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WASHINGTON STATE 
WORKFORCE TRAINING AND EDUCATION COORDINATING BOARD 

MEETING NO. 165 
SEPTEMBER 27, 2012 

 
PRIOR LEARNING ASSESSMENT WORKGROUP 

 

A person may gain knowledge and skills through both formal and informal learning experiences.  
Prior learning assessments (PLA) are a method of assessing and awarding academic credit for the 
knowledge and skills gained through these prior experiences.  Awarding credit for prior learning 
moves a student further and faster towards the student’s career goals.  It is also more cost 
effective for the student because the student is not required to pay to re-learn the skills and 
knowledge in the college classroom. 

Unfortunately, the availability of credit for prior learning, the process of prior learning 
assessments, and the process by which a student would apply for PLA credit are not readily 
visible and easily understood.  To address these issues, in 2010 the Washington State Legislature 
directed a variety of specific higher education and workforce stakeholder groups to work 
together to develop policies for awarding academic credit for learning from work and military 
experience, military and law enforcement training, career college training, internships and 
externships, and apprenticeships.  A workgroup was formed pursuant to the legislation and the 
group submitted its report to the Legislature in December 2010.   

In 2011, the Legislature passed E2SHB 1795 which directed the Higher Education Coordinating 
Board, now the Student Achievement Council, to convene a workgroup to develop 
recommendations relating to increasing PLA practices.  The workgroup continues to meet and 
has made progress in several areas.  Jim West, Student Achievement Council, and Noreen Light, 
State Board of Community and Technical Colleges will present a progress report to the Board at 
the September Board meeting. 

No Board action is requested: For discussion only. 
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From ESSHB 1795, Section 28, passed by the 
2011 Washington State Legislature and 
incorporated in HB 2483:

For the purposes of this section, prior learning 
means the knowledge and skills gained through 
work and life experience; through military 
training and experience; and through formal and 
informal education and training from in‐state and 
out‐of‐state institutions.

Current legislation



What is Prior Learning Assessment

Prior Learning Assessment is a means of 
determining whether or not the 
knowledge, skills, and abilities a student 
has gained through prior learning match 
the knowledge, skills, and abilities a 
student would gain by completing a 
specific course.



When Does Prior Learning Equate to 
Course Credit?

• If outcomes of prior learning = outcomes 
of a specific course

• then credit may be awarded for prior 
learning

• (but don’t forget the assessment step…)



PLA: A 3‐Step Process

1. A student applies for prior learning credit for a 
course offered at a college or university. 

2. An assessment (written exam, practical activity, 
portfolio, or other, as appropriate) is 
administered to determine whether or not the 
student has achieved the course outcomes.

3. If the student has achieved the outcomes for the 
course, through prior learning, the student may 
be awarded credit for the course.



Credit for Prior Learning Does…

• Shorten the student’s time to degree or 
completion of certificates.

• Improve student retention and 
completion rates.

• Acknowledge the diversity of methods of 
learning which result in achievement of 
learning outcomes.



Credit for Prior Learning Does Not…

• Include awarding credit without 
assessment of the student’s prior 
learning.

• Apply if prohibited by specific industry 
licensure or certification.



Requirements of 1795/2483

• Establish ongoing work group
• Identify single points of contact
• Consistent method of tracking
• Links between common prior learning and CTC 
courses

• Clarity and consistency of fees
• Increase number of credits accepted in transfer
• Collect and share good practices
• Develop resources and training
• Increase transparency and consistency of 
information available to students and 
stakeholders



Outcomes
• Established ongoing work group

• Identified single points of contact for all campuses

• Developed a consistent definition of PLA 

• Determined (and implemented) consistent method of 
tracking for CTC

• Established crosswalk examples for specific career clusters

• Analyzed and recommended a consistent fee structure

• Collected and shared state and national good practices 

• Developed resources and training for faculty and staff

• Increased transparency and consistency of information 
available to students and stakeholders

• Discussed PLA practices with regional accrediting 
commission



From Course Challenge and Portfolio 
to Crosswalk



Crosswalks



Crosswalks

• Infrastructure becomes simple once crosswalks are 
in place

• Low cost to institution
• Low cost to student: transcription



Further information:
Washington State Prior Learning Work Group wiki: 
http://wa‐priorlearningworkgroup.wikispaces.com/

Questions?
Contact:
Jim West

JimW@HECB.WA.GOV
or

Noreen Light
nlight@sbctc.edu
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