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wo-thirds of students 
graduating from U.S. 
colleges and universities 
are leaving these institu-
tions with some level of 

debt, states a 2013 Forbes.com article by 
Chris Denhart.1 The author also cites 
information from the Institute for College 
Access and Success (TICAS) Project on 
Student Loan Debt which states that “the 
average borrower will graduate $26,600 
in the red,”2 with 10 percent of graduates 
having a debt accumulation of more than 
$40,000. Furthermore, the Consumer Fi-
nancial Protection Bureau estimates that 
student loan debt has already reached a 
new high, crossing the $1.2 trillion thresh-
old, according to the article. 

Student loan debt is now the second 
highest category of consumer debt, mea-
suring at 6 percent of the overall national 
debt, states Denhart. These are stagger-
ing numbers, to say the least, especially as 
tuition costs continue to rise each year. 

The nation is witnessing a shift in how 
individuals are learning, as well as how 
they are being trained and earning their 
degrees. Much of this shift can likely be 
attributed to the upwardly spiraling costs 
of continuing an education. Individu-
als are actively looking for alternatives, 
such as obtaining a degree online while 
maintaining a full-time job; seeking out 
credentials, certifications and certificates 
of competence that are relevant to em-
ployers; and reviewing options for obtain-
ing credit for their real-world experience. 
Secondary and postsecondary students, as 
well as displaced workers and those serv-
ing in the military, are just a few of the 
groups looking for alternative education 
options.

More and more, educational institu-
tions are acknowledging that skills are not 
always learned in the classroom. Pursuing 
postsecondary education upon completion 
of high school is not the norm it once was. 
Individuals have many opportunities to 
gain knowledge and skills throughout a 
lifetime from many other avenues than in 
what was previously viewed as a “com-
mon” educational track. 

Secondary Opportunities
There are a variety of paths for second-
ary career and technical education (CTE) 
students to take in order to gain advanced 
credit prior to entering a postsecond-
ary program, including statewide and 
local articulation agreements. Secondary 
students also have the opportunity to take 
advanced placement courses and/or Col-
lege Level Examination Program (CLEP) 
exams, as well as dual enroll to earn col-
lege credits before high school graduation 
if there is a local community college or 
four-year university that participates in 
such a program. 

Adult and Military Opportunities
In the nation’s ever-changing economic 
environment, individuals of all ages enter 
or re-enter postsecondary education for 
a variety of reasons. Many have found 
themselves as displaced workers seek-
ing a new career path. Some may have 
raised their families and are now ready to 
choose a new career outside the home. 

Additionally, the country’s military 
veterans often enroll in degree programs 
upon completion of their active duty. 
The credits earned from these courses 
are placed on their Defense Activity for 
Non-Traditional Education Support 
(DANTES) transcript. But what about the 
vast amount of knowledge learned from 
military work experience that is not added 
to a transcript? For example, a veteran 
may have worked as a mechanic for many 
years while enlisted but was never for-
mally enrolled in coursework that could 
be placed on a transcript. It only stands to 
reason that he/she should be able to gain 
some credit for those technical skills and 
knowledge without sitting in a semester-
long course. 

In scenarios like these, individuals have 
gained knowledge and skills outside the 
classroom and are looking for ways to 
shorten the time to a degree and lessen 
the amount of money it takes to earn it. 

Prior Learning Assessment
Prior learning assessment (PLA), or credit 
for prior learning, has become an integral 
part of the degree program planning pro-
cess for many individuals. A great deal of 
research has been done regarding overall 
degree completion rates of individuals 
who have been granted PLA credit. For 
instance, according to a study conducted 
by the Center for Adult and Experiential 
Learning (CAEL), of the 62,475 students 
they surveyed at 48 colleges and universi-
ties across the country, graduation rates 
were found to be two-and-a-half times 
higher for students with PLA credit. In 
addition, the study showed that PLA stu-
dents earn degrees, on average, between 
2.5 and 10.1 months more quickly than 
non-PLA students earning bachelor’s 
degrees.3 

Significant research has also been done 
by CAEL on disaggregated populations. 
In the same study mentioned in the previ-
ous paragraph, researchers found that 
with 13 to 24 PLA credits, black non-
Hispanic PLA students reduced the time 
it took to acquire a bachelor’s degree by 
an average of 14.2 months. Hispanic PLA 
students earned degrees at a rate that was 
almost eight times higher than that of 
Hispanic non-PLA students.4 

Furthermore, the American Council 
on Education (ACE) and the Center for 
Policy Research and Strategy conducted 
a survey on PLA acceptance. Research-
ers surveyed three groups: students who 
sought credit for prior learning, college 
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administrators in institutions that award 
credit for prior learning, and industry 
representatives. 

The study found that there was a high 
overall success rate (82 percent) in earning 
academic credit or employer recognition 
for prior learning experiences. The study 
also concluded that the vast majority of 
responding campuses (92 percent) award 
academic credit for prior learning.5 

The ACE study indicates that applying 
prior learning methodologies toward a 
postsecondary degree, certificate or cre-
dential capitalizes on the large national 
investment made in workplace education 
and training. 

The aforementioned studies highlight 
the potential benefits for adults seeking a 
baccalaureate degree and using PLA to 
gain credit for their knowledge and skills. 
There are several opportunities for adults 
to receive PLA credits. Organizations 
such as CAEL and NOCTI/Nocti Busi-
ness Solutions (NBS) strive to help work-
ing adults and students earn credit for 
learning acquired outside the traditional 
college classroom. Adults have opportuni-
ties to create portfolios of their experience 
and expertise to be assessed for under-
graduate college credit. Online portfolio 
development courses help degree-seekers 
demonstrate the college-level learning 
acquired through work, volunteering or 
military service. 

In addition, technical skill assessments 
in areas such as automotive, carpentry, 
welding and culinary arts, to name a 
few, are available and have been recom-
mended for college credit for adults who 
are working toward a degree program 
with the goal of obtaining college credit 
for previous work experience. These as-
sessments give individuals who have vast 
knowledge and hands-on experience in 

a technical skill area the opportunity to 
capitalize on their hard work and gain 
college credit. 

These technical skill assessments are 
available for potential college credit at the 
secondary level, as well. If a secondary 
student meets the established benchmark 
on an assessment that is being admin-
istered as part of an end-of-program 
requirement for the CTE program, the 
student could have the added benefit of 
having college credits added to his or 
her transcript of the college they plan to 
attend.

Here’s just one example of how PLA 
benefits adult students: An adult student 
seeking a degree in business administra-
tion had undocumented previous work 
experience as a cosmetologist for many 
years. Her college academic advisor at 
Liberty State College suggested she take 
the Cosmetology and Administrative 
Assisting PLA assessments through the 
NBS program. She achieved the required 
scores on both assessments and was able 
to earn six college credits toward her 
business degree from the experiences she 
gained throughout her life’s work.

Conclusion
According to the findings in the pre- 
viously mentioned ACE study, “Collec-
tively, the United States spends approxi-
mately $772 billion annually on postsec-
ondary-level education and training, and 
the bulk of the spending supports educa-
tion and training occurring outside of 
formal education institutions. Providing 
adults with ways to apply their technical 
experience toward postsecondary degrees, 
certificates or credentials is a logical way 
to put this investment to use.”6 

PLA is certainly a viable solution to 
earning a degree in less time and with less 

education debt. Using PLA benefits indi-
viduals by helping control education costs 
and by shortening the time to earning a 
degree. Institutions can benefit from the 
PLA model by increasing both comple-
tion and retention rates, and it doesn’t 
stop there. As a whole, society benefits by 
increasing the number of technically cre-
dentialed individuals needed to maintain 
the nation’s infrastructure and, ultimately, 
the standard of living.   
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EXPLORE MORE
If your school is interested in learning more 
about prior learning assessments with NBS, 
please contact us at noctibusiness@nocti.org.
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