
136

Chapter  7

DOI: 10.4018/978-1-6684-3809-1.ch007

This chapter, published as an Open Access chapter on November 11, 2022, is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/) which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and production in any medium, provided the author of the original work and original publication source are properly credited. 

ABSTRACT

In this chapter, the authors will explore credit for prior learning (CPL) by portfolio as a high-impact 
educational practice that can enable learners to weave together disparate learning in meaningful ways 
while also deepening elements of integrative learning. While portfolio-based CPL is a longstanding 
educational practice, its utility is often undervalued. The authors will consider why the portfolio process 
should be a more central feature of academic programs and how it can support student learning and 
achievement. The authors will share findings of a CPL portfolio case study that directly and indirectly 
assessed student integrative learning performance and student perceptions of their proficiency. Findings 
validate student learning as well as increased internal validation of learning and academic confidence. 
Respondents indicated the portfolio process positively impacted their ability to apply learning, com-
municate, and create new knowledge. Implications for teaching and learning, program assessment, and 
administration and policy will be discussed.

Even for students who have stopped out on their pathway to a degree, the learning does not stop. Disrup-
tions brought on by COVID-19 reinforce what practitioners in the space of continuing and adult education 
have long recognized: lifelong learning and the ability for individuals to integrate and transfer learning 
from one context and occupation to the next is essential to sustaining a strong, nimble, and diverse work-
force; and inequities in credential attainment are mirrored by inequities in unemployment. Adult learners 
seek learning that is accessible, affordable, and facilitates their progress on their career pathway. They 
may attain this learning via formal and informal learning experiences, credit and non-credit instruction, 
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professional development and on-the-job training. Among the tactics to improve equity in outcomes, 
one that has been the subject of significant attention from scholars and practitioners, is the use of direct 
assessments and learning recognition formats to evaluate university-level learning that was acquired in 
a range of extra- and cross- institutional learning experiences. These practices un-bundle the learning 
that is done from the context within which it occurs, allowing for that learning to “count” in institutions 
where it has traditionally been marginalized.

Less has been written about how we connect these elements of unbundled learning, how we not only 
validate but also rebundle them into a higher credential, ideally in a way that has meaning for both the 
institution and the student. If we want equity for adult students, we need to do both. In this chapter the 
authors will explore CPL portfolio as a high-impact educational practice that can enable learners to weave 
together disparate learning in meaningful ways while also deepening elements of integrative learning, 
an Essential Learning Outcome valued by both universities and employers. The authors will share find-
ings of a mixed-method CPL portfolio case study that directly and indirectly assessed student integra-
tive learning and student perceptions of their learning. Findings indicated increased internal validation 
of learning and academic confidence. Respondents indicated the portfolio process positively impacted 
their ability to apply learning, communicate, and create new knowledge. Implications for teaching and 
learning, program assessment, and administration and policy will be discussed.

BACKGROUND

Outside of the United States, in nations where CPL is best established, conversations about “validation 
of learning” are shaped by concerns similar to those that shape the conversation in the U.S. Education 
professionals seek to address unemployment rates by providing improved access to credentials, particu-
larly for underserved groups (Villalba-Garcia, 2021). As in the United States, scholars are concerned 
both with quality assurance and with the acceptance CPL by university faculty and employers, as well 
as with uptake of CPL by underserved students (Looney and Santabanez, 2021; Wihak, 2007). The lan-
guage with which scholars and practitioners write about CPL varies widely, as does the particular means 
of providing CPL (Villalba-Garcia, 2021), with CPL by portfolio under-utilized outside of the United 
States. The research for this chapter was conducted at a regional four-year university in the United States 
and situates itself in a U.S.-based conversation about CPL and CPL by portfolio. Because of similar 
motivations (access to credentials for underserved) and similar concerns (quality assurance and uptake 
of CPL processes), findings should be applicable in contexts outside of the United States.

The impact of CPL on adult students’ success is well-established in the context of U.S. literature on 
adult learners. Klein-Collins (2010) found that adult students who earned CPL had better academic out-
comes than students who did not, regardless of gender, race, socioeconomic status, age, academic ability, 
and financial aid status; and these findings were confirmed by a range of narrower studies focusing on 
specific institutions or institutional groups (Chappell, 2012; Hayward & Williams, 2015; Klein, 2017). 
The work of Klein-Collins et al., (2020) confirmed the positive impact of CPL on students, including 
students of color and low-income students. They also found equity challenges in the relatively low 
uptake of CPL by students of color. This was particularly true for those who are Black or low-income. 
Furthermore, Klein-Collins, et. al. (2020) found Latinx and military students had a higher uptake of CPL 
in the form of Spanish CLEP tests and ACE credit recommendations.
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A follow-up study, Klein-Collins et al., (2021) took a deeper dive into these equity issues and found 
that low-income and Black students get a particularly strong boost from CPL completion when they 
engage in the process, making their relatively low uptake especially troubling. The authors suggested 
that among the barriers for some minoritized adult students are the cost, a lack of confidence in their 
own academic skills, lack of institutional flexibility, and knowledge of the process. In order to provide 
the benefits of CPL to these students, the authors recommended more and better outreach, financial 
support for low-income and minoritized students, and CPL processes that are woven into programs and 
curricula. A microstudy completed by Rogers and Forte (2016) examined seven students’ passage through 
the CPL process and the findings supported those of previous studies. The authors suggested that CPL 
feels inaccessible to many minoritized students for reasons that are complex and interwoven, including a 
lack of comfort with or confidence in a process that requires them to prove college-level learning when 
they have gotten the message in the past that they are not college material.

CPL by portfolio has been identified by studies and practitioner reports as particularly impactful 
in relation to adult student persistence and graduation. Klein-Collins and Hudson (2019) examined 
the academic records of 26,000 students, 7% of whom had engaged in CPL. They found that 98% of 
students who completed portfolio-based CPL graduated or remained enrolled, higher than for any other 
method of CPL. Similarly, Klein-Collins and Hudson (2017) examined student completion rates of 967 
students who participated in a CPL portfolio class. Students engaged in the class were more likely to 
complete their degrees than students who did not, and the impact of portfolio completion increased as 
the level of engagement increased. Students who finished the class were more impacted than those who 
did not, and those who had successful portfolios were more impacted than students who did not, etc. 
That graduation and persistence rates were strongest for adult students who earned CPL solely through 
portfolio is supported by smaller-scale studies such as Rust & Ikard (2016).

A wide range of practitioner reports also describe the value of the CPL portfolio as providing op-
portunities to adult learners through reflective writing and portfolio construction that would not be 
available with other forms of CPL. In addition, the findings of Rogers and Forte (2016) indicated that 
minoritized students may benefit from the support of advisors and instructors in earning CPL suggests 
that portfolios may be especially beneficial to minoritized students, since this is a form of CPL that can 
and frequently does include extensive advisor and instructor interaction. Not all studies on CPL find that 
portfolio-based processes have the strongest impact on adult learner success. One exception is the work 
of Hayward & Williams’ (2015) that examined CPL at four community college campuses. While this 
study confirmed the positive impact of CPL completion on adult student success more broadly, it found 
portfolio-based CPL to be less effective at supporting adults than other forms of CPL, a difference that 
may be explained by the approach to CPL that was taken by the community colleges.

Less understood is the non-content specific learning associated with portfolio-based CPL. There are 
many practitioner reports within the literature that identify a range of learning benefits for adult students 
from the creation of a prior learning portfolio, most commonly an increase in self-confidence in relation 
to college-level learning (Delleville, 2017; Marieneau, 2014) and a shift in self-cognition that students 
and practitioners sometimes describe as “transformational” (Brown, 2002; Stevens et al., 2010). Scholars 
also described the strengthening of other academic skills, for example metacognitive growth (Delleville, 
2017) and the strengthening of writing and meaning-making skills (Marienau, 2014). In several survey 
studies, students’ self-reports reinforce the perception of CPL teachers and administrators regarding the 
impact of CPL by portfolio. Rust and Brinthaupt (2017) conducted a survey of 232 students at Middle 
State Tennessee who completed CPL portfolios. The clustered responses of students to questions about 
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the impact of CPL on academic skills was positive, which the writers suggested is connected to the 
reflective writing required for the course. Similarly, Stevens et al. (2010) surveyed 45 students who 
participated in the University Without Walls program and found that most students reported changes 
as a result of the prior learning portfolio, with improvements in writing and self-concept reported most 
often. Two innovative studies assessed the skills of students after they had successfully completed prior 
learning portfolios. Both found evidence that students who had completed a successful portfolio later 
demonstrated stronger critical thinking skills on a task assigned later than those students who had not 
(LeGrow et al, 2002; Rust & Ikard, 2016). Studies looking at the learning demonstrated in the portfo-
lios themselves are largely absent from the literature, with some important and interesting exceptions. 
Judith O. Brown applied grounded theory to eight portfolios and eight student interviews. According to 
Brown (2002), students became aware of implicit knowledge through the creation of the portfolio and 
as a result valued their work as a source of learning, understood their learning better, and improved their 
organizational and communication skills. In addition, students reported greater self-knowledge and a 
sense of empowerment (Brown, 2002).

CPL BY PORTFOLIO IN A COMPREHENSIVE UNIVERSITY SETTING: 
CASE STUDY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

Case Study Purpose and Questions

For this study, the authors wanted to learn if portfolio assessments would confirm practitioner and stu-
dent reports about learning garnered through the portfolio process. Questions for the study were framed 
around the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) Essential Learning Outcomes 
(Rhodes et al., 1994) in order to ensure a focus on learning recognized by the profession as “essential.” 
The authors chose specific questions around Integrative Learning because this was a contemporary 
learning framework that connected with the findings of previous studies.

The authors examined portfolios and interviewed students from a CPL by portfolio program at a 
regional comprehensive university that has offered a successful CPL by portfolio program for almost a 
decade. Adult learners interested in pursuing credit for prior learning first met with an advisor to pre-
assess their prior learning, considered if this learning may be equivalent to that associated with a specific 
course offered at the institution, and considered how CPL could be applied to their degree requirements. 
Students who participated in the portfolio program received instruction regarding the evaluation of their 
learning and development of a CPL portfolio via a required one-and-a-half credit CPL portfolio develop-
ment course. The course was offered 100% online; however, students were given the option to receive 
instructor feedback face-to-face. A faculty or instructional staff member taught the course. Throughout 
the course, students received instruction and developed portfolios via an iterative process. The finished 
portfolios were subsequently evaluated by a faculty member who was a content expert in the course dis-
cipline. Reviewers evaluated content-specific learning proficiencies directly related to the stated course 
learning outcomes. Academic reviewers did not assess broad learning associated with competencies such 
as integrative learning, and the portfolio instructor did not explicitly guide students toward integrative 
learning objectives. Over 90% of submitted portfolios resulted in an award of course credit.

Given the documented learning benefits of portfolio and CPL, the authors wondered if there might 
be other benefits associated with the CPL portfolio preparation course and student learning experience. 
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The course did not intentionally incorporate activities to develop student competencies associated with 
integrative learning, but the authors hypothesized that such learning might still occur in the process of 
portfolio building. They wondered what impact portfolio construction might have on students’ ability 
to transfer and apply their learning and what impact it might have on students’ understanding of them-
selves as learners.

Case Study Questions

1.  Does the retention and graduation of the portfolio population differ from that of the general adult 
learner population?

2.  Unprompted, do the activities and reflective processes incorporated into CPL by portfolio promote 
depth of integrative learning?

3.  Do integrative learning scores correlate to GPA?
4.  Will mean integrative learning scores vary based on the course discipline assessed or based on the 

student program of study?
5.  How did the CPL portfolio experience impact students’ perception of their learning and of them-

selves as a student?

Sample and Methodology

The authors used a mixed methodology. For the quantitative analysis, the sample included 62 successful 
portfolios produced by 48 non-traditional age students, evenly split by gender with half of the sample 
identifying as women and half as men. Half of the students, therefore, were minoritized around gender; 
and while the authors did not collect information about students’ Pell-eligible status, many of the students 
worked in low-paid jobs, such as in early childhood education. Ninety-four (94) percent of the student 
sample identified as White, while 6% of the sample identified as Black, Latinx, or more than one race/
ethnicity. This imbalance in equity in CPL participation is typical, despite research indicating CPL may 
have a powerful impact on students in underrepresented racial and ethnic groups. The point of time in 
degree program completion varied, but the median value was 2 years into their program. The mean GPA 
for the sample was 3.39. The CPL award for both the quantitative and qualitative samples ranged from 
three to twelve credits per students.

For the quantitative analysis component of the study, two independent reviewers analyzed each suc-
cessful CPL portfolio to evaluate the level of integrative learning evidenced in the portfolio. Reviewers 
independently applied the Integrative Learning VALUE Rubric developed by the Association of Ameri-
can Colleges and Universities. The VALUE rubrics have been shown to be a valid and reliable tool to 
evaluate the factor of integrative learning (Finley and Rhodes, 2013). The Integrative learning assess-
ment rubric comprises five items – Connections to Experience, Connections to Discipline, Transfer of 
Learning, Integrated Communication, and Reflection and Self-Assessment. Rubric scoring is based on a 
4-point scale with “1” indicating benchmark evidence and “4” indicating capstone evidence of learning. 
The authors added a fifth point, that was quantified a “0” indicating that the portfolio did not include 
evidence of the respective facet of learning. Internal consistency across these five items was evaluated 
by applying Chronbach’s alpha to the sample. Findings indicated a high correlation between and across 
this related set of items (r=0.91).
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The authors created a mean score and checked for interrater reliability. To ensure inter-rater reli-
ability, reviewers met prior to the evaluation to construct consistent interpretation and application of the 
rubric. Following the review, evaluators met to compare findings. Reviewers discussed any finding in 
which reviewer scores differed by more than 1.0 on the 5-point scale for any single item and rescored, 
as necessary. Of the 62 portfolios examined, which produced 310 points of data, there were 15 points 
of data for which raters differed by more than 1.0 point.

For the qualitative analysis, the authors talked to a subset of 22 students and alumni, which included 
14 individuals identifying as women and 8 identifying as men. Similar to the larger sample, 95% of the 
sample was white. One interviewee identified themselves as Black. The interviews took place subsequent 
to the quantitative analysis. Most (19) of the individuals had graduated and one was still enrolled. One 
individual had enrolled during the previous term but was not enrolled at the time of the interview. The 
interviewer used a 15 open-ended question protocol. Questions included elements related to the indi-
vidual’s learning experiences and expectations relative to the CPL portfolio process, learning connections 
across disciplines and experiences, application, perspective taking, confidence, etc. All interviews were 
recorded and transcripted. Transcripts were analyzed by one reviewer using a grounded theory approach 
to identify common themes and create a conceptual understanding of portfolio impact.

CPL Portfolio Case Study Quantitative Findings

Question 1: Does the retention and graduation of the portfolio population differ from that of the general 
adult learner population?

At the time of the quantitative analyses, 94% of the students had either graduated or were still enrolled 
at the university. All students from URM groups in this study had graduated. This success rate is high 
compared to that of adult learners at many universities. A contemporaneous analysis by the authors of 
adult learner retention rates for students across the system of higher education in which this university 
is a part indicated mean first to second year retention for the adult student population was about 71%. 
According to a recent report from the Pell Institute (2021), about half of adult nontraditional students 
earn degrees within six years.

Question 2: Unprompted, do the activities and reflective processes incorporated into the CPL by portfolio 
promote depth of Integrative Learning?

Table 1 illustrates mean scores and ranges for each element of integrative learning, as well as an 
overall integrative learning score. On a five-point scale with “0” indicating no evidence, “1” indicating 
benchmark evidence, “2-3” indicating a progression of milestone evidence, and “4” indicating capstone 
level evidence, the study sample demonstrated learning on par or exceeding what would be expected 
of students midway to their credential. The integrative learning mean score was 2.26. When examining 
mean scores for specific elements, the authors found the reflection self-assessment scores were lower 
than expected, surprising given reflection is a core component of a portfolio activity. The construction 
of the portfolio as an argument to justify course credit for specialized knowledge may explain this. A 
proficient reflection and self-assessment includes the identification of failures and challenges, along with 
strengths and successes, in its understanding of the evolution of self. In a CPL portfolio constructed to 
emphasize student competence, it is understandable that student self-assessments might be undeveloped. 
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If the portfolio class were constructed to encourage stronger self-assessment reflections, that would 
not negatively impact students’ chances to earn credit for the class under consideration, students might 
demonstrate greater competency in this category of learning.

Question 3: Do integrative learning scores correlate to GPA?

A Peason’s correlation analysis was conducted to examine the association between integrative learn-
ing scores and student cumulative grade point average (GPA). Reflection/self-assessment was the only 
element of integrative learning that was correlated to student GPA (p < .05). Students who scored lower 
in reflection and self-assessment also had a lower cumulative GPA. As noted above, the primary purpose 
of the CPL portfolio activity (to earn course credit for learning) may have impacted the extent to which 
the portfolios showed evidence of reflection and self-assessment. Nevertheless, this finding is interest-
ing in the context of understanding subsequent student success or student perceptions of their success. 
This element will be further considered in the qualitative analysis.

Question 4: Will mean integrative learning scores vary based on the course discipline assessed or based 
on the student program of study?

The authors were curious to see if there was variance based on the discipline of the courses chal-
lenged. Maybe the nature of the course content or learning outcomes within a discipline impacts facets 
of integrative learning. The same could be said regarding the plan of study. Could there be variance 
based on students’ declared major? Perhaps some disciplines train students differently, and this may 
impact the demonstration of integrative learning in their portfolios. To address these questions, first 
the authors conducted an Analysis of Variance to examine significant differences based on the course/
discipline challenged. The authors examined the 62 portfolios, categorized each by course discipline 
area, and grouped 60 of the portfolios into one of seven broad curricular areas. Figure 1 illustrates the 
mean integrative learning scores by course discipline, overall, and by each element of integrative learn-
ing. Each line represents a subset of portfolios by course curricular area. The dotted line represents the 
mean scores for all 62 portfolios. While differences between groupings can be seen; the ANOVA did 
not indicate any significant findings. The authors acknowledge the sample size was small and not evenly 
distributed across groups.

Table 1. Mean integrative learning values

VALUE Integrative Learning Rubric Element Minimum 
Score

Maximum 
Score Mean Standard 

Deviation

Connection to Experience 1.00 4.00 2.15 0.77

Connection to Discipline 1.00 3.75 2.20 0.81

Transfer of Learning 1.00 4.00 2.52 0.70

Integrated Communication 1.00 4.00 2.67 0.72

Reflection and Self-Assessment 1.00 3.25 1.79 0.69

Integrative Learning Overall 1.00 3.60 2.26 0.64
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To examine differences based on student majors the authors categorized each of the 48 students by 
the broad curricular area of their declared major. In cases in which a student submitted more than one 
portfolio, the authors created a set of mean scores for the student. Majors with less than two students 
enrolled were removed from the analysis. Integrative learning scores were then examined. Figure 2 il-
lustrates the mean integrative learning scores overall and by each element of integrative learning with 
each line representing a subset of students by major. The dotted line represents the mean scores for all 
students. Again, while variance can be seen, the ANOVA did not indicate any significant findings.

Figure 1. Mean integrative learning values by course discipline

Figure 2. Mean integrative learning values by student program of study
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CPL Portfolio Case Study Qualitative Findings

The qualitative portion of this study allowed for a deeper explanation of how the CPL portfolio learning 
experience impacted the 21 students who were interviewed. Respondents shared information regarding 
their proficiency and self-perceptions that increased or changed as a result of the CPL by portfolio activity.

Question 5: How did the CPL portfolio experience impact students’ perception of their learning and 
of themselves as students?

The proficiency and self-perception elements were categorized into theme clusters. Table 2 illustrates 
seven theme clusters.

Reflection and Self Awareness. The design of the CPL portfolio development course did not inten-
tionally include activities to prompt in-depth reflection, other than to challenge students to reflect on 
past learning as it applied to the courses for which they wished to earn credit. When the portfolios were 
scored using the Integrative Learning rubric, the authors found students scored low on the reflection and 
self-awareness element. Interview data clearly revealed reflection was part of the student experience, 
however. Ninety-one percent of respondents indicated they actively reflected on both content learned as 
well as on themselves as learners and appliers of knowledge. Ninety-three percent of women and 75% 
of men interviewed indicated reflection and increased self-awareness occurred as part of the portfolio 
process.

In some cases, respondents noted a newfound awareness of where and when learning occurred for 
them. For example, one respondent said, “I am more conscious of my learning. Not every learning ex-
perience is a formal learning experience.” Another indicated, “Before [portfolio], as I was learning, I 
wasn’t aware of the learning I was doing.” While a third said, “It made me look at everything I’ve done 
in my life and highlight skills and knowledge. It made me realize the skills are there.”

Table 2. Proportion of sample identifying theme element

Theme Cluster
Percentage of Response (%)

All Respondents (n=22) Women (n=14) Men (n=8)

Reflection and Increased Self Awareness 91% 93% 88%

Learning Organization and Metacognition 91% 100% 75%

Perspective Taking 82% 86% 75%

Cross Discipline Communication 73% 71% 75%

Validation: Internal or External 86% 93% 75%

Self-Confidence and Self-Efficacy 73% 79% 63%

Application and Transfer of Learning 91% 100% 75%

Transformation as a Learner 55% 64% 38%

Creative Freedom and Novel Approaches 41% 57% 13%

Unexpected Learning 77% 93% 50%
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In other cases, respondents noted how the increased self-awareness that they created as part of the 
reflections enabled them to see themselves as continuous learners. In the words of one respondent: 
“I had done a ton of work in the union. Before [portfolio] I hadn’t thought about the theory behind it. 
You’re always learning something new, but you don’t have to process it and relate it to a course.” Another 
emphasized the value of taking the time for their reflections, “The class forces you to slow down and 
assess what you have learned in relation to work and classes, and the reflections allowed me to do this. 
I realized that I am constantly learning.”

Some respondents emphasized an increased understanding of how seemingly disparate learning con-
nects to create a whole. One respondent focused on how the format of the portfolio provided them with 
more value, than if they had earned CPL by exam. They said, “If I had not done this [portfolio] I would 
not have made all these connections. If I had just taken a test, there would be no self-reflection.” Another 
respondent noted the importance of looking at and connecting a large volume of learning:

I learned not to discard little pieces [of knowledge]. You really need to look at what you’re discarding. 
I discovered a huge amount of connection. The biggest thing was that I came to school with more than 
40 years of life to put together with what I was learning. It expanded my learning and made all of my 
learning more full.

Reflection was also credited by several respondents as the first step to communicating and applying 
learning across school and work and across academic disciplines. Furthermore, self-awareness regarding 
what one knows and does not know is foundational to an individual’s advancement of learning, illuminating 
an important connection between reflection, self-awareness and metacognitive ability (Bransford, Brown, 
et. al., 2000; Brown, 2002). Last, reflection may be foundational to creating an identity as a learner and 
as a contributor to knowledge that, in turn, may impact perceptions of self-efficacy, confidence, and a 
sense of belonging at the university.

Learning Organization and Metacognition. Metacognition is the ability of the learner to self-
identify, organize and evaluate their knowledge base; to identify gaps in their knowledge base; and 
to create a strategy to acquire needed learning. The ownership of one’s learning process may further 
enable individuals to retain learning and transfer that knowledge base across settings (Bransford et al., 
2000). In this analysis the authors coded characteristics that indicated the portfolio process increased 
the student’s ability to identify and organize their learning and navigate how they might deepen or ex-
tend their knowledge. Ninety-one percent of respondents indicated elements of learning organization 
and metacognition were enhanced by the portfolio process and included statements regarding how they 
consciously planned, evaluated, and worked to improve their performance. All (100%) of the women 
and 75% of the men indicated aspects of metacognitive proficiencies.

The process of identifying relevant learning, gaps in learning, and creating artifacts and responses 
can be time consuming. A common critique of portfolio from faculty and staff is the time commitment 
and the sentiment that it might be easier “if the student just took the course.” The authors note that none 
of the respondents indicated regret for participating in the portfolio process, and many reflected on how 
the process trained them to own their learning. In the words of one respondent, “I learned how to learn 
in a way that was good for me, not someone else.” Other respondents reported discovering the value of 
recording their competence virtually or on paper. As one respondent put it, “Even if I hadn’t gotten the 
credit, it would have been worth it for me to put it on paper.”
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By creating ownership of their learning and learning processes, some respondents also grew more 
confident in their learning abilities and decisions within the college setting. As shared by one respondent:

Now I’m standing taller on my decisions and choices about how I learn.

I am able to reflect on what I’ve done and what I know. Writing the whole thing down I saw what was 
good, what wasn’t, what I’ve learned, and what [learning] I need.

Metacognition is an important and valued outcome of our educational practices because it equips 
students to be lifelong learners and to take ownership for their learning development. Furthermore, 
metacognitive practices can increase a person’s ability to adapt learning to new contexts in and out of 
academia. Many of the participants in this study spoke about the need for continued learning and shared 
their awareness that they can manage their learning and their learning experiences. One respondent shared 
how the portfolio revealed to them gaps in their learning and areas for growth. They said, “When you get 
comfortable, you don’t stretch yourself. I saw that I did not have as much leadership and management 
in my portfolio. Since then, I’ve pursued that [learning] quite a bit.”

Learning organization and metacognitive proficiency may be particularly important when students 
are asked to make meaning of disparate units of learning and to connect credentials. If each student is to 
be the owner and curator of their learning, then our responsibility is to incorporate activities that enable 
individuals to recognize and organize this learning. Portfolio can be a powerful tool to this end, helping 
them organize their learning to align with university expectations and requirements. Many respondents 
shared these perspectives. The first statement exemplifies how respondents now recognize that learn-
ing occurs across many domains, in many spaces and places. They said, “I am more conscious of my 
learning. Not every learning experience is a formal learning experience.” Another respondent noted, “I 
think the reflections showed me [how] to connect disparate [learning]. The portfolio process forced me 
to take a bunch of data and pull it together in a cohesive and comprehensive way.”

Perspective Taking and Interdisciplinary Communication. Perspective taking is an element that 
emerges in every facet of integrative learning. As described by one respondent, “The experience just 
really broadened me. I thought from a broader perspective instead of being so narrow-minded.” When 
the authors posed a question about perspective taking to participants, most connected it to the task at 
hand – how to identify the perspective of the instructor, provide the evidence effectively to the instruc-
tor, and persuade them that the appropriate learning has been accomplished. In some cases taking the 
evaluator’s perspective enabled the student to better select and organize evidence of learning, in other 
cases it extended beyond the portfolio activity to subsequent coursework. As one respondent shared, 
“You ask yourself, what are they [the faculty] looking for? What am I going to present that’s going to 
hit those high points?” Another, “By doing it [the portfolio] it helped me research a little bit more, to 
think a little harder [about] what would I expect for an answer;” and, “I was thinking if I was evaluating 
this, what would I want to see?”

While the authors distinctly coded and identified perspective taking and communication across 
disciplines, in most cases these two concepts co-occurred. Eighty-two percent of respondents indicated 
elements of perspective taking and 73% indicated an ability to communicate either across disciplines 
or in their professional space. Students shared how they consciously transferred this skill to navigate 
across disciplines in the university and applied this learning in subsequent coursework. For example, one 
respondent said, “What I learned helps me [self] assess when I am communicating with people in other 
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[university] departments.” Another noted, “It helped me because you really have to negotiate differences 
in different departments. Each academic discipline has its own walls.” Another responded spoke about 
the need to align expectations and communicate to those expectations. They said:

I had to translate my experience, which you [the reviewer] has never had, into something meeting your 
expectation. Your expectations are in your head. My audience is you. Almost all of it is about translat-
ing to your understanding.

Outside of the university, individuals connected perspective taking to their profession and described 
how they applied these skills in the workplace, as expressed by these three respondents, “It helped me 
communicate with people, future bosses. It helped me with relationships”; and “I changed the way I 
present information to my co-workers”; and, “[At my job] I’m the go-between between management 
and staff. I pay attention to different audiences.”

One respondent articulated the intersection of self-reflection, perspective taking, and communication 
with their clients:

What I find now [in my work] is that I spend a lot of time reflecting. If a person does not react the way 
I expect them to, say with their family, I have to reflect. That reflection is something I learned to do in 
the portfolio.

Validation. The intended outcome of a CPL review is to provide external validation to the student 
via the award of university credit that is applicable to their credential. The authors were surprised that 
many of the respondents framed their CPL experience as providing them with internal validation. For 
this reason, the authors coded references to university recognition as external validation and references 
regarding self-recognition as internal validation. While 73% of respondents shared perceptions about 
external validation, more (86%) shared perceptions regarding internal validation. Ninety-three percent of 
women made internal validation statements, versus 75% of men. Some statements of validation indicated 
a newfound awareness of knowledge. For example, one respondent said, “The biggest thing I learned was 
how much knowledge I had that I didn’t know I had.” Another said, “I didn’t realize how much previous 
training I had prior to going to college. You don’t realize [it] until it’s on paper.” In other cases statements 
of validation indicated a recognition personal competency. For example, one respondent indicated, “I 
was much smarter than what I realized. I knew more in the field than what I realized.” Another, “I felt 
accomplished. It justified my education […] I was on the right path.”

Self-confidence. Seventy-three of all respondents indicated increased self-confidence as a result of 
participating in the portfolio process. Of women, 79% indicated increased self-confidence as compared 
to 63% of men. Some respondents shared that when they returned to school, they felt academically in-
ferior to their classroom peers. After the portfolio experience, they saw themselves differently. A lack 
of academic self-confidence may be a barrier for many adult learners, particularly adult learners who 
are minoritized in other ways. For example, findings of the work of Rogers and Forte (2016) suggested 
that the relatively low uptake of CPL by minoritized students is connected to social messaging that they 
are not “college material” and their subsequent internalization of this message. One of the reasons CPL 
by portfolio impacts adult success may be that it improves their academic self-confidence, which might 
make this kind of CPL especially important for minoritized students.
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Several respondents who previously attended college and did not complete a credential, worried that 
they had lost ground, academically, since they were last enrolled. Respondents connected the recognition 
of their prior learning with a sense of self-worth and belonging. As one respondent noted, “I wasn’t so 
ostracized, that I was an adult student coming back. When I first started, I was very timid, very shy. It 
made me realize not only my self-worth, it made me find my inner voice.” Another respondent shared 
their transformation this way, “I am more patient than I thought, I am smarter than I thought, I have 
a lot of knowledge in there and I can use it.” Another simply noted, “I’m more confident than when I 
started back to school.”

Other respondents spoke of their confidence relative where they were in the pursuit of their academic 
goals, as compared to other students. One respondent stated, that following the submission of the port-
folio and credit award, “I was able to slip into the advanced classes and was able to understand what 
they were talking about […] I was in with students who had been in the classes I’d portfolioed out of 
and [they] knew less than me.” Another stated:

Putting the portfolio together made me see that I wasn’t that far behind [my classmates with more col-
lege credit.] What I learned outside of college was important. It made me feel more like where my peers 
were. Going through that process made me feel that my time off a college campus was not a waste.

After the portfolio experience, some respondents indicated they found new confidence and pursued 
new goals in and outside of the university. One respondent shared the change of perspective about their 
own limitations. They said, “My perspective has changed dramatically from when I started the process to 
now. I don’t hold myself back.” Many spoke about how they discovered they could best blend work and 
school, or how they found new opportunities. One person noted, “I’m able to take [work] plus academic 
experiences and have even greater success.” Another respondent shared how the experience increased 
their confidence in and outside of the classroom. They said:

Prior to this program I don’t think I had the self-esteem or the confidence to even look for a job. I would 
have skimmed [the job posting] and moved on. I ended up getting a job in H. I was able to articulate 
my self-worth.

The comments of one respondent reflected the intersection of metacognition and self-confidence. 
Referring to their current workplace, they noted how they now take an evaluative approach to verifying 
and defending their knowledgebase. They said, “[First,] I question things I thought I knew. Then, when 
people [with whom I work] question me, I am more confident with my judgment.”

Application and Transfer of Learning. A key indicator of integrative learning is a person’s ability to 
apply and extend learning from one context to another. Most often instructors and practitioners evaluate 
how students transfer classroom learning into practice, and they create experiential learning opportuni-
ties – such as community-based projects, internships, and undergraduate research – for them to make this 
connection. Those who participated in this study made it clear that learning application is non-linear. As 
one respondent put it, “My learning just goes around. It’s like a continuous circle.” Another respondent 
put it this way, “I could bring the learning I did at work and take it to my classmates and then take what 
I learned from them and bring it back [to work].” Similarly, another respondent said, “It taught me how 
to communicate better and how to connect [new] learning between my job and school and back again.”
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The authors found 91% of respondents made statements regarding how they transferred the learning 
acquired as part of the portfolio process of learning experiences in other academic and non-academic 
contexts. All (100%) women and 75% of men indicated at least one example of learning transfer. Some 
comments specifically addressed the directionality of the learning transfer. Perhaps, especially when 
CPL portfolio is administered early in the student’s university experience, it provides students with an 
opportunity to connect their learning no matter where it happened. As one respondent remarked:

I never really saw the bridge between the two [work and school]. In the process of writing about it came 
to the surface. I would read in my sociology course and would see names for some of the ideas that I 
came to myself. I never thought about it before until the portfolio.

Again, the authors found intersections between the learner’s ability to organize and apply their 
learning, and how the portfolio process helped them to discover how to connect and organize learning 
in and outside of the classroom and with those whom they work. Respondents stated, “I learned that 
my academic [learning] carries over to the business world. It is a blend of both . . . I learn best when 
I interact with people;” and, “I realize both learning experiences [academic and experiential] are im-
portant. I [supervise] differently. I have my team work together. They all have different skills and learn 
from each other;” similarly, “I am more ready with the takeaways of experiences. Soon after [a learning 
experience] I think about the new skill it’s given me. I think about how my personal and professional 
skills and coursework connect.”

Creative Freedom and Novel Outcomes. A capstone indicator of integrative learning is that indi-
viduals can extend their learning to create novel learning and original work. Almost half of respondents 
who indicated application and transfer of learning also indicated a newfound sense of creative freedom 
or taking novel approaches to their work. This was truer for women than men. While 57% of women 
indicated the portfolio experience gave them a sense of creative freedom and/or ability to produce novel 
work, only 6% of men made such an observation. One respondent described a day in which she was work-
ing to complete a learning activity with a child who had special needs. She spoke about the confidence 
she gained from the portfolio experience and how that helped her more quickly and more confidently 
organize different teaching strategies. Another respondent spoke about how the portfolio process provided 
her with metacognitive skills and confidence to create and propose solutions to potential funding sources, 
and secure additional funding. Another indicated that the portfolio process validated the creativity she 
brought with her into the university and thus gave her confidence to leverage this creativity and secure 
new work and advancement opportunities.

IMPLICATIONS, SOLUTIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Implications for Practice in Teaching and Learning

Adults need pathways through higher education that are accessible, affordable, and flexible. Higher 
education practitioners also want students’ education to be meaningful to them, providing them with 
opportunities for personal and professional growth and tools that will help them shape their own experi-
ences and live better lives. Portfolio-based CPL may play a significant role in providing such pathways; 
and it may provide a source of additional support for students of color, low-income students, and other 
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students who face more barriers to higher education. Scholars and practitioners know that CPL, broadly 
speaking, impacts persistence, completion and grades; and they know portfolio-based CPL in most cases 
provides an even more effective form of support. From a student-centered perspective, the argument 
for including robust portfolio-based CPL in adult facing academic programs is strong. From a practical 
perspective, the support provided by CPL may make academic programming more sustainable by helping 
to retain students through more courses, more revenue, more degrees, and more documentable success.

In addition, practitioner reports and scholarly studies suggest that portfolios are not just a site for 
the demonstration and assessment of learning, but also a site where learning occurs. A successful CPL 
portfolio may positively impact students’ subsequent performance on capstone and other academic work, 
for example, suggesting that student learning in the portfolio process provided them with tools to be 
better students. Student self-reports also provide further support for the idea that a wide range of learn-
ing occurs as part of the portfolio process. In addition, the direct assessment of portfolios in the study 
included here demonstrates that valuable integrative learning skills are enhanced through the portfolio 
process. This learning is valuable to students and may also be valuable to the programs that incorporate 
portfolios into their curricula to scaffold Essential Learning Outcomes associated with general education 
or to support other elements of learning. Because CPL is flexible, portfolio courses can be intentionally 
integrated into curricula across a variety of disciplines.

For example, one important theme that emerges from the literature and is supported by this study is 
that students who create a successful CPL portfolio learn skills associated with communication. With 
the purpose of their portfolio in mind, they must pull out relevant details about their experience, consider 
their audience, determine how to organize the details in a way that will make sense to this audience, 
write reflectively about their learning and use appropriate technology to create their portfolios. Growth 
in organizational skills, awareness of audience and purpose, appropriate use of technology and reflective 
writing skills are all part of effective communication and represent essential elements of college-level 
learning. Not all adult learners return to the university with strong communication skills. Students may 
have done substantial college-level learning in their jobs without needing to build the kinds of arguments 
shaped in a portfolio or without doing much reflective writing. Administrators in adult programs for 
these professionals could use portfolio-based CPL as part of a scaffolded communication curriculum; and 
faculty and administrators could place and structure the course to amplify these elements of the process.

CPL students also demonstrate essential elements of integrative learning, such as perspective taking, 
connecting work with learning in the college classroom, and the extension and application of learning. 
Through CPL portfolio, students identify elements of learning garnered through work and life experi-
ence and connect that learning to the outcomes associated with a college course or path of study. CPL 
students in this study also report applying learning from one context in another, using newly-recognized 
experiential learning in the classroom and bringing classroom and CPL learning back to work/life. This 
ability to connect and apply learning from one context to another is an important and capstone element 
of integrative learning. Because students with portfolio experience improve their ability to connect and 
apply learning, CBE or other adult-facing programs might provide a CPL portfolio opportunity early in 
the learning pathway as a way of preparing students for greater success in direct assessments and in the 
classroom. Programs might also decide to integrate the portfolio process as part of a capstone experi-
ence or as a book end to a capstone experience, something that would provide their students with the 
opportunity to weave the elements of their learning into a whole. This would not only provide a more 
cohesive learning experience for students, but also the opportunity to reflect on the connections between 
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their experiences in and outside of the university making their education and the university programs 
they participate in more meaningful to students.

Among the most compelling, consistent, and well-documented outcomes of successful portfolio 
completion is growth in academic self-confidence. Students who reflect on and identify the college-
level learning they’ve acquired through work and life experience may develop enhanced metacognitive 
skills, a better understanding of what learning is and how they themselves do it most effectively. They 
also begin to see what they’ve learned, what they’ve accomplished, and who they are differently. Based 
on the findings of this study, students’ improved sense of belonging in relation to the university, their 
belief in their own capacity to learn at the university level, and their academic confidence more broadly 
is of value to many students–who express a good deal of enthusiasm over their growing sense of self. 
This improved self-confidence may be of particular value to students with multiple minoritized identi-
ties–adult students of color, for example.

This study supports the value of strengthened self-cognition and self-confidence through the CPL 
portfolio for minoritized students. Though the authors did not have enough students of color among 
their portfolio students to draw conclusions about this group, they did find that returning women–many 
of whom are also minoritized around class–were more likely to experience improved academic self-
confidence than did returning men and valued the process more because of the validation of learning that 
it provided. In many cases, these returning women found the portfolio process to be transformational. CPL 
by portfolio may be of particular interest to adult-learning programs that are concerned about engaging 
and retaining students of color, Pell-eligible students, and minoritized women.

Implications for Program Assessment and Quality Assurance

Faculty will sometimes raise concerns regarding the implementation or scaling of CPL by portfolio 
because they perceive the learning and assessment as less rigorous than that in the university classroom. 
Creating routines to regularly assess CPL programming, like a university would for any of its programs, 
is a key step to increasing faculty confidence. Completion of studies like the one shared in this paper can 
be used to provide evidence and assurance of learning. In this study, the authors examined additional 
facets of learning, beyond specialized content. A CPL program assessment model might also include 
an examination of specialized learning and student success in subsequent courses. In both examples, 
findings can be useful to continuous improvement of the program.

In cases in which a university wishes to establish a new CPL portfolio program or modify an existing 
one, there are several practices and principles that should be considered to assure reliability and validity 
of the process, as well as student learning:

1.  Develop CPL portfolio activities and routines that evaluate the student learning, not experience.
2.  Be transparent regarding the required criteria. This includes learning outcomes, competencies, and 

expected levels of proficiency. These disciplinary-based criteria should be consistent no matter 
how the content is delivered or how learning is assessed.

3.  Find the format that fits the learning to be assessed. Just like it is important to select learning 
activities and assessments that best demonstrate the required learning, it is important to select the 
most appropriate CPL format. This study featured CPL by portfolio, but other CPL formats may 
be appropriate for other kinds of learning. For example, departmental assessments that provide 
learners with specific prompts or project-based activities may be appropriate if faculty wish to see 
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demonstration of specific or tailored sets of skills or knowledge. In such cases the academic unit 
may offer prompts to ensure the student is clear about what components of knowledge they should 
emphasize. Such a format may be particularly relevant when the course of study must align to 
specific standards of a professional accreditor or organization.

4.  Ensure that the learning to be evaluated is college-level and based on criteria defined by subject-
matter experts. This can be done by using tools such as rubrics that are calibrated to those used for 
conventional classroom activities.

5.  In the case of CPL by portfolio, create a curriculum to support student development of the portfolio 
that includes opportunities for formative evaluation and feedback, as well as methods to ensure 
authenticity of materials submitted. Consider how a portfolio course may be used to satisfy other 
general education or degree requirements to maximize the value of the experience for the student 
and university.

6.  While the CPL by portfolio course may be delivered by a qualified faculty or instructor from many 
disciplines, the evaluation of the portfolio and determination of credit award must be made by an 
academic subject matter expert qualified in the discipline.

7.  Establish regular program review routines.

Implications for Administration and Policy

One advantage of CPL by portfolio is its flexibility and adaptability across academic program and de-
gree requirements. Credits from this form of CPL can be applied to whichever courses subject-matter 
experts deem suitable and/or to general education program requirements. The portfolio process serves 
the student in two ways, to demonstrate discipline- and subject matter-specific content knowledge and to 
demonstrate university-wide essential learning. As demonstrated in this chapter, not only can the portfolio 
process be used as a means for the student to demonstrate competency related to specific courses within 
the curricula, but a university could also utilize the portfolio course to demonstrate learning associated 
with general education programs or degree requirements.

Second, while universities must invest in advising, evaluator training, and instructional support for 
the CPL portfolio course, utilizing a CPL by portfolio to assess for extra-institutional learning and to 
rebundle sets of learning can be more cost effective and efficient than other direct assessment programs. 
Converting delivery of an existing program to 100% direct assessment can require extensive instructional 
redesign, whereas CPL by portfolio can be integrated into a program without the need for substantive 
redesign. Also, the costs associated with the portfolio course instructor fees and evaluator fees can be 
covered by tuition revenues produced by the portfolio development course. In addition, portfolio function-
ality exists within many Learning Management Systems, so that procurement of additional applications 
is not needed. Last, credit awarded can be transcripted as university cataloged credit.

Third, CPL by portfolio can be done at the university level. Through established governance pro-
cesses, universities can (and should) create institution-wide and academic unit policies. Currently, while 
notice to regional accreditors to comply with federal requirements may be required, in most cases prior 
approval is not necessary to implement CPL. Building two tiers of policy enables universities to comply 
with regional accreditation requirements and academic units to be responsive to the unique professional 
accreditation, licensure, and credential requirements of their discipline and industry.

At the university level, a secondary review of portfolio artifacts can serve to support comprehensive 
program review and demonstrate the university is implementing assumed practices. At the level of the 
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academic unit, faculty leaders can evaluate essential learning and learning evidence required by their 
industry. Using program-level review data, faculty can determine what prior learning formats may best 
serve their curricula and their students, satisfy accreditation requirements, lower student cost and barriers 
to credential, and subsequently increase enrollment and credential production. Faculty also are best poised 
to identify program efficiencies and opportunities for collaboration. This may include opportunities to 
integrate CPL with other experiential-learning high-impact practices, such as internships, or to explore 
how industry certifications may bridge with academic programs via CPL.

Both faculty interest and capacity to deliver CPL by portfolio and student demand is imperative to 
program implementation and sustainability. It is important to

1.  Create positive messaging around CPL, based on student and program data, increasing awareness 
of both students and faculty members.

2.  Provide tools to support students through the CPL process, diminishing questions to faculty evalu-
ators and confusion among students.

3.  Separate portfolio instruction and building processes from the evaluation of the finished portfolio 
as a way of lessening workload for faculty assessors and providing more support for students.

4.  Train new subject-matter experts periodically, paying them, if possible, for the time spent in train-
ing as well as the time spent in portfolio evaluation.

5.  Integrate CPL into existing programs where possible.

Most faculty and staff care about student success, and students want efficiency in their education and 
acknowledgement for what they bring to their education. Communicating the learning value of CPL by 
portfolio, as discussed in this paper, diminishing professional development barriers for both faculty and 
staff, and incorporating routines to evaluate outcomes of students who participate in PLA may help to 
create and sustain momentum.

CONCLUSION

Higher education has long recognized that student demographics and enrollment patterns are changing, 
that there are equity gaps in credential attainment, and that there is a need to better support post-tradi-
tional learners across demographic groups. CPL by portfolio may be a crucial element of this support. 
It can provide a way for academic programs and institutions to rebundle disparate sets of learning and 
microcredentials, support student learners across demographic groups, and encourage students to create 
coherent meaning from a complicated academic journey. Enrollment choice is driven by a number of 
factors, including cost to degree, opportunity loss, transfer of learning and credit, credential relevance, 
and student perceptions of self-efficacy. CPL by portfolio can address all of these choice points. CPL 
recognizes that every student comes to us with a one-of-kind learning experience, and CPL by portfolio is 
a flexible and student-friendly approach to translating that learning into credits. As this study demonstrates, 
recognizing a student’s prior learning not only impacts their success at the university but also enhances 
integrative and other essential learning. Students are empowered to understand themselves as lifelong 
learners who can connect and apply what they learn inside and outside the borders of the university.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

CPL Portfolio: A collection of artifacts and reflections that are organized around a specified set of 
learning outcomes, competency expectation, or prompts. An electronic portfolio (eportfolio) refers to a 
portfolio that is presented in a digital format.

Credit for Prior Learning (CPL): The practice of recognizing, evaluating, and awarding credit for 
university-level learning that was acquired by a student outside of university-sponsored credit instruction.

Integrative Learning: The ability to connect and synthesize learning across institutional and ex-
trainstitutional setting in a way that extends an individual’s ability to adapt and create knowledge in 
multiple contexts.

Internal Validation: The outcome in which a learner is able to self-evaluate and recognize for 
themselves that they have proficiency of certain content or abilities.

Metacognition: The ability of an individual to recognize their personal learning needs and how that 
learning may be acquired.


