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Mapping the Danish experiences with validation of 

competences 

 

By Claus Holm, Department of Education, Aarhus University 

 

The key legislation on validation of prior learning in Denmark 

is Act no. 556 of 6 June 2007, and this legislation is entitled 

“Development of the recognition of prior learning in adult 

education and continuing training” (Udbygning af 

anerkendelse af realkompetence på voksen og 

efteruddannelsesområdet mv.).  

 

This legislation gives each individual – from 18 or 25 years 

depending of the educational filed – the right to have his/her 

prior learning experiences validated in relation to specific 

goals of adult education and continuing training. The 

legislation is focused on the needs of the individual and aims 

to make the validation process as accessible and flexible as 

possible. A key aim is to motivate those with little or no 

education to participate in lifelong learning by making it 

easier for them to obtain recognition of prior learning. 

 

(This act from 2007 includes the following six educational 

fields: 

 Single course subjects in general adult education (basic 

level - AVU); 

 Single course subjects in general upper secondary 

education; 

 Vocational training programmes; (AMU); 
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 Basic adult education (GVU); 

 Short-cycle post-secondary adult education (VVU); and 

 Medium-cycle post-secondary adult education 

(Diploma programmes). 

 

I know that this is a very short introduction to the legal basis 

for validation of non-formal and informal learning, but still I 

urge to have faith in me when I say that in Denmark there 

exists both a rather developed national legal basis and the 

educations sectors covered by the act from 2007 should 

make a good platform for contributing to the validation of 

non-formal and informal learning.  

 

Nevertheless, it is also a Danish experience that it is still a 

challenge to achieve what you could call a well developed 

and sustainable approach to the validation of non-formal and 

informal learning. Or let me phrase this in another manner:  

The validation of non-formal and informal learning has been 

high on the policy agenda in Denmark for more than a 

decade and a number of policy initiatives have been taken – 

so the challenging question is, why this opportunity for 

validation of competences is not used more than it actually 

is?  

The main answer to this, the main barrier to this, in Denmark 

- as far as I read the reports on this matter – is that not 

enough people are aware that this opportunity exists for 

them.  Therefore the recommendation is to make more and 

better information campaigns that succeed getting people to 

know about the opportunity for validation of competences in 

the first place. But that still leaves some questions 
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unanswered as for example questions about how and who 

should organize these campaigns with what content.  

 

The aim with my presentation is to give a description of the 

barriers that could contribute to answers regarding these 

matters. My description is organized in the form of a 

mapping of the barriers to validation of competences in 

Denmark. So let me first shortly introduce the map,  that I 

use for the mapping.  The map is called four approaches to 

the question of validation of competences, and the map is a 

revised version of a map presented by my colleague 

Professor Lars-Henrik Schmidt's book “On  Respect”.  – And It 

is – as you can see – based around two axes, which each 

constitutes a continuum. This means that for instance, we ask 

whether the teacher is more or less teaching or learning 

orientated – and not whether he/she is either teaching 

orientated or learning orientated. In other words, the one 

axis, the horizontal axis, is a learning-teaching axis, and the 

other axis, the vertical axis, is a capacity-performance axis, 

whose position in relation to the first axis substantiates and 

determines the relation between learning and teaching.  

 

The two axes create four  fields, in which the two fields to the 

right, i.e. named knowledge and qualifications, establish 

what I would refer to as a whole as a teaching-oriented-

discourse, and the two fields to the left, competence and 

education (you could also call it  Bildung or Formation), 

establish what I call a learning-oriented-discourse. The 

distinction between a teaching discourse and a learning 

discourse can hardly be overrated. For instance with this map 

you can explain that as a pipe fitter you may have knowledge 

of how to fit old-fashioned ceramic pipes without being 
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qualified to fit modern plastic pipes and vice versa.  Similarly, 

you can within a learning discourse,  meet an educated 

person who only reads entire books and classics, and who is 

therefore unable to deliver performances that require the 

competency to browse and combine fragments from old and 

new texts into a new, original context – and vice versa.  

 

I am aware that you could use a whole seminar discussing the 

premises for this way of mapping a social landscape and the 

least this way of distinguishing between teaching and 

learning. Of course my main intention is not to start such a 

discussion, but still I am using the map as an instrument that 

is designed so that within each individual field, it establish  a 

clear idea of, and approach to, what we mean, when we talk 

about validation of competences. This also means that 

similarly, there are specific differences and conflicts between 

the fields. The consequence is that you may run into the case 

where a competency perspective seeks to ‘spread out’ and 

make sense of a qualification perspective. Or reversely, that a 

qualification perspective is articulated in competency terms. 
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But let me fill this map out with my reading of the Danish 

experiences with trying to implement a system for validation 

of non-formal and informal learning.   

 

The first domain I call knowledge. This domain has to do with 

goals for knowledge. And the barriers in relation to this 

domain is that the Danish adult educational institutions with 

responsibility for informing about the validation opportunity 

are used to make judgments of their students relating to 

knowledge-goals and knowledge-levels: - That is that they are 

used to look after, what a person lack of knowledge and 

education to reach a certain knowledge-capacity.  But doing 
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validation of competences the rationale is quite different; 

here these institutions should look after, what the person 

already can do, because he or she has learned it in other 

settings. These institutions traditional way of looking at a 

student is probably also the reason why a recommendation 

in a Danish context is that the validators should take courses 

that contribute to another way of looking at the persons, 

who wants a validation of his or her competences.  Expressed 

a bit differently: Even if the Danish adult educational 

institutions are all of the opinion that it is a good thing to 

validate peoples competences, you cannot be certain that all 

of these institutions find all the consequences of this opinion 

attractive; thereby I mean to say that it is not always 

attractive for these institutions to shorten and modularize 

their courses,  and it is not always easy for them to meet the 

demands for individualization and flexibilisation that the 

validation for competences is demanding. On top of the 

difficulties for these Danish adult educational institutions to 

shift or rather supplement their traditional approach to 

education, you could also add another barrier, which is an 

economic one: It is simply not profitable for these institutions 

to make validation of peoples competences. Their business 

model has to do with giving people an education.  On this 

background one of the cautious recommendations in a 

Danish context is to consider, if it is these institutions that 

should actually have the main responsibility for offering 

people a validation of competences.  

 

Going to the second domain, that is going to the domain I call 

‘qualifaction’ – or the qualifation-approach to the validation 

of competences – we meet the companies that measure their 

employees in relation to the qualifications needed to do 

perform well in the daily life of the company. Expressed in 
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another way you could say that the company on the one 

hand has no interest in abstract educational knowledge 

goals, but is interested in goals set by the company.  But the 

Danish legislation is says that the validating of competences 

first and foremost should have the individual persons 

perspective on the validating of competences. Nevertheless 

the situation is that when the educational institutions have 

high activity in relation to doing validation of competences, it 

has to do with a close cooperation with companies.  – On the 

other hand we also know that some Danish companies are 

not always interested in validation of competences, that has 

the consequence, that the employer gets a shortened 

training-period because they think that a full training period 

will give the employee and the company the most updated 

knowledge.  

 

Shifting to the left side of the map, to the learning oriented 

side of the map – and focusing first on the domain I call 

education – the question relating to this domain is what kind 

of life-, job- and/or learning-situation the individual is 

embedded in. And I relation to this one of the main questions 

is if the information about the opportunity for a validation of 

competences takes this – or these – individual perspectives 

serious enough so that the opportunity become attractive for 

the relevant people.  In one of the Danish reports on the use 

of validation of competences there is a formulation of a 

demand that has to do with the educational institutions 

should improve so that the do a better job taking the 

individual perspective into consideration: That is taking into 

consideration the individual prerequisites and wishes in 

relation to life, education and job more seriously. This means 

that the phase clarifying the individual perspective and needs 

in relation to validation of competences should be prioritized 
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more. And maybe this individual perspective also demands a 

reflection on how the educational institutions could show 

more goodwill in relation to this perspective. The thing is 

namely that the participants in the validation process are 

surprised when they realize that their competences gained 

through many years of work do not correspond to the formal 

educational systems demands, for example why is it 

necessary to pass an exam in how to fit old-fashioned 

ceramic pipes if you and other works fitting modern plastic 

pipes?  You have to give good answers to that kind of 

question, if not you probably have a barrier that has 

something to do with the individual and how to make each 

individual ready for the validation and/or more learning, but 

also has to with the formal learning-systems way of looking 

at the person as a student.  

 

And now then the last domain, the competence-domain.  My 

point is actually not to say so much about this domain, 

because my thesis would be that this domain still suffers 

from being colonized by the other domains, and especially by 

being colonized by a more traditional teaching discourse as it 

is institutionalized in the Danish formal adult educational 

institutions with responsibility for doing the validation of 

these competences. Or let me express it a bit differently, this 

domain is articulating itself through the other domains, which 

the arrows from this domain into the three other domains 

aims to show. This seems to be a major barrier; and maybe it 

as major barrier as the one I mentioned when I started the 

presentation, namely the barrier relation to lack of 

knowledge in the population about the opportunity to get 

your competences validated.  
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I am now due to finish my presentation and maybe some of 

you would say that I have been focusing only on the 

challenges, barriers and problems relating to the question of 

making more use validation of competences. Some of you 

will maybe even agree with Jack Nicholson and say as 

Nicholson says in the movie “As good as it gets”:  "Look,  I'm 

very intelligent, if you're gonna give me hope, you gotta do 

better than your doing. I mean, if you can't be at least mildly 

interesting then shut the hell up! I mean, I'm drowning here, 

and you're describing the water!" To this is my response is 

the following: That my intention actually was to describe the 

water, but for sure not at the cost of anyone drowning, on 

the contrary my aim is to map a landscape in way that can 

contribute to how we in the future for example handle 

information-campaigns about validation of competences.  

 

Thank you for your attention.  


