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‘Learning without boundaries’ 
 

Event Summary 
 
SEEC’s first event in 2017 focussed on recognising credit and prior learning in widening 
access and social mobility. Speakers were from HE, FE, and alternative providers including 
FutureLearn and Kiron who are using digital platforms to provide access to HE for refugees.  A 
summary of each presentation can be found below.   
 
Delegates were unanimous in that the event more than met their expectations: 
 

 ‘Very relevant content, thought provoking and a great combination of speakers. Highly 
valuable and inspiring event that I would recommend to others.’ 

 

 ‘The day provided up to date material and insight into different aspects of credit.’ 
 

 ‘It was all useful … the event has convinced me to join SEEC.’ 
 
Free movement of credit – barriers and enablers for international credit recognition 
Dr Liz Marr - Director of Teaching (Learning and Teaching Innovation), The Open 
University 
 
Liz talked about the challenge of using and recognising credit when international frameworks 
differ.  She explored questions that arise around the classification of credit and the variety of 
the global context, illustrating how a journey from informal to formal learning might take very 
different forms in different settings.  How to assure quality across national boundaries was a 
huge challenge, when taking into account that even in the UK there is no one common 
framework.  Ongoing ‘academic snobbery’ was a further barrier which needed breaking down.  
 
Liz presented a number of initiatives as good examples of learning across boundaries: NARIC, 
ERASMUS and UNISA ‘short-learning programmes which are gaining increased recognition in 
Europe for learning and development policy.  Looking ahead, she identified challenges around 
assessment, quality assurance and outcome measurement which she encouraged delegates 
to consider.  
 

Recognition of MOOCs: access to higher education for refugees  

Florian Rampelt - Head of Product, Kiron (Berlin) 
 
Florian outlined the development of Kiron since its creation in 2015, working to provide access 
to HE for those fleeing from conflict and persecution whose studies are often interrupted.  He 
summarised their innovative approach, combining traditional and digital learning and using 
technology which had to be accessible from anywhere at any time to deliver a range of key 
subjects.  Florian explained the modularisation of the MOOCs used by Kiron and how credit 
was assigned and recognised by their partner universities with support from a variety of 
European frameworks.  Kiron students were also offered support services in recognition of 
their trauma (such as mentoring and buddy programmes), including support through a transfer 
process to partner universities on completion of sufficient modules and a language proficiency 
test. 
 
  



Key to Kiron’s innovation and success was the building of strong co-operative networks often 
resulting in Learning Agreements and joint projects such as PADILEIA (in collaboration with 
King’s College London).  Florian summarised Kiron’s strategy for the year ahead as their focus 
shifts from the academic model and infrastructure towards ‘study success’ and embedding 
their work with a growing range of partners and awards. 
 

Whose learning is it anyway? 

Ian McGregor Brown - Lecturer, Bradford College and Project Worker, Leeds Trinity 
University  
 
Ian reviewed his own career covering a range of projects in which credit has played a part, 
and illustrated how success has been limited due to changes in funding.  He highlighted 
ongoing challenges such as the boundaries between schools, FE and HE, and the lack of 
clear consistent information for students about credit and transfer, for example on university 
websites.   
 
Despite the loss of funding, Ian expressed his view that he could not support the 
commercialisation or commoditisation of credit and would rather see more collaboration 
between institutions accepting/sending credit.  He saw distance learning as the future of 
education, with credit being gained in different contexts by learners throughout their lifetimes, 
i.e.: ‘A savannah for credit recognition is one of an educational ecosystem characterised by 
the learners being sufficiently widely supported so that the canopy of credit does not close. 
The open canopy allows sufficient light to reach the learner to support an unbroken process of 
lifelong and life wide learning’. 
  
KEYNOTE PRESENTATION  
Recognising credit to support social mobility 
Prof Tim Blackman - Vice-Chancellor, Middlesex University 
 
Tim provided context for much of the day’s content, noting the key importance of APEL for 
large numbers of students and asserting that more pathways to professional careers were still 
needed to increase social mobility.  Boundaries of learning were being extended through 
many initiatives such as those at Middlesex and in particular the Institute for Work-Based 
Learning, where experience of life outside university creates a new form of knowledge which 
the award of credit enables and recognises. 
 
However, Tim underlined that credit cannot be a common currency because of the current 
disparity in university selection policies and discrimination across the sector.  He believed the 
tenets of 21st C education to be (a) competency, recommending the use of competency-based 
frameworks for learning which would provide students with wider skills that are of benefit 
throughout their lives; and (b) diversity, in enhancing critical thinking and civic engagement.  
These two things would work together to make a better world for graduates to work in.  
 
Alternative providers and the extent to which they have credit recognition 
arrangements with mainstream HE sector 
Sarah MacDonald - Vice Principal (Academic Quality and Enhancement), Pearson 
College London 
 
Sarah introduced the work of PCL, a private provider offering degree programmes since 2012 
and aiming to combine in-depth industry engagement with academic rigour.  She suggested 
that, as PCL is a non-degree awarding institution which designs, delivers and assesses the 
degrees which it provides, potentially all of its work could be seen as credit recognition in the 
form of validation by their partner universities.  She looked at the advantages and 
disadvantages of validation and then went on to look at other ways PCL had credit recognition 
arrangements. 
   
  

https://www.spheir.org.uk/partnership-profiles/partnership-digital-learning-and-increased-access


Sarah explained the way in which PCL manages its APEL, work-based learning and 
apprenticeships programmes, citing the example of PCL’s Chartered Manager Degree 
apprenticeship.  Another interesting case study was an MA in VFX Production where the 
recognition of professional learning led to a degree as part of a validation agreement.  She 
concluded by highlighting the importance of PCL’s (and other providers’) relationship with 
professional bodies, in terms of both the recognition of professional body programmes by 
HEIs and the recognition of HE modules/programmes by professional bodies.  
 
Integrating MOOCs into HE 
Mark Lester – Director of Partnership Development, FutureLearn 
 
Mark provided an overview of FutureLearn’s offering and ethos, based around technology 
having opened up new ways and settings in which to learn.  Founded by the OU and a 
pioneer in distance learning, FutureLearn now has 6 million learners in 196 countries.  
MOOCs provided a rich platform to enter different markets, and FutureLearn was working with 
over 120 partners around the world.   
 
Growing demand for lifelong learning was bringing the rise of alternative credentials, the 
digitisations of assets (by providers), and the modularisation of content.  Partnerships with 
employers were leading to qualifications that are wanted by industry and the professions, from 
short courses to update and develop skills to degree programmes available via flexible 
learning.  Credit and professional accreditation were both an essential part of the FutureLearn 
offering.  Mark concluded with his view was that as MOOCs are integrated into core curricula 
and open up exciting possibilities to internationalise university education, the number of for-
credit MOOCs should certainly grow in the future.    
 
Further Information 
 
If you have any queries about this event or any SEEC activity please contact the SEEC office 
(email avgarrod@seec.org.uk) . 
 
The next SEEC event will be in the autumn of 2017 and further information will be posted at 
www.seec.org.uk/events . 
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