation and expertise in prior learning evaluation

	z We do not mark transfer or residential credits awarded by CPL on the transcript.  They look like the rest of the credits 
awarded so we have no way of knowing whether it is CPL or not.  I think that is a good thing because the credit was 
evaluated by a higher education institution so there is no reason to duplicate the review.

	z Foreign language retro credits from another system institution

	z Equivalence to our own methods of evaluation 

	z Other institution in the same university system

	z A specific articulation agreement.

	z Another state school provided credit to the student for PLA

	z Courses evaluated within our district can be accepted, but not outside.  We would re-evaluate at our institution.

	z Foreign language equivalency exams

	z Submission of the PLA to our institution. 

	z We may be more generous with PLA awards than private or out of state institutions, so we check to see if we can award 
more credit instead of just transcription what they did.  The student will get the better of the two awards.

	z If it was part of an associate's degree, we would accept it.  Otherwise, we would not.  If it is AP, CLEP, etc., they just need 
to send us the official scores, and we will accept those.

	z Our State Board of Education requires that we recognize PLA awarded by other state institutions. 

	z Already part of earned associate or baccalaureate degree

	z We have to have already accepted it as viable credit for our institution (review of PLA program from other school)

	z Wisconsin Technical College System (WTCS) institutions accept PLA evaluated by other institutions within the system.

	z Actual credit hours posted on other transcript. If no value, not accepted.
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Endnotes
1 American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 
“Evaluating Prior Learning,” accessed on 22 June 2020 at https://www.aacrao.
org/resources/core-competencies/professional-proficiences/transfer-
articulation/evaluating-prior-learning.
2 It is important to note that while this study includes AP/IB in the definition 
of standardized exams as a method of PLA, AP/IB is not available as a form of 
PLA for returning adult students to use for their postsecondary life and work 
experiences.
3 In all instances of the survey, CAEL content was used to help shape the 
content of the survey. The 2014 iteration focused on PLA options associated 
with adult learners and as such, AP credit and IB credit were excluded from 
the question set because they represent pre-college credit typically earned by 
high school students. Wendy Kilgore, Credit for Prior Learning Practices: Results 
of the AACRAO December 2014 60 Second Survey (Washington D.C.: American 
Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 2014), accessed 
on 22 June 2020 at https://www.aacrao.org/docs/default-source/research-
docs/aacrao_dec_2014_60_second_survey_credit_for_prior_learning_practices.
pdf.
4 Wendy Kilgore, 2015 U.S. Higher Education Transcript Practices and Best Practice 
Opinions (Washington D.C.: American Association of Collegiate Registrars and 
Admissions Officers, 2015), accessed on 22 June 2020 at https://www.aacrao.
org/docs/default-source/research-docs/2015-u-s-higher-education-transcript-
practices-and-best-practice-opinions---june-201582c7f86f39a34dd9930c8474
5383b506.pdf?Status=Temp&sfvrsn=c2ab0a3b_4.
5 Wendy Kilgore, Transfer Credit Policy: May 60-Second Survey 2017 (Washington 
D.C.: American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 
2017), accessed on 22 June 2020 at https://www.aacrao.org/research-
publications/research/registration-records-reports/transfer-credit-policy---
may-60-second-survey-2017.
6 When the question and question sample size supported doing so, the data 
were examined for statistically significant differences in practices based on 
institutional characteristics including size, type, control, minority-serving 
institution status, locale, and selectivity as measured by the percentage of 
students admitted. If statistically significant differences were found, they are 
noted in the narrative. This report contains a summary-level synthesis of the 
survey data and provides conclusions on equity and scalability related to PLA.
7 Identified as rural-distant by IPEDS: Rural – Distant (42): Census-defined 
rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less than or equal to 25 miles 
from an Urbanized Area, as well as rural territory that is more than 2.5 miles 
but less than or equal to 10 miles from an Urban Cluster (https://nces.ed.gov/
programs/edge/docs/NCES_LOCALE_USERSMANUAL_2016012.pdf).
8 Effect size = Cramer’s V unless otherwise stated.  
9 Effect size: medium and small respectively
10 At the time of publication, AACRAO is not aware of any institutional reporting 
on the effectiveness of these methods as they relate to different student 
groups; this is a place where further research is needed. 
11 Effect size: medium
12 Effect size: large
13 In the context of this report, the term “statistically” means there is a 
statistically significant difference from the mean as measured by a chi-square 
test unless otherwise stated. If the term statistically is not used to describe a 
difference, then the value is different descriptively but not statistically.
14 At the time of publication, AACRAO is not aware of a relationship between 
PLA policies and transfer acceptance policies at institutions; this is a place 
where further research is needed.
15 81 percent of four-year institution students and 73 percent of two-year 
institution students. We acknowledge that AP/IB is a form of PLA that is not 
often available for returning adult students, so we filtered out students with 
AP/IB experience and even then 70 percent of students reported knowing 
about the opportunity to earn PLA.
16 Questions remain regarding what about earning the credit made it possible 
for students to earn their degree, was it credit to cover a particular type of 
requirement that was a barrier? This is a place were further research could be 
beneficial.

17 For more detailed results from the student survey on PLA, please see “PLA 
from the Student’s Perspective: Lessons Learned from Survey and Interview 
Data” a brief written by the Western Interstate Commission for Higher 
Education regarding student perspectives related to access to and uptake of 
prior learning assessment. WICHE disaggregates the data from this student 
survey by race/ethnicity, age, and gender, as well as by sector
18 In the report written by Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, Holding 
Tight or At Arm’s Length: How Higher Education Regional Accrediting Bodies Address 
PLA (Indianapolis, IN: Council for Adult and Experiential Learning, 2014), 7, 
accessed on 20 June 2020 at http://cdn2.hubspot.net/hubfs/617695/premium_
content_resources/pla/PDF/CAEL_PLA_Accreditation.pdf, three of seven 
accreditors placed limitations on the ways in which PLA credits can be treated 
internally. In 2020, one of the three, Northwest Commission on Colleges and 
Universities, revised its policy on credit for prior learning. The new policy does 
away with the 25% threshold “in favor of higher education institutional best 
practices around credit for prior learning”, Northwest Commission on Colleges 
and Universities, 2020 Standards for Accreditation and Eligibility Requirements 
Revision June 2019 Update (Redmond, WA: Northwest Commission on Colleges 
and Universities, 2019), 22, accessed on 8 July 2020 at https://www.nwccu.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/06/NWCCUStandardsJuneUpdateFINAL2.pdf.
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