
The Impact of 
PLAR/VPL on Career 

Development, a 
Canadian 

Perspective

Susan Forseille, Thompson Rivers University, Canada



Today’s 
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1. Context (overview & foundational principles)

2. The Research Methodology

3. The Findings 
a) Unprecedented Rates of Universal Change
b) Career Development Theory and Changes
c) The Impact of PLAR

d) 7 Clusters of Variables
a. Personal background factors 
b. Personal attribute factors
c. Social & Environmental factors
d. Developmental factors
e. Career knowledge factors
f.  The labour market
g. Kairos

4. The Analysis

5.    Your Comments and Questions



Image source: https://www.maptrove.ca/info/where/canada/kamloops

• “Pelkwaílc-kt es 
knucwentwécw-kt” meaning 
we come together to help 
one another

• TRU does about 85% of 
PLAR for the province of BC

• Have a dedicated PLAR team

Context



An 
Overview

§ Process that allows students to identify, document, 
have assessed, and gain recognition for their learning 
done outside of a formal classroom

§ Can result in credit and/or advanced entry into 
multiple post-secondary institutions

§ Goes by many names: PLA, RPL, PLAR, RAC, APEL… 
And some schools use “challenge for credit” or “with 
permission of Dean”

§ Students are best described as mid-career, non-
traditional

Note, BC PLAN has a list of all the public post-secondary institutions with links to websites and basic 
information on prior learning assessment offered, https://bcplan.ca/plar-in-bc/

https://bcplan.ca/plar-in-bc/


Types of 
PLAR/VPL

• Summative exam
• Modest reflection

Challenge Exams

• Course learning objectives
• Various assessment options
• Moderate reflection

Course-based 

• Predicated on TRU graduate attributes
• Extensive portfolio with evidence
• Extensive reflection

Competency-based

• Starting at a higher level

Advanced Entry



Its about 
deconstruction of 

experiences, reflecting 
on learning, codifying, 

assessment and  
validation

GIF source: http://www.appstate.edu/~logesdg/animated-gifs.html

We don’t learn from experiences, we learn from 
reflecting on experience, John Dewey



Multiple 
Options For 
Rebuilding

Image source: https://www.lego.com

https://www.lego.com/


The Research

§ Survey, 47 questions, sent to over 800 
participants, n=164, 2007-2021

§ Semi-structured interviews – 10 
participants

§ Career maps – a draw-talk protocol, 
visual representation of career 
development



CAREER MAP



Why PLAR?
To use my personal experience and work experience as a means 
of education. It validated my life long learning as being applicable 
to my career. 

I wanted validation that my life (work, hobbies, interests, 
professional development, volunteer activities - all of it) was in fact 
an education. 

I had completed 3 years of an undergrad and felt it was a shame 
that I had not finished my degree



Literature 
Review and 

Triangulation

Unprecedented Rates 
of Universal Change

Career Development

The Impact of 
PLAR/VPL 



Unprecedented 
Rates of 

Universal 
Change

Structural Changes 
in Labour Market

Credential Creep

Increasing Need for 
Lifelong Learning



Structural 
Changes in 

Labour 
Market

Covid has 

§ Enhanced and quickened patterns already emerging

§ 45% of jobs are vulnerable to automation (15% at high risk)

§ Impacted women, youth and immigrants particularly hard

§ Less work for those with low and middle skills, enhanced 
work for those with high skills

Image Source: https://medium.com/@heathermcgowan/future-of-work-learning-to-manage-uncertainty-990601de86e8

https://medium.com/@heathermcgowan/future-of-work-learning-to-manage-uncertainty-990601de86e8


77% of jobs in BC in 2029 
will require PSE

Image source: https://www.workbc.ca/labour-market-industry/labour-market-outlook.aspx



The Need for Lifelong Learning is 
Increasing…



Changes in 
Career 

Development

Past

§ Goods and labour

§ Dependent on employer

§ Paternalistic

§ Rate of change was gradual

§ Predictable and linear

§ Supplies income

§ Limited career changes

§ Seniority = promotion

§ Hopes to retire at 65

Present

§ Information and knowledge

§ Independent (self)

§ Autonomous

§ Fluid and protracted 

§ Rate of change increasing

§ Uncertain and non-linear

§ Fulfillment and learning

§ Multiple career changes

§ Performance = employability

§ The 100 year career??

Image sources: 
• https://www.facebook.com/CustomAndClassic/posts/evolucion-de-pickup-dodge-ram/884032161939934/
• https://www.thestreet.com/investing/stocks/tesla-unveils-cybertruck-electric-pickup-truck-15177972

2025?

https://www.facebook.com/CustomAndClassic/posts/evolucion-de-pickup-dodge-ram/884032161939934/


The Variables 
Influencing the 

Career 
Development of 

TRU PLAR 
Students Post-

Graduation

Student's Background 
Factors
• Age
• Ethnicity
• Socio-economic background and 

status
• Geographic origins
• Parent's education level
• Etc. Personal Attribute 

Factors
• Self-efficacy
• Interest aptitude congruence
• Career decision making
• Commitment anxiety
• Locus of Control
• Indecisiveness
• Self-Awareness
• Identity formation
• Career resilience
• Etc.

Social & Environment 
Factors
• Changing society
• Key influencers
• Socialization
• Social recognition
• Career support
• Personal circumstances
• Structure and agency
• Etc.

Developmental Factors
• Program of study
• Qualifications
• Experience
• Transversal skills (soft-skills)
• Transferable skills
• Informal (tacit) knowledge
• Grade point average
• Etc.

Career Knowledge 
Factors
• Labour market knowledge
• Occupational knowledge
• Job search intensity,  motivation 

and effectiveness
• Career development 

understanding 
• Etc.

Labour Market Factors
• Employment rates
• Competition
• Global economics
• Experience required
• Qualifications required
• Does lifelong learning go here?
• Does "Our changing world of 

work" go here?
• Etc.

Kairos
• Happenstance
• Luck
• Chaos 
• Etc.

©  Susan Forseille



Literature Review

§ Many non-traditional students started PSE but left early 
due to socio-economic origins (having to work, unable to 
pay tuition, family responsibilities, etc.) (Blustein, 1999; 
Delleville, 2019) 

§ CAEL research on increase in access to PLAR for both 
Hispanic and Black adult students (2020)

§ Some evidence that women more likely to be engaged in 
PLAR (Wittaker, 2011)

Personal 
Background

Factors
PhD Research

§ 96% Canadian citizen, 4% landed immigrant

§ 91% over age of 24, (43% over age of 40)

§ 75% females, 24% males, 1% Cis-Woman

§ 74% Caucasian, 9% Indigenous, 8% Latin American

§ No discernable impact of PBF 



Labour 
Market 
Factors

Literature Review

§ Difficult to find specific research on adult-
learners and how PLAR impacts 
employment levels, being 
overqualified/underutilized, and 
precarious work

§ Credential Creep and LLL

§ Shifting value of PSE

PhD Research
§ 81% were employed when starting 

studies at TRU, 21% changed career goals 
while a student

§ No discernable impact regarding labour 
market they graduated into
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§ Literature Review

§ Impact of societal recognition (and lack of) (Honneth, 
2006)

§ Bourdieu’s work on culturally reproductive processes, and 
Lehmann work on habitus, structure and agency (2004 & 
2012) Social & 

Environmental
Factors

§ PhD Research

§ When asked about career influences:

§ 100% career experience to date

§ 56% perceived status of jobs

§ 59% peers

§ 51% significant other

§ 40% Professor/instructor



Literature Review

§ The breadth and depth of experiential 
learning (Van Kleef, 2007)

§ Level of education (Morin, 2007)

§ CAEL research on GPA, persistence, and 
completion rates (2020)Developmental 

Factors
PhD Research

§ Experience and education most important

§ 42% of participants said PLAR was important  



89

89

79

58

58

58

42

41

31

27

26

26

11

11

21

42

42

42

58

59

69

73

74

74

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Work Experience

Practical Experience Acquired Prior to Your Course of Study

Your Degree

Practical Experience Acquired During Your Course of Study

Technical Skills Acquired in Your Degree

Your Major

Participation in PLAR

Reputation of TRU Graduates

Your Minor

Your GPA

Your Experience Abroad

Co-Curricular Experience

Important

Not-Important

Q. How Important Was the Following in Securing Your First NEW Career 
Position or PROMOTION 



Literature Review

§ Increased career attention, enhanced 
career management, upskilling and 
reskilling (Pokorny, Fox, & Griffiths, 2017)

§ Increased career resiliency and agility, 
reducing the possibility of skills miss-
match. (Field and Morgan-Klien 2008)

§ PLAR positively impacts the transition 
from employment to employability 
(Romaniuk and Snart, 2000; Harris 2006; 
Peruick & Welch, 2000)

Career 
Knowledge 

Factors



PhD Research

• 83% reported feeling confident in their work search 
knowledge

• Drilling down one more level,

• 100% Knew skills they had to offer

• 89% What employers hired these skills

• 79% How to prepare for an interview

• 74% How to use social media

• 71% Understanding the changing labour market

• 63% How to discover employment options not 
advertised

Career 
Knowledge 

Factors



Kairos 
Factors

Literature Review

§ The personification of of luck, being in the right place at 
the right time, opportunity, etc

§ When the circumstances are right for the accomplishment 
of critical action

§ Research has been led by Bright, Krumboltz – but not 
specific to PLAR

Phd Research

§ 47% felt luck or chance was important in securing their 
first career position or promotion after PLAR and 
graduation

§ Participant Comments

• Luck or chance did NOT play a role

• There was a job opening at the same time I was looking



Personal 
Attributes

Factors

Literature Review
§ Some good research on impact of PLAR on self-awareness, 

confidence,  self-esteem, personal and professional self, 
identity formation, etc. (Van Kleef, 2014; Werquin, 2010; 
Hammer, 2016;  Whittaker, 2011 )

§ PLAR processes requires extensive self-reflection on learning from 
experience, which fosters enhanced: (Delleville, 2019 & 
Romaniuk/Snart, 2000)

§ Self-awareness 

§ Confidence (in self, knowledge, and skills)

§ Legitimization

§ Coherent and clearer thinking

§ Self-understanding

§ Self-acceptance

§ Self-esteem

§ More receptive to embrace future learning

§ Increased sense of personal and professional self 



Personal Attributes Factors

§ When participants first started looking for career work after 
graduation, they reported feeling…

§ 99% confident in their skills

§ 97% confident in their experience 

§ 76% in control of career success

§ 41% indecisive

§ 29% anxious

§ 35% confused

§ 76% shared they had realistic understanding of selves in relation to 
the career goals they set



Participants Shared: 

§ PLAR helped me articulate my strengths, transferable skills, 
ability to navigate and overcome challenges, and made me 
more confident in my work.

§ PLAR was instrumental in building my confidence and 
giving me the opportunity to realize my life long dream of 
completing my degree. I have always suffered from anxiety, 
which was a major factor in holding me back.

§ I believe PLAR played a huge role in building my 
confidence and enhancing my knowledge, especially my 
critical thinking skills.



The 
Analysis



Personal 
Background 
and Labour 

Market 
Factors

• Are likely factors in career development,  
however similar to Social and Environmental 
factors the participants may be unaware of the 
influencers

Personal Background

• The employment rate didn’t seem to impact 
career development

• Improved opportunities in emerging labour 
market and to match competencies with job 
(avoid skills mis-match)

• Validates and makes visible their informal/non-
formal learning (to selves and employers)

Labour Market



Social and 
Environmental 

Factors

Participants may not be 
conscious of the impact 
of structure, agency and 
habitus

This requires more 
investigation.



Developmental 
Factors

Participants seem more aware 
of the impact of these factors

Image source, https://www.birdorable.com/blog/mirror-mirror-on-the-wall/



§ The ability to articulate their employability 
skills and competencies

§ There is a higher propensity for PLAR students 
to be pro-active and motivated in their career 
development 

§ They are strategic and intentional in their 
career planning

Image sources: https://www.clipartmax.com/middle/m2H7H7A0A0A0i8H7_resume-png-clipart-my-resume-icon-png/
https://institute.careerguide.com/how-to-deal-with-interview-stress/; https://www.flaticon.com/free-
icon/linkedin_174857; https://minutes.co/how-to-network-when-you-hate-networking/

Career 
Knowledge 

Factors

https://www.clipartmax.com/middle/m2H7H7A0A0A0i8H7_resume-png-clipart-my-resume-icon-png/
https://institute.careerguide.com/how-to-deal-with-interview-stress/
https://www.flaticon.com/free-icon/linkedin_174857
https://minutes.co/how-to-network-when-you-hate-networking/


Kairos Factors

Seems to be increasing, with 
participants creating their 
own ”luck”

Image source: https://convextrading.wordpress.com/

https://convextrading.wordpress.com/


§ PLAR increases confidence, self-awareness, and 
action

§ Better able to articulate their skills, abilities, 
knowledge (resume, LinkedIn, interviews, 
promotion, networking)

§ Validates and makes visible their informal/non-
formal learning (to selves and employers)

§ Better understanding of how skills and abilities are 
used at work

§ An enhanced understanding of areas they need 
more development in

Leads to Enhanced employability, 
resiliency and agility.

Personal 
Attributes



§ It was so valuable to reflect on my skills 
and life experiences. Especially at the 
beginning of my post secondary journey. It 
helped me gain the confidence that I was 
lacking about returning to school.

§ Recognized skills through building my 
portfolio that I didn't realize were relevant!

§In 
Participant’s 

Words:



COMMENTS? QUESTIONS



Why this 
image for this 
presentation?
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