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Abstract 
As the career development profession responds to increasing complexity, there is a growing need to recognise and credential practitioners whose expertise has been developed through extensive professional experience rather than traditional academic pathways. This paper presents the Independent Learning Pathway (ILP), an established work-based learning model through which experienced career practitioners can achieve recognised undergraduate qualifications, with opportunities to progress to postgraduate study, by critically reflecting on and evidencing learning from their professional practice.
The purpose of this paper is to examine how the ILP supports the development of critically reflective, theoretically informed career practitioners, and to explore its contribution as an innovative model of professional learning and credentialing within the field.
The ILP is underpinned by constructivist and transformative learning theories, which position knowledge as developed through experience, reflection, and meaning-making. It aligns with work-based learning and professional practice education literature that recognises the value of integrating experiential knowledge with academic frameworks, enabling practitioners to make explicit the learning embedded within their practice.
Methodologically, this paper draws on qualitative analysis of career practitioner portfolios and assessment outcomes within the ILP. These portfolios include reflective narratives, case studies, and practice-based evidence developed across a structured sequence of learning tasks. Analysis focuses on how practitioners demonstrate progression from descriptive accounts of practice to more critical, reflexive, and theoretically integrated understandings.
Findings indicate that the structured trajectory of the ILP supports a shift from implicit to explicit knowledge, enabling practitioners to articulate and critically examine their practice with increasing depth and coherence. Through engagement with career theory, tools, and legislation, and through the development of case studies and practice-based vignettes, learners strengthen their analytical capabilities and professional identity. The culmination of this process is the articulation of a personal Model of Practice that integrates experience, theory, and values within a coherent professional framework.
This paper contributes to both practice and research by challenging traditional assumptions about how professional knowledge is acquired, validated, and assessed. It offers a robust and transferable framework for recognising experiential learning while maintaining academic rigour. In doing so, it presents a sustainable and inclusive model for career practitioner development that is grounded in real-world practice and responsive to the future needs of the profession.
This approach is further informed by the authors’ joint scholarship in work-based learning and professional practice education, where their integrated roles as educators and career practitioners have shaped pathways that meaningfully connect lived experience with academic recognition.

