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ABSTRACT

Informal learning has been a global hot topic for the past several years. The growth of the internet and the pervasiveness of computers in
everyday life means that a huge part of this informal learning is done through a computer. In the European Union, since the official
recognition of informal learning in 1999 with the Bologna Treaty, a number of guidelines and proposals have been published providing
techniques and recommendations for translating informal learning outcomes to formal competences. Most of these guidelines depend on an
evaluator (internal or external) to oversee and certify the process. In our work, we propose the usage of a more social and dynamic
framework for gathering, validating and promoting a learner’s digital informal learning. This framework is based primarily on peer
interaction and peer assessment instead of employing experts and provides mechanisms for personalized recommendations in order to
introduce further informal learning opportunities to the learners. We propose an approach where a learner’s evaluation happens organically
while other learners adopt the same activities and evaluate them positively or negatively.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The growth of the Internet during the past couple of decades has defined modern life more than any other recent
technological advance. Thanks to the Internet, we enjoy access to global connectivity and all the information that comes as a
result. The versatile nature of the Internet has proven to be the ideal conductor for all kinds of information exchange. It
provides a dynamic framework that allows for all kinds of communication, whether unidirectional or bidirectional,
synchronous or asynchronous, symmetric or asymmetric. Whether provided by specialized digital knowledge platforms or by
custom Internet searches, the wealth of information that we have access to is not easily quantifiable. The simple act of
aimlessly navigating the Internet can provide an important amount of information. All this information inevitably leads to
knowledge, and given the amount of information we are exposed to constantly, this knowledge begins to gain important
dimensions that cannot and should not be neglected when examining the competences of individuals.

A result of all this access to information and knowledge, is the emergence of what is called the modern Knowledge Society
[1], [2]. Knowledge has always been one of the primary motivators of human progress. The search for answers and the effort
put into understanding our surroundings is responsible for the continuous evolution of our species. Today, whether in terms
of quality, quantity, general availability and ease of access, knowledge is more present than ever in our everyday life and the
Internet is undoubtedly one of the main facilitators of this situation.

This learning potential of the Internet regardless of age and social or financial background, has led to a rising interest in the
concept of lifelong learning. A number of organizations, foundations and projects like the University of the Third Age (U3A)
[3] and the Lifelong Learning Programme of the European Community [4], are centered in promoting and facilitating
continuous learning for all kinds of social, ethnic and economic groups.

The concepts of formal, informal and non-formal learning are tied to that of lifelong learning. Formal learning refers to the
education received from a recognized education center that leads to a certification. Everything else is considered either non-
formal or informal learning. An example of non-formal learning would be taking private music lessons with a music teacher,
while watching a tutorial video on how to cook a particular recipe would be informal learning. For the remainder of this
article we will be using the term informal learning (IL) to refer to both informal and non-formal learning since in the context
of our approach they present the same characteristics and challenges.

Since the Bologna treaty, the European Council, recognizing the importance of non-formal and informal learning, has been
actively trying to define a set of guidelines for their validation, with a first set of guidelines being published in 2004 [5]. The
goal of the European Council is to quantify which skills are available in the European workforce in an effort to promote
better matching between the demand and the availability of skills within Europe.

Furthermore, a lot of documentation exists on the active role of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in
lifelong learning initiatives. Punie et al. [6] present a collection of evidence that modern education is heavily impacted by
ICTs and come to the conclusion [7] that non-formal, informal and adult learning are becoming important for the future of
learning.

In many cases, the distinction among formal, non-formal and informal education is difficult to make as the lines that separate
them become blurred in the sense that we end up participating in more than one of these types of learning at the same time.
For this reason we consider it important to take into account the effort put into learning outside the formal structures and
evaluate individuals accordingly. It would be shortsighted to continue evaluating individuals solely based on their formally



attained degrees when we are exposed daily to so much information that we are essentially constantly taking part in informal
learning activities.

This raises the following question: Can the knowledge obtained through non-formal and informal means be quantified and
evaluated in order to be formalized and recognized within the competences of a curriculum?

While describing informal learning activities is a relatively simple process, it is much more complex to define a model that
describes the actual knowledge we acquire with these activities. Concretely, the main difficulty inherent to the informal
learning process is the validation and evaluation of the acquisition of this informal knowledge.

The TRAILER (Tagging, Recognition and Acknowledgement of Informal Learning Experiences) project that was funded by
the Lifelong Learning Programme of the European Union [8][9][10] tried to tackle this issue. Its goal was to provide a
methodology and a software platform that would facilitate communication of informal learning experiences between learners,
employees and businesses.

In this work, we propose an approach for validating IL that is not based upon an unwieldy list of competences or solely upon
a strict rule set. We are proposing a social-oriented framework that on top of a set of rules and predefined competences, uses
social engineering and peer interaction to not only validate, but to also promote informal learning. To the best of our
knowledge, there are no other works in the literature that take this approach.

The rest of this article is organized as follows: Section 2 presents a review of the state of the art centered on EU initiatives,
tools that aid IL, the social aspect of IL and work done on competences. Section 3 presents a list of challenges that concern
the informal learning validation process. Section 4 presents our proposal for a social approach to the issue of validation and
evaluation. Section 5 analyzes the benefits we view to our approach. Section 6 provides an analysis of the perceived risks to
implementing our proposal. Section 7 details our intended evaluation procedure. Finally, in section 8 we present our
conclusions.

2. STATE-OF-THE-ART

2.1 European Union Initiatives

The European Union has been actively investing in the subject of informal learning for a number of years. The Bologna
treaty that was signed in 1999 [11] recognized informal learning as a basic element of lifelong learning. Since then, there
have been a number of European initiatives for validating informal and non-formal learning. The European Centre for the
Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP) [12], gathers experiences of informal learning from the different European
countries and tries to define European qualifications through tools like the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) [13]
which is a common reference framework that aims to link the qualification systems of the different European countries.

In order to support informal learning, the European Union defined it as an important part of its Lifelong Learning Programme
[4]. The program acknowledges that European countries are increasingly aware that an individual's knowledge and
qualifications in terms of skills and competences are heavily defined by their informal and non-formal learning activities. For
this reason there is an ongoing effort searching for solutions on the problem of validation of such learning experiences. In
order to correctly validate them these experiences first need to be identified, documented and assessed. The Inventory project
[14] provides a concise list of the situation on validating informal learning in 30 EU countries. From all the documented
experience, the authors distinguish eight use-cases that they consider to be good practice. The authors conclude that in
general, the EU countries have taken steps towards validating informal learning, but the mechanisms employed by the
different countries lack cohesion and coordination, complicating the communication of competences gained through informal
learning among the different countries.

CEDEFOP published in 2009 a set of guidelines for validating non-formal and informal learning [5]. This document is
presented as a practical tool containing a framework of guidelines to be applied voluntarily. The authors believe that a
common framework for validation will serve as a way to promote non-formal and informal learning among the European
citizens, since it will benefit them with recognition of their efforts at a European level, instead of just a national one.
Validation is considered on four different levels or perspectives: European, national, organizational and personal. All four are
considered equally important and should be taken into account throughout the validation process. The authors argue that non-
formal and informal learning can be validated using the same standards and benchmarks as formal learning. According to
them, this is also a good way to increase the legitimacy of informal learning. Broad acceptance of the validation methodology
is essential for it to have any chance of success.

2.2 Informal Learning Tools
The recognized importance of informal learning has inevitably led to the development of a number of tools that aim to aid
and promote the concept and assist the learners with their activities.



Some of these tools are designed as platforms for promoting and facilitating informal learning. Examples of such platforms
are FREE (Fostering Return to Employment through Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Creativity) [17] and IBAK [18].
FREE is an interactive tool aimed towards people working with the unemployed. Its aim is to help these people improve their
hard and soft skills so that they may provide a better service to the unemployed. Similarly, IBAK is an EU funded project
addressed to professionals working in the field of lifelong learning and aims to help adult education institution by providing a
framework for identifying, assessing and recognizing informally acquired competences.

Apart from platforms providing assistance to those that work in adult and lifelong learning, there are those that aim at
recording and identifying the competences an individual has acquired through informal learning. These tools are usually
portfolios or similar software like TENCompetence [19][20], Mahara [21][22][23], Mozilla's OpenBadges [24] and Degreed
[25]. ePortfolios are regarded among the ideal tools for lifelong learning [26].

Mahara is an ePortfolio software in the traditional sense of the term. Users can gather all their titles, degrees or competences
whether obtained through formal means or not. Such a platform can help users give visibility to their informal learning
activities by presenting them alongside their formal learning and in an equal format. However, there is always a risk of not
being able to adequately represent competences acquired through informal means precisely due to the potential lack of
structure of such activities. Such a case would be a portfolio that requires a rigid structure when defining activities and
competences.

TENCompetence is a European open source project aiming to provide an infrastructure [27] that fosters lifelong learning.
TENCompetence is more focused on the competences an individual obtains throughout their life. For this reason, it provides
tools for creating a competence profile. To serve as a desktop tool for the project, the TENCompetence ePortfolio was
proposed in order to provide the learners with a tool they could use to organize their competence profile. The Personal
Competence Manager [28] was developed as a result.

OpenBadges and Degreed are trying to provide some more tangible reward to a learner's informal learning activities in the
form of badges or scores respectively. This provides an additional incentive for the learners to register their activities since
they are getting an immediate reward. Despite this reward being more psychological than actually important, it has been
proven to work very well as a way to keep users coming back and try to earn more of the available awards. Keeping an
inventory of activities can be a tedious undertaking in itself, and any small reward for doing it can make a lot of difference.
Moreover, the ability to be able to compare these rewards to those of your contacts creates a healthy competition that further
fosters effort put into informal learning.

The TRAILER project proposed the creation of a portfolio for informal learning activities where the learners can create
showcases of their informal learning and have them be visible to their institution or company. The platform also provides a
decision support system (DSS) for employers to be in touch with the informal learning within their company [29]. TRAILER
makes use of cloud services [30] in order to provide a modern and accessible architecture that makes it easy for learners to
manage their activity.

Finally, apart from specific tools, some mention should be given to IT technologies that work to the benefit of IL [31]. There
are numerous studies that look into the advantages offered to informal distance learning by Web 2.0 services
[32][33][34][35][36] as well as mobile technologies [37]. The authors mention blogs, wikis, messenger software, YouTube
and Facebook as examples of Web 2.0 tools with great IL potential that are very popular especially among younger users.
Similarly in [38], the authors discuss the role of social networks in education, a study they conducted while adapting their
LMS at the University of Trento to Web 2.0 services. They stress the importance of providing tools for collaborative learning
spaces that foster communication and active participation. In [39] the authors explain the benefits of collaborative tagging in
mentoring tools enabled by the semantic technologies of Web 2.0, while Conde et al. in [40] describe how to enhance an
LMS by incorporating external (formal and informal) activities carried out in 2.0 tools.

2.3 Socializing Informal Learning

The bibliography also echoes the important role of social networks and Virtual Learning Environments (VLES) in facilitating
informal learning. Halliday-Wynes and Beddie [16] argue that the advent of new technologies has led to an evolution of the
learning environment and that VVLEs, multimedia and social networking tools have given unprecedented access to learning
material. But it is not only the access to the material that acts as a catalyst to the volume of informal learning. Garcia-Pefialvo
et al. [41][42] argue the importance of knowledge exchange in the Social Web and the influence it has to informal learning,
using as an example the MyElvin Social Network for language practice. The interconnection opportunities that exist with the
VLEs and the social networks are a very important factor in all kinds of learning. VLEs will most probably connect
individuals to their peers since they normally exist to support a relatively homogeneous user base, but more extensive social
networks like Facebook, Google Plus and Twitter provide a connection to a hugely heterogeneous network of people with
equally disperse opportunities for learning.



Social networks like Facebook have become important platforms, both in the sense of digital meeting places for learners
potentially geographically dispersed [43][44], as well as resource providers for IL [45]. As a result, a number of researchers
are conducting studies on modeling social learning and knowledge building [46]. For example, the extend of Facebook's
influence in education, coupled with the fact that it has been observed that students are more likely to express themselves on
a social network than in an LMS [47], has led many education institutions to establish a presence there in order to be in touch
with their students [48]. Following this trend, a number of teaching institutions opt to develop their own social network to be
used by their students.

Whitty et al. propose an informal learning framework built in Facebook that promote a moderated collaborative
constructivism ecosystem where learners can create learning elements, expand on existing ones, discuss, ask and in general
interact with the moderator (teacher) and their peers [49].

Casagranda et al. in [50] explain the social learning platform Online Communities developed in the University of Trento. The
platform provides a personal learning environment (PLE) for each learner who in turn can choose what parts of this PLE to
import into Online Communities. The platform is designed to provide support for lifelong learning with the virtual
community templates being general enough to adapt to different organization styles.

Roreger and Schmidt propose to socialize online learning by profiling the learners' behavior and identify parameters for
successful team building [51]. These parameters include learning style and knowledge level. According to the authors, to be
successful, the LMS and the social network that form the social learning platform should be intertwined and all learning
material should be available directly from the social network.

Shi et al. argue the importance of profiles in social learning tools as means to promote social constructivism, competitive
learning, self-regulation and adaptive learning [52]. according to the authors, having access to other users' profiles as well as
having one's profile accessible by others is very profitable for both the constructivist and the connectivist parts of a user's
learning process.

2.4 Personalized recommendations

Santos and Boticario detail a recommender model that allows managing recommendations at the course design time, that
includes an explanation for each recommendation and that requests feedback on each recommendation [53]. Similarly in a
smaller scale environment, Colomo-Palacios et al. in [39] propose the IM-TAG tool that can uses collaborative tagging of
blog posts to recommend contents to users based on their profiles. The system is comprised of three engines: (1) the
annotation engine that translates user posts and comments to semantic information, (2) the rating engine that gathers user
ratings for the contents and (3) the recommendation engine that is based on a Jena Rules engine to perform the
recommendation tasks.

A tool or technique that can provide a basis for a recommendation system is collaborative tagging. In traditional tagging
environments like Delicious and Flickr, tags help users discover content that they otherwise would not [54]. Macgregor and
McCulloch in [55] look into collaborative tagging as a tool for discovering learning resources. They comment on the two
approaches of tagging: controlled vocabulary and collaborative, and their usefulness that is relatively context-sensitive. A
collaborative tagging approach may not make it easier to the learners to find what they are looking for, but may bring to their
attention other learning resources that they were unaware of. Tools like tag clouds showing the most popular topics in a
learner's network is also very efficient in fomenting further IL [56].

Drachsler, Manouselis et al. [57][58] suggest mixing usual recommender system criteria (accuracy, coverage, performance)
with measures of educational research like learner interests, history and behavior while Lai et al. propose a formula for
calculating the return on investment (ROI) of a learning activity based on its relevance, importance, popularity, average
rating, its type and its size [59]. This ROI indicator, can then be used to recommend a learner the most beneficial activities
relevant to their profile.

Although not strictly a resource recommendation feature, in [60] the authors detail a person tagging mechanism incorporated
into the MATURE project. This mechanism searches for the people within the organization that closest match the search
criteria and are potentially the best resources to consult for information on the particular subject. The authors argue the
importance of this process in building strong knowledge social networks within a company.

2.5 Peer Assessment

Generally in an informal learning context there are no compulsory assessment procedures. On the contrary, whatever
assessment there is, it is mostly of an informal and collective type. Apart from assessment coming directly from like-minded
informal learners, self-assessment also tends to be based on feedback received from others [61]. Moreover, due to the
unstructured nature of IL, a lot of learners find beneficial the presence of a “facilitator” that follows their activity and
regularly intervenes either to motivate or to assess them [62].

One of the cornerstones of building a peer assessment system is proposing the quality measure for the assessments. Hart-
Devidson et al. [63] identify 3 main challenges (1) inadequate workflow and data models for capturing the review activity,



(2) lack of quality indicators and measures and (3) building a profile for the assessors. The authors propose helpfulness as the
best indicator of a review's or assessment's quality. To accommaodate this indicator, a peer review process should provide the
tools for the reviewer to provide their review and the learner and other reviewers to interact with it (either by further
suggestions or endorsements).

An important issue to take into account when considering a peer assessment model in a social tool is the issue of privacy and
confidentiality, or the lack thereof [64]. This becomes even more critical when considering IL assessment within a formal
context, i.e. a school or a university, where these issues tend to be heavily regulated and respected.

2.6 Competences

Wrapping up this section, identifying and validating informal learning relies on translating all the knowledge gathered
through informal means to actual competences. It is these competences that hold the real value for the learner and for all the
potential employers. the term competence is defined as the skills and the abilities that characterize an individual or a group
[65][66][67]. Along the same lines, Sampson and Fytros [68], make a distinction between competences and competencies.
They use the term competence to refer to a set of personal characteristics that are used to perform an activity in a certain
context. According to the authors, competence can refer to skills, knowledge, attitude, etc. On the other hand, competency is
used as a synonym for skill. Le Deist and Winterton [69], describe “competence' as referring to functional areas and
“competency' as referring to behavioral areas, noting however that usage is inconsistent throughout the literature. Within the
EQF competence is defined as the ability to use knowledge, skills and personal ability in a responsible and autonomous way.
It refers to both personal and professional development.

The International Labour Organization (ILO) through the International Standard Classification of Occupation (ISCO),
provide a basis for international classification of occupation. Their latest revision 1ISCO-08 [70][71], dated December 2007 is
used as a reference by a lot of countries looking to improve their alignment with the international standards. However, more
than a list of competences, ISCO-08 is a comprehensive list of job titles and specific tasks related to each job.

In the literature, we find a number of specifications for competence description:

e IMS RDCEO (Reusable Definition of Competency or Educational Objective Specification) [72], provides an
information model that permits the exchange of competency definitions between various systems (learning, HR,
repositories, portfolios, etc.).

e |EEE RCD [73] stands for Reusable Components Definition. The purpose of this standard is to provide a universally
acceptable definition for competency. IEEE RCD provides a specification for defining competences by specifying
the mandatory and optional data required.

¢ HR Open Standards (formerly HR-XML) [74]. This organization develops standards for vocabularies and schemes
for human resources.

For a competence framework to have meaning, the notion of competence must be global, non-historic and non-contextual in
nature [75]. Otherwise the translation of competences from one national qualifications framework to another will be
impossible [76].

In [77], the authors propose a validation mechanism for informal workplace learning using carefully constructed
questionnaires for the learners. These questionnaires are subsequently analyzed using exploratory and confirmatory factor
analysis in order to reveal the structure of the outcomes within the target group and validate it.

3. VALIDATION CHALLENGES

The inconsistent, abstract and contextual nature of non-formal and informal learning means that their validation is a
complicated issue. The natural tendency is to translate competences acquired through non-formal and informal means to
formal ones and try to apply the same validation rules and methods. These methods however tend to be strictly defined and
structured and are in many cases unsuitable for evaluating the mostly unstructured activities of informal learning. This relies
on the traditional challenge of structuring and formalizing entities that are unstructured and heterogeneous by nature, in order
to analyze or process them by means of quantitative or qualitative techniques.

There are a number of identified factors that complicate the validation process of informal learning, especially in
international environments where different mechanisms and legislations come into play.

1. Long unwieldy competence lists. The existing competence lists like ISCO-08 need to encompass all possible
scenarios. This results in having to shift through huge lists of overly specific competences in order to apply one to an
activity without in many cases being certain that it is the most appropriate one.

2. Need for a third-party examiner or observer. Usually, evaluation and validation of a learning process requires the
presence of an observer that follows the methods that the learners use. However, in the case of informal learning
activities, their unstructured nature and the potential irregularity of the schedule practically rule out efficient
observation.



3. Many external stakeholders exerting pressure. As long as there is value perceived in the validation of informal
learning, there will be a number of stakeholders interested in participating in the validation process. These
stakeholders usually range from national or regional public entities, to private organizations, oftentimes applying
different criteria, different requirements, monetary or otherwise and different interests or purposes. These
differences complicate the coordination in a national or international level and put in question the validity of the
evaluations they offer.

4. Heterogeneity of IL process. By its nature, informal learning is heterogeneous and unstructured. This means that it
is possible for two learners to achieve the same level of knowledge on a topic following different activity paths and
schedules. Whether the validation process should account for these differences despite the identical end results is a
very interesting debate.

5. Internet-based informal learning. The issue is complicated even further when the informal learning activities are
Internet based. Informal learning resources may come from a vast selection of sources all over the world. Different
backgrounds, cultures, notions and beliefs come into play when analyzing the informal learning process. The
capability of a single organization to analyze the validity and value of all these resources is questionable at best.

6. Differences among countries. Even in formal learning contexts, different countries use different metrics and
procedures for their evaluations. The same is true for informal learning. For this reason it is very complicated to
have a coordinated effort for the validation of non-formal and informal learning.

7. Experience. The accuracy of validation and evaluation is subject to the experience of the evaluator. It would be an
error to ignore the experience factor when designing the evaluation aspects of the framework.

These factors raise the question of whether applying a validation methodology derived from formal learning experiences is
the most efficient and effective way to go about validating non-formal and informal learning.

4. ASOCIAL APPROACH

The experience we gathered during the execution of the TRAILER project has led us to consider alternative approaches to the
issue of validating non-formal and informal learning. What we propose in this article, is to provide a social framework that
will center on peer collaboration and recommendation in order to build a knowledge base not only capable of producing an
evaluation of a learner’s activity and their progression towards attaining certain competences, but to also provide
recommendations based on the activity of their peers.

The idea is that learners will have their private space where they can store all the ILAs they undertake, tag them appropriately
and attach them to a certain competence if it is relevant. If they wish, they can make their activities public to everyone or to a
certain group of people (e.g. the people they are related to professionally). These public activities will be ratable, commented
upon, followed or adopted by the other members of the community. The traffic and the ratings generated for each activity is a
good starting point for its evaluation.

The platform will implement a collaborative tagging framework where tags used by different learners for the same ILAs will
be gathered for a more complete characterization of the different activities. These tags, apart from providing the different
dimensions of each activity will also be useful for creating a tag cloud that will provide insight into the learning trends and
will show users what activities are popular at any given time.

Apart from the active user participation, the platform will implement a recommendation system that will recommend to a
learner, activities undertaken by others with similar informal learning portfolios. The collaborative tagging framework
mentioned above is sure to play an important part in the design of the recommendation algorithm where similar tags can be
used to find similar activities to propose for further learning. Moreover, ILAs can be both positively rated for the learner to
look into, or negatively rated, in order to be avoided. This feature should help further promote informal learning by exposing
potentially unknown sources and activities to the learners as well as encouraging them .

For use within an institution or a company, the platform takes its clues from the one designed for the TRAILER project of the
European Lifelong Learning Programme. Learners (in this case employees) choose to make public to the employers and their
colleagues certain ILAs. Colleagues and employers get the chance to evaluate these activities. Employers gain a better
understanding of the competences existing within the company and are in a position to make better management decisions.

5. EXPECTED BENEFITS

We expect to observe a number of beneficial outcomes from this proposed social approach to informal learning.

e Motivation. The ability to follow the activities of other people, see what they are learning and how, is a motivating
factor for one’s learning activity. It is in the human nature to compare one’s self to their peers and try to keep up or
to outdo them.

e Evaluation. Learners can see the comments and evaluation their activities are getting. This helps them know how
well they are doing, if they are on the right path, if others regard their learning as interesting or useful, etc.



e Collaboration. Two or more learners can use the platform to coordinate their learning activities. They could divide
topics among themselves and then interchange experiences in private or they could center on the same topic
undertaking the same activities and sharing the same end goal.

e New resources. The recommendation feature of the platform can help learners find resources and activities they did
not know about previously. They can also browse the activities of people working on the same competences.

e Transparency. Access to a learner’s activities and not just to a declared competence adds an important degree of
transparency to their curriculum. The number and quality of informal learning activities related to a competence is a
transparent metric for determining a competence’s mastery level.

6. EXISTING RISKS
In parallel to all the benefits that the social approach may have, there are a number of risks that should be avoided in order to
have the platform be a tool that supports and promotes informal learning and not one that strictly controls it.

e Employee control tool. In an institution or company environment there is always the risk of having every progress-
registering platform be turned to a tool to control the employees. Especially in the workplace, there is a big risk of
having people being discriminated due to their informal learning portfolios, or lack thereof.

e Strict evaluation platform. The objective of our proposal is a platform that fosters interaction and promotes
informal learning. The evaluation mechanisms should be robust, but discreet enough to not overshadow the
important aspect of the platform, which is informal learning itself.

¢ Moderation mechanisms. As any social platform, there are bound to be rivalries, discussions, differences, etc. The
evaluation algorithms should be carefully designed so that if a learner evaluates unfairly the activities of a peer, their
evaluation will not have a major impact.

e Irrelevant social interactions. Similarly to the above point, great care must be put into deciding what types of
interactions will be allowed on the platform. After all, this should be an informal learning platform and not a social
interaction tool. Giving too much liberty in how learners can interact with their peers may end up having negative
effects to the nature of those interactions.

e Informal learning becomes mandatory. This risk is a more generalized version of the first point of this list. The
whole idea of making informal learning visible and valid for a curriculum entails the risk of converting it into
something mandatory instead of an added bonus.

e Competence lists. Finally, a risk that we identified during our involvement in the TRAILER project was the
unwieldy official competence lists provided international standards organizations. The absence of a cohesive and
intuitive list can break the entire platform. If the users have to shift through hundreds of competences in order to
identify the most appropriate one for their activity, they will quickly abandon the platform. On the other hand, if the
users have absolute freedom in defining their own competences, the platform will end up having to juggle an equally
huge list of ill-defined competences with many of them referring to the same concept.

All these risks present challenges that will have to be tackled at the design phase of the informal learning evaluation and
validation framework.

7. FRAMEWORK EVALUATION

We are following the action research methodology [78][79] for the design and development of our proposal. Action research
consists in solving a particular problem by directly working on it and do a number of iterations of development and
evaluation. For the evaluation part, we are planning on organizing a couple of rounds of focus tests, where real users from the
academia and from the private sector will be able to get their hands on the platform and use it for a short period of time (2-4
weeks). For recruiting users, we have direct contact with UPC-BarcelonaTech and the University of Salamanca (USAL) for
academic users and a number of small and medium enterprises (SMES) in the area of Barcelona that have participated in tests
of previous projects of ours that are willing to help us recruiting users from the private sector. After each round, we will ask
them to answer some questions evaluating the platform. These questions will focus in a number of indicators for the platform
like:

e Usability: intuitive and responsive interface, efficient and clear presentation of information,

e Induced overhead for the learners: time dedication required for keeping the portfolio up to date,
e  Perceived benefits from using the platform.

Apart from the answers to the questionnaires, the usage statistics that we will record for the duration of the tests will provide
further data for our evaluation. These metrics include, but are not limited to:

Number of visits of a learner,

Time spent per visit,

Number of ILAs introduced per learner,

Number of ILAs edited after being introduced in the platform,



Number of showcases created,

Number of recommendations adopted,

Number of social interactions,

Number of direct evaluations of activities,

Figure 1 shows the development timeline for the platform where we contemplate the two month-long pilot phases with an

additional period of two to four weeks after each pilot for data analysis before we continue with the next round of
development.

1st Pilot Phase 2nd Pilot Phase

15/01/16 — 15/02/16 01/09/16 — 31/09/16
Design V0.1 Ready| Data V0.2 Ready| Data V1.0 Ready
phase 301215 | Analysis 30/8/116 | Analysis 30/12/16
start

2015 2016 2017
I
Today

Figure 1: Planned timeline for the development of the platform

Again, our experience with the TRAILER project has shown us that these two sources of information can provide a fairly
accurate depiction of the learners’ perception of the framework, both in terms of interest in the process and the platform’s
usability.

8. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, we have established the importance of informal learning and its wide acceptance from institutions and
governments. As a consequence to that we can find many proposals in the literature for its validation. However, these
proposals either offer theoretical guidelines for projecting informal learning experiences to formal learning and applying the
same rules that are applied to formal learning, or come in the form of tools that offer virtual prizes for learners that register
certain activities. To the best of our knowledge there has not been a proposal to evaluate informal learning using the
characteristics and the popularity of the activities themselves as a

Our proposal comes in the form of an informal learning social collaboration network where learners choose what to expose
where and give and receive useful feedback for their activities as well as recommendations for further exploration.

We believe that our proposal achieves more than the rest by using a flexible peer-driven evaluation and validation framework
and by offering a recommendation mechanism that helps the learners discover additional activities related to their informal
learning curricula.
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