
 

 

September 2009 Ruud.Duvekot@INHolland.nl 1 

 

 

VALUE: Netherlands National Report 
Ruud Duvekot, Koen Muhlradt & Jan Minkhorst 

INHolland University - NOC*NSF - Academie voor Sportkader 
October 2009 

 

 

 

VALUE ς Volunteering and Lifelong Learning in Universities in Europe 

 
The aim of the project is to research and develop the relationship between universities and adult 
volunteers. In particular it will explore ways in which the learning that arises from the volunteering 
experience is being, or can be, used to access and participate in university continuing education 
(UCE) or lifelong learning (ULL) for example through the accreditation/recognition of current/prior 
learning. 

 

 

Introduction 
We live in an age in which knowledge is becoming increasingly quickly outdated, the intensity of 
knowledge is growing and methods of learning and working are changing and becoming ever so 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǳǇ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ƴŜw knowledge and skills 
efficiently and effectively. In this setting interest is slowly but surely giving more attention to the 
ƘƛƎƘ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǎƻŦǘΩ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎ ΨƘŀǊŘΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
instruments. Of primary interest is human learning potential, capacity and flexibility, i.e. their 
employment potential. It makes no difference whether one is working, learning or seeking 
employment. The focus is on the degree in which you can be employed in and around the labour 
market and in other contributions that can be made to the society, such as voluntary work and 
private life.  
 
Lifelong learning is vital for everyone and is ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŀōƭŜΦ tŜƻǇƭŜ 
should be aware that they are always learning everywhere, and above all, not always in a conscious 
or self-chosen learning situation. The degree in which individuals and the knowledge society 
consciously build on this is however still strongly underexposed and under-utilised. The focus should 
be much stronger on the individual learning process. A complicating factor in dealing with this focus 
is that the formal procedures of teaching, training and assessment comprise only a very limited part 
of the individual learning potential or competencies. Competencies acquired in informal and non-
formal situations are also essential for optimal performance on the labour market or in social 
functions in society. Lifelong learning, however is mainly implemented as a top-down strategy 
aiming at the adaption to the new circumstances of the learning-system and the labour market and 
the economic usage of its people. Lifelong learning should however be better put to work on a 
bottom-up strategy by taking account of the individual potential and his/her (possible) learning! 
This means, not exclusively focusing on the economic functions of learning but more on the 
autonomous development of competencies and competence-development of its people. In other 
words, a society in which the Valuation of Prior Learning (VPL) is an important cornerstone of 
lifelong learning-strategies. VPL operationalises these strategies by means of bottom-up steered 
learning-processes. In this way VPL opens up ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ 
context. 
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Lately there has been increased attention for lifelong learning opportunities through volunteering in 

The Netherlands. Opening up these opportunities by means of VPL raises many questions, especially 

when applied as a tool for access to higher education. 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мффлΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ national policy outlines were presented, following from the attention 

that was already given to the concept of lifelong learning based on the concept of a competence-

steered learning culture. Nowadays, most branches and companies have started initiatives in the 

field of validation of non-formal and informal learning. The voluntary sector in the Netherlands with 

more than 5 million workers is rapidly becoming an important player in the field of VPL. It is 

however not yet a fully accepted part of the procedures for getting access to higher education. And 

without access there can be no participation whatsoever in higher education.  

The aim of this first report for the VALUE-project is therefore to show how VPL can play a vital role 

in the voluntary sector, especially to make competences in the voluntary sector better recognizable 

and easier to monitor and validated, also on the different levels in Dutch higher education. 

 

 

1. The voluntary sector in the Netherlands: definitions, laws & 

peculiarities 
 
 

1.1 Population 
The Netherlands have more than 16.5 million 

inhabitants. With an average population density of 

398 persons per km2 it is in Europe, after Malta, the 

country with the highest population density. The 

average population density in the European Union is 

116 persons per km2. 

 
The Netherlands has one of the lowest unemployment 

rates in Europe. In 2008 the unemployment figure was 

3,9% (CBS, 2009). This figure has risen to 5.0% in 

august 2009 in the present financial crisis. 

In the economically difficult times especially the lower 

educated persons and in technical jobs suffer and get 

unemployed. Often these persons have followed a 

different learning path (learning by doing), which hasƴΩǘ 

been awarded by formal diplomas. In the meantime the 

quality requirements by companies and by regulations 

set by the government require more and more a specific 

diploma to be allowed to have a specific job on the 

labour market. 

 

 

1.2 Volunteering: definition and composition 

The voluntary sector plays an active and vital role in the Dutch economy. Without all the volunteers 

ǘƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅΣ ƭŜǘ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎŜŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ.  

 

Official definition 
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The Dutch use two words to refer to voluntary action: vrijwillig (voluntary) and vrijwilligerswerk 

(volunteering). The Dutch Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sports (VWS) defines άvolunteeringέ as: 

work that is performed in an organised context and without obligation or pay for the benefit of 

other people or a community; volunteers may not depend upon their activities for their livelihood.  

 

According to Dutch volunteer ΨǳƳōǊŜƭƭŀΩ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ aƻǾƛǎƛŜ ŀƴŘ bh±, volunteering should be 

unpaid, carried out in an organised context, for the benefit of others and society. Volunteer 

activities must not compete with paid work and must be auxiliary. This last condition means that the 

decisions of volunteers to quit should not pose undue hardship on organisations.  

 

Scope and composition 

According to the results of a longitudinal survey conducted by the Dutch Social and Cultural 

Planning Office and the Central Bureau for Statistics, in 2008 approximately 5.3 million persons are 

occupied in some sort of volunteering in the Netherlands. The primary focus of this survey was on 

the amount of time contributed by volunteers.  

 

In 2002, the greatest number of volunteers was between the ages of 35 and 45. Volunteering 
among the elderly (above the age of 75) was the lowest, although the participation of adults 
between the ages of 65 and 75 was relatively high (40%). Volunteer participation is decreasing 
among young people, possibly as a result of changes in the demands of school (due to recent 
tightening of criteria for scholarships and other forms of student financial aid). Double-income 
households with children contribute the most volunteers, together with their older counterparts 
whose children recently left home. The table below shows volunteer participation according to age, 
expressed in total number of volunteers and the percentage of individuals within each age category 
that were active in volunteering. 
 

Age Percentage volunteering 

18ς24 jaar 41,9 
25ς34 jaar 37,2 
35ς44 jaar 48,8 
45ς54 jaar 45,7 
55ς64 jaar 43,4 
65ς74 jaar 40,8 

75+ 23,8 
Source: CBS 2009 

 
The national statistics show that activities involving sports, religion, education and health and social 
care are among the most popular forms of volunteer activity in the Netherlands. The following table 
shows the major areas in which volunteers are active ranked in order of the prevelance of volunteer 
activity. 
 

Area Ranking 

Sports 1 
Religion 2 
Education 3 
Health and Social Care 4 
Art and Culture 5 
Hobbies 6 
Community Participation and Development 7 
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Youth 7 
Trade Unions and unionised labour 8 
Politics 9 

Legal services 10 
Source: CBS 2009 

 
Recreation and Ψhaving been askedΩ were the motivations most frequently reported by Dutch 
volunteers. The table below shows the five most important categories of volunteer motivations, 
ranked in decreasing order of prevalence. 
 

Motivation Ranking 

Recreation 1 
Being asked 2 
Sense of social responsibility 3 
Desire to meet people 4 

Personal needs 5 

 

 

2. Learning and working in the Netherlands 
 
2.1 Working: human resources status 
The Netherlands face numerous challenges in the transition from the industrial economy to the 
knowledge society. The main challenges are: 
The Netherlands face numerous challenges in the transition from the industrial economy to the 
knowledge society. The main challenges are:  
Á Ageing of the workforce. Within 5-мл ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜŎǊǳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǇ 

of the pensioned people. This has consequences involving organisations and the costs of, for 
example, pensions, health care and care for the elderly. 
Á The number of unskilled people rises. It is now almost 20% (CBS 2009) of the population 

between the age of 15-64. 
Á The need for upskilling the workforce. The shortage of higher (vocational) educated people is 

rising. The percentage of higher educated workers will have to rise from 21% in 2000 to 31% in 
2010. Those levels are for upper secondary VET-levels staying the same: 40% and for low- or 
unskilled labour dropping from 39% to 29% (Genabeek et al 2007). 
Á The need for attracting migrants. It is estimated that the Netherlands face a structural shortage 

of labour power in 2050 of almost 300.000 full-time equivalents. Only by starting now with 
attracting migrants (esp. from level 3 upwards) we can solve this problem (Berkhout et al 2007). 
These figures for France are a structural shortage of about 800.000 jobs in 2050 out of a present 
total of 24,5 million workers. 
Á The Dutch Polder-model is famous for its organisation of general consensus between the main 

stakeholders (government & social partners) concerning economical and social questions. This 
ƳƻŘŜƭ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ 
learn: the individual citizens. 

 
2.2 Learning: formal education 
People in the Netherlands have compulsory education from five years till they are at least sixteen 
years old. Most of the children start the nursery school when they are four years old. Approximately 
3,5 million pupils, students and adults are following formal education on different kind of levels.  
The diagram shows the simplistic structure of formal education (see the figure below).   
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BAO Mainstream primary education 
BBL Block or day release in vocational education 
BOL Full-time vocational training 
HAVO General secondary education 
HBO Higher professional education 
MBO Vocational education 
PRO Practical training 
SBAO Special primary education 
SO Special education 
VMBO Pre-vocational secondary education 
VO Secondary education 
VSO Secondary special education 
VWO Pre-university education 
WO University education 
 
 
Source: Dutch Ministry of Education (2006) 

Vocational education consists of the job-accompanying learning path (BBL) and the job education 
learning path (BOL). Within the BBL practical work is most important (minimal 60% of the time) and 
within the BOL this is between 20 and 60%. BOL can be done fulltime (VT) or part-time (DT) ς less 
than 850 hours educational programme - be done. In the year 2003/2004, a total of 278,780 
persons followed senior secondary vocational education, of which 161,810 BBL and 316,970 BOL. 
The absolute number of participants following adult education was 162,480. More pupils follow 
Preparatory Vocational Education (60 %) than General Secondary Education (40%).  
 
Vocational education has four sectors (economy, technical, service & health and agricultural sector) 
and four qualification levels: assistant in training (level 1), basis-vocational education (level 2), 
professional education (level 3) and middle management / specialists (level 4). Higher Vocational 
Education is level 5. In the upcoming years the government wants to stimulate people to get into 
higher education (HBO or WO). 
 

Figure: The Dutch educational system 
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3. Support for volunteering in the Netherlands 
 

3.1 Government 
The Dutch government considers volunteering as an integral part of civil society and a tool for 
integrating individuals into the society (e.g. through programmes for social inclusion, social 
activation and the integration of refugees). The government seeks also to strengthen local 
volunteering. 
The distribution of power to develop policies affecting volunteering is strongly decentralised in the 
Netherlands, and the various ministries have their own policies on volunteering, and local and 
provincial governments have considerable freedom in implementing national guidelines set by the 
Ministry of VWS. VWS has the responsibility for coordinating volunteering policy.  
 
The Dutch government supports volunteering in the following ways: 

 Organising high-profile events and nation-wide campaigns; 

 Supporting volunteer centre infrastructure; 

 Sponsoring studies and research on volunteering; 

 Gathering data to establish the economic value of volunteering; 

 Encouraging local communities to develop and implement new policies on volunteering; 

 Encouraging public and private sector organisations to take an active part in volunteering 

 Ensuring the accessibility of volunteer opportunities to all societal groups; 

 Introducing formal credentials and standards for managers and trainers of volunteers; 

 Providing financial support for volunteer training; 

 Promoting volunteering, with emphasis on the engagement of young people; 

 Stimulating quality in volunteering. 
 
3.2 Legislation for volunteering 
At national level, volunteering policy is formulated in the Welfare Law of 1994. The law specifies the 
responsibilities of each of the three levels of government (national, provincial and local). The law 
allows the national government to act, with the provincial support system for volunteering sharing 
responsibility for the executive volunteering tasks with local governments. A new law is expected to 
replace this legislation in the near future.  
The only official policy that specifically addresses volunteers is a regulation regarding expenses. 
Volunteers can claim all expenses related to their activities with volunteer organisations as 
exemptions on their income tax returns. There is no legislation regarding insurance coverage and 
similar matters. 
 
Observing the need for certainty concerning the law regarding volunteering, the Dutch government 
has considered developing a series of general rules to apply to voluntary activity, including the 
implementation of a volunteer test, reimbursement of out-of-pocket expenses and a system of 
bonuses for those engaging in voluntary activities. 
Since 2007 a new law (WMO) on societal participation is promoting volunteering. In local 
communities the law promotes volunteering, especially in healthcare and welfare. 
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3.3 Funding for volunteering 
Programmes of governmental support have shifted from providing ongoing operational funding to 
organisations towards sponsorship of specific, time-limited projects. Some of the proceeds from this 
shift are allocated directly to local projects for volunteering involving young people. 
 
The Ministry of VWS facilitates a variety of non-profit volunteer organisations. It established a 
temporary fund for local and provincial governments, and it created a national committee to 
stimulate provincial and local policy. 
Because the Welfare Law does not specify how much local governments must spend on 
volunteering, allocations vary across local governments. For the most part, local volunteer centres 
and organisations usually receive subsidies.  
 
3.4 Recognition 
The government provides recognition for volunteering by financing various volunteer organisations, 
establishing a temporary fund for local and provincial governments and including measures 
formulated in governmental policy papers. 
 
The Dutch government sponsors also the National Compliment, an annual prize for the best 
volunteer project. Local-level recognitions involve a variety of programmes that are implemented by 
local volunteer centres and local governments. Examples of these programmes include local prizes 
recognising individual volunteers, volunteer organisations, volunteer projects, active citizen 
participation in policy making processes. 
 
3.5 Umbrella organisations Volunteering 
 
NOV (Vereniging Nederlandse Organisaties Vrijwilligerswerk) is the leading organization within the 
voluntary effort sector of the Netherlands. NOV has 350 member organizations that work with or 
for volunteers. NOV is unique because it is the only organization in the Netherlands geared to 
strengthening voluntary work as such. It has two kinds of members:: organizations that perform 
voluntary work and those that fulfil a supporting or coordinating role.  
NOV has three main tasks:  

1. To serve the interests of the voluntary effort sector. NOV is the spokesperson and lobbyist of 
Dutch voluntary work and as such a serious discussion partner of politicians, government 
officials and other policy-influencing parties. NOV provides advice, both solicited as well as 
unsolicited. 

2. To act as an intermediary for its members. NOV stimulates networks and offers member 
organizations the possibility to meet as a group, whereby the content of the work is most 
important. As a network actor, NOV gives its members the possibility to exchange knowledge 
and experiences and to develop collaborative projects. Through these networks member 
organizations mutually strengthen each other.  

3. To provide a major stimulus to the voluntary effort. NOV works towards more public 
recognition of voluntary effort, but its name is also used in innovative initiatives.  

 
MOVISIE is the Netherlands centre for social development. The mission is to promote the 
participation and independence of citizens. They do this by supporting and advising professional 
organizations, volunteer organizations and government institutions. 
Five themes are central to our work: Social cohesion, Volunteer effort, Domestic and sexual 
violence, Vulnerable groups, and Informal care. MOVISIE aims to contribute to a society in which 
people are empowered to the maximum of their capability.  
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The Vrijwilligerscentrales are local offices for negotiating the demand for volunteers in volunteering 
organisations with available volunteers. There are more than 130 local centers at the moment.  
They have voluntary job-profiles in a databank for recruitment of volunteers. 

 
 

4. Lifelong learning in the Netherlands 
 
Lifelong learning is about making use of personal competencies. Everyone should be aware that 
people are always learning everywhere, and above all, not always in a conscious or self-chosen 
learning situation. The degree in which individuals and the knowledge society consciously build on 
this is still strongly underexposed and under-utilised. In the knowledge society, the focus is or 
should be on the individual learning process. 
A complicating factor in dealing with this focus is that the formal procedures of teaching, training 
and assessment describe only a very limited part of the individual learning potential or 
competencies. Competencies acquired in informal and non-formal situations are also essential for 
optimal performance on the labour market or in social functions. 
 
4.1 From White Paper to VPL 
This complexity of individual learning and the opportunities it offers for the knowledge society were 
ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ мффр ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέ 
(EC 1995). While learning within the formal systems for education and training is a distinguishing 
factor of a modern society, learning that takes place outside this sphere is much more difficult to 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜΦ ά[ƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŀƴŘ ά±ŀƭǳƛƴƎ 
[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎέ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎ ό9/ нллмύΦ Ψ±ŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ 
recognising participation in and outcomes of formal or non-formal learning, in order to raise 
awareness of its intrinsic worth and to reward learning. With the proposals of the Commission, the 
invisibility of all sorts of learning processes was effectively problematised. This problem was related 
to all levels of the individual (different employability-potential, knowledge and application levels) 
and society (all levels: international, national, regional, local, sectoral and organisation).  
 
¢ƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛƴ [ƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎƭƻǿƭȅ ǎƘƛŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ 
independent learning, remote learning, implicit learning and leisure activities. This actually meant 
making use of non-formal and informal learning. This started up the general process of 
identification, assessment, valuation and accreditation of all formal, non-formal and informal 
learning. But still the valuing itself is pulled into the formal accreditation system, mainly directed to 
the formal job descriptions, instead of becoming an individual means to personal ends focusing on 
ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ-opportunities. Lately, for instance in the European Common Principles on the 
Validation of Non-formal and Informal Learning (EU 2004), we see a shift to the valuation of 
competencies developed in all possible learning environments. In terms of valuation of prior 
learning the focus is integral or even holistic and is meant to deal with the diversity of goals people 
pursue with the use of their prior learning. For this kind of holistic or integral use of prior learning it 
matters which name is used for the kind of instrumentation of the process: VPL, APL or RPL. 
 
4.2  Valuing learning 
Ψ±ŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ Ƙŀǎ ǘǿƻ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇŀǘƘǎΣ ŀ ǎǳƳƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ƻƴŜ ό5ǳǾŜƪƻǘΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нллрύΦ ¢ƘŜ 
summative approach aims at an overview of competencies, recognition and valuation. Its goal is 
certification, where individuals ǎŜŜƪ ǘƘƛǎ ƎƻŀƭΦ ²ƘŜƴ ΨǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴŜ ǎǘŜǇ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
includes practical learning and/or personal competence-development, we call this the formative 
approach. This approach is pro-active and aims at development by designing a personal career and 
development path. 
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At this moment the commonly used term is Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL). In Dutch this is ΨŘŜ 
9ǊƪŜƴƴƛƴƎ Ǿŀƴ ±ŜǊǿƻǊǾŜƴ /ƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘƛŜǎ ό9±/ύΩ. The authorities, as well as the social partners and 
the schools prefer this term because this approach mainly focuses on the summative effects of 
recognizing and assessing prior learning. The most important element in an APL-strategy is the 
assessment of the competencies that are collected in a  portfolio with the goal of getting 
exemptions or a diploma, referring to a specific standard. The portfolio is in this context mainly a 
showcase of only the competencies that matter for the standard itself; all the other personal 
competencies are irrelevant. The choice for a specific standard is in practice more steered by the 
availability of an actual  standard than by a free, personal choice. This is because most of the times a 
school - as the keeper of the standard(s) ς tends to look more to the best chance of success when 
measured against any given standard than to the best match of a standard and personal ambitions. 
So, in effect, APL is more standard-steered, and as most standards are kept by schools (upper 
secondary and higher vocational levels) also strongly school-steered. 
 
With Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) the primary focus lies on the identification and recognition 
of the competencies that someone might have obtained in any period in his/her life and in any kind 
of learning environment. Lƴ 5ǳǘŎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ Ψde Herkenning van Verworven Competenties (HVC1)Ω 
(Stienstra 2008). In this context the portfolio consists of all personal learning experiences. Only after 
collecting all the relevant, personal competencies together with their proof, a choice is made by the 
person. In this way the personal ambitions are better articulated and depending on the personal 
goal a specific choice for the kind of accreditation or validation is made. RPL, therefore is more 
personal steered and might involve not only summative but also formative goals. 
Ii is interesting to see that, in analogy with the Anglo-Saxon learning culture, in the Netherlands also 
a shift occurs in the focus of lifelong learning strategies towards the Recognition of Prior Learning. 
This is due to the growing awareness on the real societal problematic, namely how to make people 
invest in themselves if the necessary infrastructure is available (funds, methods, instruments and 
ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴǎύΦ ²ƛǘƘ wt[ ΨǘƘŜ Ƨƻō ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜΩ ƛƴ ŀ ōƻǘǘƻƳ-up way. RPL is more and more seen as the 
real matchmaker with the more top-down strategy of APL. This implementation of RPL will be 
ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ άLǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀŦǘŜǊΗέΦ 
 
When looking at both terms ς RPL and APL - VPL stands for the process of Valuation of Prior 
Learning (VPL). VPL embodies the necessity to make top-down processes such as APL meet the 
bottom-up process of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL). If combined APL and RPL are constituting 
the integral or even holistic process of Valuation of Prior Learning. So, VPL is the real designation of 
developing, implementing and embedding lifelong learning in society, in the Learning Society so to 
say; VPL is for the sake of citizens as well as providers and organisations (profit, non-profit, 
voluntary work, labour-agencies, communities, etc). VPL is able to manage in a flexible way the 
diversity of goals all these parties and partners have in making use of lifelong learning strategies. 
 
4.3 Issues and future of volunteering & lifelong learning in the Netherlands 
Volunteering in the Netherlands has received remarkable political support in recent years, both in 
ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΩ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ bƻƴ-profit as well as profit 
organisations are increasingly cooperating to stimulate volunteering. Furthermore, volunteer 
organisations are facing increasing pressure to professionalize their operations (e.g. through output-
driven financing and computerisation).  
 
Despite the positive developments, volunteers in the Netherlands have no recognised legal status. 
The regulatory atmosphere has made it increasingly difficult for volunteer organisations to identify 

                                                      
1
  ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨHVCΩ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ ƳǊΦ {ƧƻŜǊŘ {ǘƛŜƴǎǘǊŀ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻƴ 9±/ ώAPL] in Willemstad, Curaçao, 

October 31, 2008. 



 

 

September 2009 Ruud.Duvekot@INHolland.nl 10 

and recruit suitable volunteers to fill administrative (board) positions. Under existing laws, Dutch 
authorities cannot grant general exemptions from social security contributions and taxes to full-
time volunteers and the organisations that support them. 
 
Moreover, the official definition of a volunteer (provided by VWS) does not include volunteers who 
receive support (e.g. pocket money, room and board) under the category of full-time volunteers. 
The most uncertain situation under the existing Dutch legal framework is that of volunteers who 
ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ bŜǘƘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōǊƻŀŘΦ /ƻƳǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴŎƻƳŜΩ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ 
official permission to stay in the country is virtually impossible for overseas volunteers who are 
supported by organisations or other third parties.  
 
To further ensure the position of volunteering on the political agenda, it is important to stimulate 
the involvement of more ministries and local governments. In addition, a national political agenda 
for the stimulation of voluntary work on a more structural basis must be formulated, and a new 
relation between public and private actors in the field of volunteering must be formalised.  
 
One of the most interesting issues is the way in which volunteering could promote lifelong learning 
in the Dutch society, especially in higher education since that is the level the majority of the people 
has to head for; this quantity also implieǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ōȅ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƻŦ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ǿƻǊƪΗ  ¢ƘŜ Ǿŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ 
is a main element in this issue. It means that voluntary organisations should focus on: 

a. Focus on learning outcomes instead of learning-input, 
b. The development-process (to be described) is portfolio-based, 
c. Make sure there is a transparent national standard for qualifications. 
d. Competency-systems (diploma-standards & competence-management) must be linked in 
ƻǊŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ǇƛŎƪ ǿƘŜǊŜΣ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǊƛŎƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇƻǊǘŦƻƭƛƻΦ 

e. Lifelong learning is about stimulating the learning triangle: individual (portfolio-build up), 
organisation (competence-based HRM) and education (output-oriented learning-made-to-
measure). 

 

5. History of VPL and of learning cultures in the Netherlands 
 
In the development of lifelong learning, the link between formal and non-formal learning is surely very 
complex. In many countries, the formal education systems are becoming more flexible in recognising 
non-formal learning. However, most individuals still lack access to a life-long and life-wide learning 
continuum. The crux therefore is to discuss the way lifelong learning is inevitably moving towards a 
process steeǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘΩ ƛǎ ǎǳǊŜƭȅ ŀ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ōǊŜŀƪǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΣ 
overlooking more than 500 years of vocational training where the learner had little influence over 
ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ Ƙistorically controlled vocational 
training. This focus on using prior learning for a diversity of goals by the citizens, is concentrating on 
efforts to make the process more bottom-steered and find a balance between top-down 
instrumentation and infrastructure and bottom-up portfolio build-up and setting of personal goals in 
the context of the Learning Society. In order to get a better grip on this two-folded approach it is 
enriching to take a look into the history and the development of APL and of transitions in learning 
cultures as well. 
 

5.1 A short history of Dutch VPL 
Learning always consisted of "learning by falling and getting up again." As the division of labour 
arose, so too arose the need to institutionalize learning and working in a system of professional 
training, because increasing job and profession differentiation required learning specific skills to be 
able to function in a given profession. 
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! ƎƻƻŘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ άŎƻƭǳƳƴέ 
is the guild system of the Middle Ages, in which employers dominated with a view to labour market 
regulation and protection. This system dominated the urban economy until deep into the 
eighteenth century. Education was a private initiative involving cooperation with local authorities 
(Israel, 1997). 
The subsequent trades system brought little change. Professional training in the trades society was 
dominated and driven by employers and practice-based learning, and happened largely within the 
professional column. Although charitable institutions did provide for an early form of 
institutionalised professional education in work-study schools (Lis, et al. 1985), the most powerful 
relationship of authority was and remained that of employer and employee. 
With national legislation in 1919, the industrial society developed the knowledge infrastructure into 
a system with a great deal of responsibility on the part of government and social partners. 
Increasingly, the system was the central focus, with certification within the professional column as 
the goal. In the 1960s the Secondary Education Act created the perspective of "continued learning" 
which had a general perspective and was no longer dictated by purely economic interests. The 
objectives were to create some order in the forms of professional education and to provide some 
integration of professional and general education (Boekholt & De Booy, 1987). 
 
It took as long as the 1980s for the discussion to start on restructuring professional training. The 
debate more and more focused on the need to connect it better with the actual needs of the labour 
market. The work of a number of successive commissions paved the way for VPL, particularly in 
terms of the focus on the learning individual and the concept of competencies. 
The most influential Commission was that of Professor Wijnen that worked on questions relating to 
better utilization of learning processes both in and out of school, and on strengthening the impact of 
on-the-job learning on the labour market. The most signiŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ 
(Wijnen 1994) was that a system recognizing non-formal and informal acquired qualifications was 
ŦŜŀǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦ !ƴŘ ǎƻΣ ǘƘŜ ά9±Y-ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέ ώƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ Ψ!tv-ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΩϐ ǿŀǎ 
ōƻǊƴΥ ΨǘƘŜ ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜŀǊƴŜŘ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 
qualification or certification of educational tracks participated in previously (whether or not 
completed). 
¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǎǘŜǇ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎƛŜǎΩΗ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘƛƳŜ Ƙowever, the government 
greeted the Wijnen-report with enthusiasm. EVK could make a useful contribution to matching the 
labour and education markets. The government would provide instruments for EVK, including 
development funding. Schools, job centres, companies and other parties picked up EVK and ran with 
it. But there was a lack of adequate support, and the initial enthusiasm ebbed. 
 
After a brief lull, the government kicked things back into gear in 1998 with a national action 
programme on Lifelong learninƎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǇƭŀŎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ 
experiences gained must be made visible as independently acquired competencies. The cabinet wishes 
to promote this by setting up a system by which knowledge acquired elsewhere (that is, outside of the 
educational system) can be tested and accredited." (Actieprogramma 1998). This was an important 
step towards expanding on the EVK concept to the valuation of learning experiences acquired outside 
of the formal educational system. These experiences gained in the workplace would be revealed, and 
then tested and accredited; with this, the Q of qualifications became a C (competenties, or 
competencies) and since then, the system has been referred to as erkenning van verworven 
competencies (EVC in Dutch, or APL in English). The social partners also made an important 
contribution to this shift towards competency-based professional training. So, time had come for the 
implementation of all the ambitious plans. 
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5.2 The Glass is Half Full 
With the publication of De Fles is Half Vol! όά¢ƘŜ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ƛǎ ƘŀƭŦ ŦǳƭƭΗέύ ƛƴ нлллΣ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘŜǇ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 
lifelong learning using APL was taken. A national APL working group formulated a broad vision on 
APL and the implementation process. APL had to bridge the gap between the education supply and 
the demand on the labour market side. The challenge was to connect these two worlds via the 
learner, on the one hand by converting learning experiences into certificates or diplomas, and on 
the other by allowing for the development of competencies in a career context (Werkgroep EVC 
2001). 
 
To support this application of APL and to learn from the existing practice, the government 
established the Knowledge Centre APL (Kenniscentrum EVCύ ƛƴ нллмΦ ¢ƘŜ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ /ŜƴǘǊŜΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎΣ 
on the basis of collecting practical examples, to promote the use of APL in the labour market and to 
take APL to a higher qualitative level. It became clear that there were many situations in which APL 
could be used and led towards a variety of effects, but did not automatically lead to the desired 
effects (Duvekot & Brouwer, 2004). Factors and circumstances that could have a negative impact 
include more restrictive legislation or regulations, fear of change, system failures, general 
conservatism or a too short-sighted view of the return on investment. On the other hand, the 
positive effects of APL were seen mainly at the sector level. 
Thanks to APL, in sectors such as the health care and education sector, recruitment and selection of 
personnel is increasingly happening among target groups without the formal requirements. APL is 
also functional in areas such as retention of personnel and attrition and disability prevention. 
Employees in the construction sector are being offered new career opportunities based on 
competency recognition and comparison with adjacent sectors. The next step is to promote mobility 
ŀƴŘ ǳǇƎǊŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƴŜƭΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƴŜƭ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŜŦǊŜǎƘŜǊ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎέ Ŏŀƴ 
be structured efficiently around a good picture of existing competencies. Outflow and outplacement 
of personnel also benefit. The military, for example, has a high proportion of employees with fixed-
term appointments. To be more successful at replacing these employees on the labour market, APL 
can offer both development and qualification. Likewise, in mergers and reorganizations, APL offers 
development and qualifications to find the right place for personnel, whether internally or 
externally. 
The financial return of APL is seen not so much in the costs of education and training, but in the 
lowering of the costs for absence of leave. In APL projects in companies such as Rockwool, Corus 
and Friesland Foods, considerable savings were achieved, ranging from EUR 3,000 to EUR 16.000 
per employee, due to lower costs for absence of leave (EVC Magazine, 2005).  
 
5.3  From guild learning to lifelong learning (± 1000 AC ς 2000 AC) 
To summarize this development process an overview can be given of the most significant changes in 
the nature of professional training through history. Table 1 shows that there are shifts within the 
objectives, the composition of the target group, within the authority relationships and in relation to the 
use of summative and/or formative aspects. Since the days of the guild system, professional training 
has come a long way. At this point we have arrived at a point at which both tripartite implementation 
and responsibility is a reality. Within this development, there are signs of a shift from the dominance of 
the knowledge infrastructure in organising the professional training to the level of the profession itself: 
the workplace, where individual and organization come together. We have now almost come full-circle; 
in the guild system there was, of course, also close cooperation in this area. The fundamental 
differences, however, are that the objective of the process has continued to develop, from a focus on 
initial training to a lifelong learning strategy (or preparations for a lifelong learning strategy). The target 
group has been expanded from young, starting employees to anyone who wants to be or has to 
become employable. Additionally, individual and organization collaborate on the details of the process. 
Employee mobility is no longer limited to a single workplace, but is increasingly seen as an inter-sector 
phenomenon. Finally, the focus has slowly shifted from a summative to a formative approach to 
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professional training, and valuing learning offers an opening to make the transition from input-based 
to output-based learning strategies; a logical step, considering the changing objective of professional 
training and the opportunities for inter-sector mobility. 
 

Table 1: From guild learning to lifelong learning 

  Objective* Target group Authority Mobility Summative/ 
formative  

Learning 
characteristic 

Guild 

system 

Initial 
professional 
training 

New 
employees in 
professional 
column 

Organization None Summative Input, learning 
by doing 

Trades 

economy 

Initial 
professional 
training 

New 
employees in 
professional 
column 

Organization None Summative Input, learning 
by doing 

Industrial 

era 

Initial 
professiona
l training & 
lifelong 
learning 

New 
employees in 
professional 
column & 
retrainees 

Organization & 

Knowledge 
infrastructure 

None Summative Input, learning 
by doing & 
formal learning 

Knowledge 
economy 

 

Initial 
professional 
training & 
lifelong 
learning 

starting 
employees/ 

career 
changers in 
professional 
columns/ 

retrainees 

Organization & 

Knowledge 
infrastructure 
& individual 

Intra-
sector 

Summative 
& formative 

Input/ 

output, 

Formal and 
non-formal 
learning 

(coming) 
Lifelong 
learning 

lifelong 
learning 

Everyone Individual & 

organization & 
knowledge 
infrastructure 

Inter-
sector 

Summative 
& 

formative 

Output, 

 valuing 
learning 

* where two or more functions/roles are given, entries in bold indicate the dominant function/role 
Source: Duvekot et al, 2007. 

 
 

6. National investment in Lifelong Learning 
 
National investment in Dutch lifelong learning focuses on giving access to learning opportunities to 
the citizens. Gaining civil effect (certification) on the basis of prior learning outcomes is central in 
ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧŀƭƭǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ 
 
6.1 Government and social partners  
In the years 2005-2007, the Dutch  government invested nearly 40 million Euro in APL at upper 
secondary and  higher vocational education levels, in developing a regional infrastructure and in 
promoting APL. This policy was put forward in the working plan for 2005-2007 Strengthening 
Learning and Working (PLW 2005). The ministries of Education, Culture and Science, of Social Affairs 
and Employment, of Agriculture and Nature Management, of Economic Affairs, of Integration and of 
Finances were involved. 
In the implementation strategy, management and practice come together. At management level 
educational institutions were encouraged to implement APL institution-wide. They signed agreements 
with the government to realise a certain number of APL procedures within one or two years and to 
guarantee a minimum quality standard of these procedures. Practices already in use for some years 
were spread and the quality-issue of the procedures was raised. To strengthen the promotion of APL 
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regional one-stop-offices were set up also to actively promote the use of APL. It is a big step forward 
that all local partners in education and labour market are working more and more together and 
attune their procedures. The aim is that any individual can enter these local one-stop-offices to be 
guided in their development process. Companies are offered tailor-made solutions for their questions 
relating to human resources and all regional partners take their share to realise it.  
 
Since the economic crisis started in 2009 both the government as well as the social partners joined 
forces to strengthen the use of VPL for workers that are in danger of losing their job. For them a 
possibility of subsidizes procedures for their VPL is available at local offices. In these local offices the 
local authorities, social partners, job-agencies and relevant education-institutes are organised. In a 
sense this is an approach of creating a local community that is capable of finding integral solutions 
of personal labour-problems by using the instrumentation of VNF-IFL. 
 
VPL in the Netherlands consists of two specific instruments, both of which are subsidized if 
someone is in danger of losing a job: 
мΦ Ψ9ǊǾŀǊƛƴƎǎŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀŀǘ (EVC)ΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ŀŎŎǊŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ 
of his/her learning outcomes. It is a summative approach; the portfolio is referred to a specific 
standard and the accreditation consists of a number of credits that can be cashed in at a qualifying 
institute or school. The portfolio therefore is only a dossierportfolio or showcase of the relevant 
learning outcomes to be referred to the specific standard. This form of VPL can be called APL. 
нΦ Ψ9ǊǾŀǊƛƴƎsprofiel (EVP)ΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜǘ-up for a generic, personal portfolio. It is formative oriented 
and aims at a validation of all the generic competences of a candidate. It advises on the possible 
opportunities for accreditation or development steps. It also points out what to do when a specific 
qualification or diploma is at stake. This form of VPL can be called RPL. 
 
6.2 Quality-burocracy  
! ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŎƻŘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ψ9ǊǾŀǊƛƴƎǎŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀŀǘΩ ǿŀǎ ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ƛƴ нллс ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎ 
and employees. The quality code is an important step towards guaranteeing quality, garnering 
support and granting insight into the supply of APL. About 130 APL providers are currently entered 
ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨwŜƎƛǎǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ wŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ !t[ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎΩΦ 
The quality code for APL itself aims to achieve more transparency and comparability and make APL 
more accessible. It contains the following items: 
1. The goal of APL is to define, evaluate and accredit individual competencies. 
2. APL primarily answers to the need of the individual. Entitlements and arrangements are clearly 

defined and guaranteed. 
3. Procedures and instruments are reliable and based on solid standards. 
4. Assessors and supervisors are competent, impartial and independent. 
5. The quality of the APL procedure is guaranteed and is being improved on an ongoing basis. 
 
The accreditation of APL-suppliers at the levels of VET and HE is now (2008-2009) underway. 
 
6.3 Higher education offering lifelong learning 
In Dutch higher  education there is a clear division between the universities of applied sciences  (or 
higher vocational education) offering lifelong learning programmes on the basis of valuing prior 
learning outcomes and academic universities from which only the Open University offers the same 
access to lifelong learning.  
 
All universities working with VPL as an intake-instrument accept voluntary work experience as 
relevant learning outcomes.  
 



 

 

September 2009 Ruud.Duvekot@INHolland.nl 15 

As one of the biggest universities for applied sciences INHolland University engages in professional 
education and research.  It is committed to maintaining close links with industry and therefore 
closely monitors changes in the global community.  This enables INHOLLAND to develop and deliver 
a wide range of Associate Degrees, Bachelor and an increasing number of Master degrees.  These 
primarily focus on developing professional competences which equip students for future 
employment.  
The educational model is focused on competence based learning, implying that all teaching and 
learning activities concentrate on the professional competences to be acquired by students. 
The entrance to lifelong learning is organised in flexible part-time programmes. Access to these 
programmes is managed by the EVC Centrum INHolland (ECI). This centre acts as a bridge between 
ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ learning needs and the available 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ōǊƛŘƎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ΨǇŀǎǎŜŘΩ ōȅ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ±t[-procedure. In this procedure voluntary 
work experiences are accepted as valuable learning outcomes.  
 
The Open University Nederland aims to play a key role as the prime university for academic lifelong 
learning. The key element is lifelong, open and flexible learning, available for everyone. Linking up 
with formal education, an expansion is proposed to forms of education that are not primarily aimed 
at acquiring diplomas, but also to education that recognizes competencies that have been gained 
elsewhere and in alternative ways. To education that eliminates thresholds and motivates more 
people to enroll for study programmes and to keep studying. Various initiatives demonstrate that 
Open University Nederland fulfils its role as the university for lifelong learning successfully and with 
enthusiasm. It has all the resources needed to fulfill this role with passion: over twenty years of 
experience in open and flexible education that students can follow wherever and whenever they 
choose. 
 
6.4  VPL and higher education 
The emphasis on learning outcomes at these universities is in line with the development of common 
structures of education and training across Europe and is associated with the European Credit 
Transfer System (ECTS) and the European Qualification Framework (EQF). Thus Valuation of Prior 
Learning as such contributes to the removal of barriers to the mobility of labour between countries 
and between sectors. At national levels, learning outcomes are made a central part of the 
modernisation of qualification systems and frameworks in order to innovate Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) and Higher Education (HE), to stimulate economic development and to promote 
ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƘŜǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ Ψ±ŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tǊƛƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ the figure 
below . 
 

Figure: gƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ Ψ±ŀƭǳing Prior Learning Ω 

Individual Stimulating self-investment in learning; showing learning outcomes; 
building up a learning biography or portfolio 

Organisation .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴŎŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-
investment and articulation of competences; designing lifelong learning 
strategies in Human Resource Management 

VET/HE Matching learning to real learning needs; offering learning-made-to-
measure; focus on learning outcomes; facilitating lifelong learning 
strategies 
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Civil Society Activating citizenship; transparency of learning outcomes in the civil 
society; linkages with other perspectives (qualification, careers) 

Macro-level Concerns policies of governments and social partners and their 
responsibilities for creating favourable conditions for lifelong learning 
through laws and regulations 

Source: Duvekot et al, 2007 

 
Important conditions for creating a learning society in which these benefits come to full bloom: 
1. A transparent, output-oriented knowledge infrastructure; 
2. Creating trust by focusing on the already available quality-system based on the judgement of the 

existing assessment processes used by schools, colleges and universities; 
3. A transparently structured education sector, that allows a flexible flow of participants from one 

layer of sector to another, both intra- as well as inter-sectoral; 
4. Universal, transparent and interchangeable procedures and reports on the competences that 

have been valued; 
5. Close relations between educational institutions and their associates/partners (enterprises, 

government institutions, institutions in the field of (re)integration of unemployed into the labour 
market);  

6. Creating possibilities for developing and executing individual tailor made learning paths; 
7. Facilities for financing flexible tailor made individual learning routes, such as an individual 

learning account; 
8. Clear communication to citizens about the technical and financial arrangements for education 
ŀƴŘ Ψ±ŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tǊƛƻǊ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩΤ 

9. Development of an individual right for portfolio-assessment and career-advice. 
 
 

7. Sports and volunteering 
 

Since national statistics show that activities involving sports are the most popular form of volunteer 
activity in the Netherlands, it is intersting in the context of the VALUE-project to highlight the nature 
and specific statistics of sports and volunteering. 
 
Organised sport 

 73 national sport federations organized in the Dutch Olympic Committee NOC*NSF 

 ± 27.000 sportclubs 
 

Volunteering in sport organisations 

 ± 52.000 fulltime equivalents 

 Number of professionals: 8.063 fulltime equivalents 

 Ratio volunteers:professionals = 87:13 
 
Trends - rise of: 

 number of professionals working in sport federations 

 number of combined functions (volunteering/professional) rising ± 2.500 fulltime 
equivalents (2008) 

 support for volunteers in facilitating their functioning 
 
Yearly number of working hours per sport per volunteer 
Soccer 898 hrs. 
Other outdoor sports 337 hrs. 
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Tennis 148 hrs. 
Indoor team sports 145 hrs. 
Indoor, individual sports 98 hrs. 
Swimming 85 hrs. 
Equestrian sports 83 hrs. 
Strength- & combat sports 43 hrs. 
Angling sports 25 hrs. 
Other sports 272 hrs. 
 
Average number of hours per volunteer 
± 4 hours every week 
 
Nature of volunteering in sports 

 Executive and administrative tasks 57% 

 Training 53% 

 Events 37% 

 Organisation of matches and tournaments 35% 

 Catering 35% 

 Refereeing and adjudication 35% 

 Management buildings 23% 

 Management materials 22% 

 Management website 22% 

 Journalistic work 22% 

 Sports medical healthcare   6% 

 Other activities   5% 
 
Economic value of volunteering in sports 

 ± рнΦллл ŦǘŜ Ȅ ϵ плΦлллΣ- Ґ ϵ нΦлллΦлллΦллл 
 
Impact of volunteering in sports on other sectors in society 

 Health care 

 Integration & participation 

 Recreation 

 Social development 
 
 

8. SWOT-analysis of Dutch practice in volunteering 
 

8.1 Strong points 
The advantages of the projects - as described in the case studies in chapter 9 ς concerning 
competences and abilities developed by volunteers are: 

 learning becomes a personal reality and possibility, 

 the nature of the voluntary work is recognized by certification-institutes, 

 organizations are able to describe their need for competences: the organization gets to know 
which competences the volunteers working there have and which they have to develop, 

 organizations are able to promote voluntary work and attract more volunteers, 

 organizations are able to modernize their services to members, 

 helping the process of self-developing forward and increasing of the personal confidence of 
some volunteers, 



 

 

September 2009 Ruud.Duvekot@INHolland.nl 18 

 volunteers who have had their prior learning validated can be exempted from following certain 
formal training courses (formal training is required in particular in relation to working safely with 
children, dealing with disabilities, communication skills), 

 organisations get a better image for attracting new volunteers. 
 

The surplus of projects in relation to the aim of a better employability of volunteers can be seen in: 

 volunteers get also employability-changes through their voluntary work; the recognition of 
voluntary experiences can lead to an improvement of the position of the labour market, 

 organizations can focus more accurate on selection of volunteers. 
 
8.2 Weak points 
Improvements of the voluntary work in general and VPL in particular are possible through: 

 raising awareness, 

 getting commitment form employers and the legislators, 

 recognition of learning by other (professional) groups, 

 more support for individuals at national level to design a portfolio model to meet their own 
needs, 

 cooperation with schools for vocational education and training costs a lot energy and time. 
 

Resistance the sector faces:  

 ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǘƘer persons get control over the 
learning/certification process. Especially the certification is their domain, 

 connecting non-formal education in the voluntary sector to the public learning system, 

 experience gained through voluntary work is often not taken seriously, 

 the procedure takes a lot of time, so organizations has to calculate this before getting started, 

 structural financing the procedure, 

 cultural:  is voluntary work real work? 
 
8.3 Opportunities  
¢ƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ΨŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘΩ in volunteering are: 

 getting recognition for voluntary work as a certifiable learning ground, 

 raising awareness amongst social partners and authorities, 

 the general profile of the competences gained through voluntary work in the Netherlands has 
been raised, with wider recognition of the efforts made, and skills and knowledge of volunteers, 

 making organizations based on the voluntary principle more attractive for people. 
 
The social and economic trends that may be tied up with volunteer civil service are: 

 making it part of secondary school-curriculum, 

 making it a means to get work experience and/or more satisfaction from labour, 

 greater identification at the national level of which competencies are required in which sectors 
and on which levels. 

 
 
8.4 Threats  
The obstacles to overcome are: 

 the development of the labour market: with shortages on the labour market the available 
surplus for recruitment gets too small, 

 strategic: employees and employers are difficult to get committed to learning, 

 generating a new division in labour: those who can learn and those who (think they) cannot, 

 more focus should be put on cooperation with employers. 
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The troubles coming from institutional, law, social, cultural context are: 

 recognition of voluntary work as being a true learning experience that can even be certificated, 

 ridiculising learning in the sense that learning can be done anywhere but still has to be quality 
assured, 

 there is no national framework that makes the recognition of voluntary work possible, 

 there is more involvement needed of the Dutch government to improve dissemination, 

 the lack of extra funding to support subsidies for the costs of infrastructural change which is 
required by companies and organizations introducing the validation of informal learning, 

 the lack of cooperation between the government and social partners in this policy area the one 
hand and between different educational levels within the system on the other, creation of a 
separate certification-body for voluntary work. 

 
 

9. Two case studies in Dutch volunteering 
 
Two case studies are presented to point out the different roads VPL is taking in the voluntary sector. 
 
9.1 Welfare in Rotterdam 
The project Hidden talents in Rotterdam, the Netherlands (VPL2-case studies, 2006) is an example of 
ǘƘŜ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ ǳǇƎǊŀŘŜ ƳƻŘŜƭΦ ά²Ƙŀǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŀǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎΦ Wǳǎǘ 
looking at the yet unknown ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦέ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ 
ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŜƳŀƴŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ άIƛŘŘŜƴ ¢ŀƭŜƴǘǎέ ƛƴ wƻǘǘŜǊŘŀƳΦ  
¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ но ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƭŘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇŀƛŘ Ƨob for a year or 
more or work in irregular, low-skilled and subsidized jobs. The Regional Bureau for Education 
started the project because they saw that these people hardly ever could find a regular job while at 
the same time the necessary skills were available. 
One of the causes for this is that these people in one way or another were not able to face the 
learning system in compulsory education. Most of them never finished their initial education. So 
ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜy would have been able to enter the labour 
market properly. 
¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ΨƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅΩ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ-procedures; that means 

always following the triptych of portfolio ς assessment - personal development plan. The crucial 

difference, and probably also the key for its success, is the attention to individual guidance and the 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŜǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎΩΦ 
The result was that in 2003-2004 as many as 64 men went through the validation-procedure. 
Together they got approximately 200 exemptions for courses they failed when they were in initial 
education or dropped out. Several of them could finish their professional training in less than a year 
instead of the normal two to three years they would otherwise have to undergo. Above all, the 
education they now got was tailor made, i.e. content and form were designed to their learning-
attitude. Getting them through upper secondary vocational education into higher vocational 
education is the future goal of the project. In this way, this target group will really be able to face 
the needs of the learning society. Their employability is based on making learning for them a matter 
of enjoyability: learning in their own time, speed, level, environment and using their already 
acquired competencies through non-formal learning. 
 
9.2 The recognition of volunteer experience (Scouting Gelderland) 
This case study regards voluntary work in the scouting. The target group consists of young people in 
the age between 16 and 21 year, who are active at Scouting Gelderland at the one side and young 
people, who are registrated at schools for vocational education and training at the other side. 
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The organization that has implemented the project is Scouting Gelderland. In 1998, the Scouting 
organisation in Gelderland decided to address the issue that their many volunteers were not given 
adequate recognition for the experience and expertise they gained while volunteering. 
Consequently, Scouting Gelderland worked together with SVM (Stichting Vrijwilligers Management), 
a national organisation for the support of volunteer work, to identify appropriate validation 
mechanisms. Due to a lack of time and resources, the project developed relatively slowly until 2003 
when the project received funding from the province of Gelderland to develop a set of validation 
instruments. The aim was to develop instruments which could be easily transferred to other 
volunteer organisations and recognized in other sectors.  

 
Goals of the project 
There are four main reasons why Scouting Gelderland became involved in an initiative to validate 
non-formal learning: 

 Many Scouting Volunteers experience difficulties in achieving acknowledgement for the 
experience they acquire during their volunteer work. Scouting Gelderland therefore wanted 
to recognise competences acquired by their volunteers in order to acknowledge their 
efforts. 

 It was felt that validation initiatives might make the volunteer work within the organisation 
more attractive for young people. 

 Scouting Gelderland also wanted to increase recognition not only of the work and efforts of 
individual volunteers, but also of the entire Scouting organisation. Because of their 
validation initiative, the Scouting organisation is now taken much more seriously by 
education institutions for example.  

 There was a desire within the organization to properly establish and document the skills 
expected from group leaders, taking into account the needs of their team members.  

 
Recruitment of volunteers 

The skills which men develop by Scouting have connections with three contexts:  
1. the context of the target group 
2. the context of the organization 
3. the context of the external relations 

The organisation has developed three different competence profiles for volunteers ς one for 
ΨƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΩΣ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ΨǘŜŀƳ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ŦƻǊ ΨƎǊƻǳǇ ƎǳƛŘŜǎΩΦ  tǊƻŦƛƭŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ǳǇ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ 
at the competencies held by current leaders, and discussions with volunteers about what support 
they would ideally like from a leader. There are no special requirements in order to be able to take 
part in the project. Everyone who wants may take part in the project.Each volunteer receives a 
portfolio describing the tasks and competencies required for their position, and appropriate 
competencies to aspire towards in the future. The portfolio gives the volunteer the opportunity to 
provide evidence for all the skills that they have learnt, and encourages volunteers to describe their 
skills using terms which will be understandable by future employers and educational institutions.  
 
Description of the training program  
Volunteers are not always aware of the extent of their skills and knowledge when building their 
profiles. Scouting Gelderland therefore uses training to raise awareness of these competencies. The 
training consists of three steps:  

1. what am I good in?  
2. how should I formulate my expertise? 
3. Where can I actually use it? 
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¢ǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ψ{ǘŀǊΩ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ όƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ {ƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ¢ŀǎƪǎΣ ǘȅǇŜǎ 
ƻŦ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎύΣ ŀƴŘ Ψǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŎŀǊŘǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜƭǇ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ 
have, and what qualities are needed in various professions. Each volunteer receives a portfolio 
describing the tasks and competencies required for their position, and appropriate competencies to 
aspire towards in the future. The portfolio gives the volunteer the opportunity to provide evidence 
for all the skills that they have learnt, and encourages volunteers to describe their skills using terms 
which will be understandable by future employers and educational institutions.  
 
Learning is assessed within Scouting Gelderland through a combination of self assessment and 
discussion with Group Counsellors. 
 
Results 2007-2008 
April 2007: 

 455 scoutingleaders downloaded the competence-profiles 

 118 of them filled in an online questionnaire on the actual use of the profiles 
Spring 2007: 

 610 Scoutingleaders were invited for (1) an online-survey on the use of voluntary-
competences in education- and work-settings and (2) the expected support for their efforts 
in this form their organisations, 

 424 responded to the call 
End 2007:  

 a random check of groupleaders on their support for  aspirations within their 
scoutingleaders for formal accreditation of their competencedevelopment gave a response 
of 355 leaders and showed their actual support. 

dec 2008: 

 National Council of Scouting debates a proposal for a new training structure in which APL 
takes a prominent role. 

 Targetgroups are new leaders, and discharging leaders. 

 Trainingstructure is effective in 2009 
 
(Inter)national projects: 

 bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ά¸ƻǳǊ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜέΥ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ŎƻǳǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ¸ƻǳǘƘ 
Council: broad survey of the perspectives for youth-development in voluntary organisations 

 Grundtvig-project VOTE (Voluntary Training and Education) started in okt 2007. Target is 
develop further the expertise and vision on APL and turn existing policy into a solid, integral 
approach 
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Websites 
 
www.vws.nl  ς  the ministry about volunteering 
www.nov.nl  ς  the Association of Dutch Voluntary Effort Organizations (NOV) 
www.vrijwilligerswerk.nl  ς  general information on Dutch volunteering 
www.vrijwilligerscentrale.nl _ information on the network of local offices for voluntary work 
www.movisie.nl  ς  specific information on Dutch volunteering, research and advice 
www.CH-Q.nl  ς  information on selfmanagement of competencies 
www.lerenenwerken.nl  ς  information on Dutch policy towards lifelong learning 
www.inholland.nl  ς  information on (lifelong) learning at bachelor-levels 
www.ou.nl  ς  information on (lifelong) learning at academic levels 
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