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Abstract

This paper outlines the initiation and implementation of the first stages 
of a policy for
assessing and accrediting students' prior learning (APLThroughout this 
paper we have used 'APL' to describe the assessment and accreditation of 
prior
learning/recognition of prior learning. The use of 'APL' rather than 'RPL', 
which appears to be gaining
precedence in common usage does not signify a particular, or different, 
theoretical approach; but reflects
the term in vogue when the programme was first initiated at the College of 
Education, and is how the
programme is described in college documents used by staff and students.) in 
a College of Education in
New Zealand.

We describe the institutional context and provide a brief summary of the 
initial research
project which provided the basis for policy development.  The first stages 
of policy
development and implementation are then discussed, and possibilities for 
future development
are outlined.  Although we focus on the practical aspects of implementing 
an APL process,
the paper highlights issues and questions which are relevant to both 
theoretical and practical
interests.

The assessment and accreditation of prior learning (APL) has only recently 
been formally
recognised in New Zealand educational institutions.  However, the belief 
that courses of study
should be responsive to different students, building on, rather than 
ignoring, their prior
experiences is a generally accepted view in certain sectors of post-
compulsory education. 



Measures for recognising prior learning were part of established practice 
at Palmerston North
College of Education but it was only in 1990 that moves to formalise 
procedures for
recognising prior learning were initiated.  Two research projects provided 
the background
information necessary for setting up APL in the college, and since then the 
first stages of a
fully-fledged APL policy have been implemented.  To date, it would appear 
that the process
has largely been very successful, although there are certain questions and 
concerns which
need to be addressed if subsequent stages of policy are to be effectively 
put into practice. 
In particular, difficulties may stem from the focus on learning outcomes 
that underpins APL,
and we suggest that it is this issue which is likely to be most 
contentious, and possibly most
difficult to resolve in the future of APL at the College.

Palmerston North College of Education is a tertiary institution in New 
Zealand offering a
variety of programmes including pre-service primary and early childhood 
teacher education. 
Student intake for the first year of these courses is approximately 350, 
with an increasing

number of these students coming to the College with a variety of 
experiences and learning
gained between leaving school and College entry.  Although a modified, 
shortened course was
available to students entering College with more than half a university 
degree, prior to the
current APL initiative, little formal recognition was given to other 
sources of learning, or the
knowledge, work and life experiences that more mature students brought to 
the College with
them.  In the late eighties, drawing on recent developments and interest in 
the field of APL
in the United States and in Britain, and in particular the work of Norman 
Evans (1988, 1989),
a small group of staff came together to consider the possibility of 
developing procedures for
assessing and accrediting prior learning at the College.  This group was 
formally established
as the APL Committee in 1990.   

Research and feasibility studies



The APL committee secured funding for research into the feasibility of 
developing an APL
programme at the College, and a research assistant was employed in late 
1990 to undertake
the first phase of the project.  This involved a review of the literature, 
and a survey of current
APL practices in different College departments (Griffin, 1990).  Griffin's 
report indicates that
while most staff recognised students' prior experience, often in the form 
of a reduced
workload, there was little consistency between departments.  The report 
recommended that
an APL policy be developed, suggesting that such a policy would serve the 
interests of both
the College and students.  Benefits to the College would include more 
efficient use of
facilities and resources (rather than expending resources teaching people 
what they already
knew); benefits to staff would stem from confidence in being able to 
provide relevant and
suitable courses; and benefits to students would come from being offered 
options such as
shortened courses, exemption from courses, and provision for enhanced 
learning and further
specialisation.  Griffin also suggests that by removing barriers to 
progress and recognising
diverse learning experiences, APL would encourage the entry of under-
represented groups,
particularly Maori and mature women, into teacher education.  

The second phase of research was undertaken in 1991 and involved surveying 
a sample of
65 first and second year students  over the age of 25 enrolled in the 
primary teaching
programme (Brooking, 1991).  This provided information regarding the range 
of prior learning
experiences that might be important in developing APL.  

Brooking's (1991) report on the research, provides an overall picture of 
the richness, wealth
and diversity of students' experience, qualifications, skills and 
vocational backgrounds.  Most
students had had at least four or five years secondary schooling, and 
several had qualifications
which had required four or five years tertiary education.  Many had 
undertaken formal courses
related to their work-situations, and others had been involved with on-the-
job training. 
Almost all had engaged in non-formal education of one sort or another for 



personal
development or service to the community or cultural group.  The diversity 
of employment
experience was considerable and included: nursing; market gardening; 
banking; shearing;
assisting at Kohanga Reo; working as a jazz musician; hairdressing; 
rabbiting; computer
operating; checkout operating; accounting; working as a prison officer; 
teacher aiding and so
on.  Many students had worked in more than one job.  Despite this diversity 
of work
experience, one area of experience that students tended to have in common 
was participation
in teaching related or child-centred work.  Many of the students had become 
involved through
their own children's schooling or participation in sporting activities, 
cultural groups, clubs and
organisations.  This type of experience appeared to have been critical in 
their decision to
apply for College.  Community involvement in general was another factor 
that many students

had in common.  This took many forms including participation in a variety 
of sporting,
cultural and interest based groups, often involving high levels of 
commitment and
administrative and leadership responsibilities.  Over half the sample 
included in Brooking's
research were women, and most of these were parents and had been the 
primary caregivers
in the home.  Almost all of these women had also been involved in other 
unpaid caring work
that extended beyond the immediate family and included voluntary social 
work and caring for
sick and elderly relatives.  In addition to a similar variety of 
educational, vocational and
community experiences, students who were enrolled in the bilingual course 
tended to have
a very high commitment to Maori cultural activities, and of particular 
relevance to APL, were
coming to the College as fluent speakers of te reo Maori.

On the basis of these reports, a set of recommendations were submitted to, 
and subsequently
approved by, the College Academic Board.  An interim policy for 1992 was 
drawn up by the
APL Committee.  This lay the ground for the first stages of APL 
implementation, and
provided a tentative framework for future development.  This policy was 



seen very much as
a working document which would need to be reviewed regularly and, when 
necessary, revised
in response to the ways in which APL developed within the college.

The time and care involved in research was important in providing a firm 
theoretical base
from which to develop policy, and also provided a clearer picture of the 
types of experiences
which might be addressed through APL.  In addition, the research was 
important in involving
members of staff beyond the APL committee.  The reports also provided a 
basis for informed
discussion of APL issues with staff as a whole.

The first stage of policy implementation

The first stage of APL was put into action with students accepted for the 
1992 intake of pre-
service primary and early childhood courses.  For this stage, a 
deliberately narrow
interpretation of prior learning, with a focus on formal learning, had been 
adopted.  This
enabled those involved in APL implementation more time to establish 
guidelines and practices
within this area, rather than trying to cover a range of broader and 
possibly more contentious
issues within too limited a period.

An APL officer was appointed towards the end of 1991, and in line with the
recommendations of the APL Committee, a clear division was drawn between 
her role as
advisor and advocate for students, and the role of Directors and course co-
ordinators who had
responsibility for assessment and accreditation.  This division was 
important in minimising
any conflict of interest that may have occurred if these roles were not 
distinct.  It was also
important, particularly at this early stage of APL introduction, that 
teaching staff played the
key role in decisions regarding assessment and accreditation.  Some staff 
had voiced concern
that APL might result in a lowering of standards, and by ensuring that 
those actually involved
with teaching courses were recognised as having primary responsibility for 
decision-making
in this area, they were able to ensure, and be reassured, that "quality 
control" was maintained. 



Contact with students regarding APL was made in a number of ways: 
initially, as part of the
Enrolment Guide, information and an application form were distributed to 
all students prior
to college entry; at the time of enrolment students were asked if they 
wished to apply for
APL, and the APL officer was available to talk to them and explain the 
process; the APL
officer also spoke to each group of students shortly after enrolment; and 
finally Intake

Advisors referred any students who appeared to have slipped through the 
net.  Using a variety
of approaches proved important as each form of contact yielded new 
applicants.  While the
application form was useful in that it gave those working on APL some 
indication of the
issues that we would be dealing with in advance of enrolment, it was also 
apparent that it was
not a successful method of contacting students who were possibly more 
uncertain of the value
of their prior learning in terms of its relevance to the courses they were 
about to undertake. 
More personal contact, and a verbal description of APL and what it 
involves, would seem
important in ensuring that APL is accessible to all students.

A total of 64 students were interviewed by the APL Officer.  Most students 
were interviewed
individually, though in some instances students with similar qualifications 
arranged interviews
in small groups.  Interviews varied in length, and it was important to see 
some students on
more than one occasion.  A critical aspect of the interview process was 
allowing students time
to fully explore the options and implications of APL.  Interviews covered a 
wide range of
personal and practical, as well as academic issues, though the following 
points were of central
significance: 

- informing students of the opportunities for APL within the College;
-discussing the relevance of the student's prior learning to particular 
College courses and
the stated learning outcomes of those courses;
- discussing the advantages and disadvantages of seeking 
accreditation; 
- discussing the student's own particular priorities, both long- and 



short-term;
- advising students on how best to go about seeking accreditation; 
and
-helping students prepare their 'cases' for assessment, including the 
preparation of
documentation and if appropriate acting as advocate or support person for 
the student.

Students seeking APL presented a range of formal prior learning experiences 
including
university papers, College of Education courses and Polytechnic 
Certificates and Diplomas. 
In six cases students were able to enter the shortened two year course 
already available to
students entering college with half a university degree, and in one case a 
student's programme
was shortened to one year.  In ten instances students received credit for 
whole courses.  For
the majority of students credit was made available within particular 
courses which meant, for
example, that students were excused from attending classes covering 
particular modules of
work, or were not required to complete certain items of set work.  A number 
of students,
although eligible for credit for their prior learning chose rather to 
undertake the full preservice
curriculum, or in some cases to negotiate alternative programmes aimed at 
extending their
learning.  Reasons given by students for this decision varied but are 
summarised in the
following points:

(i) Career concerns
Some students were concerned that future employers may be unfavourably 
influenced
if they perceived students as not having taken the full course.

(ii) University status
Most students were keen to gain as many University credits as possible 
during their
time at College, and a considerable amount of time was spent investigating 
the
implications of seeking exemption from courses in terms of gaining 
University papers.

(iii)Personal learning priorities
Most students were keen to "get as much as possible" out of their time at 



College. 
This was particularly true of some of the more mature students who were 
returning
to College after an extended absence from formal education.  These students 
said that
they hoped that the courses offered at College would extend, rather than 
repeat, their
prior learning experiences.  Some also said that they "didn't want to miss 
anything"
having in some cases waited a long time for the opportunity to take part in 
full-time
eduction.

(iv) Concerns about their academic abilities
There were some students whose formal learning experiences at university or 
college
were undertaken up to 20 years ago.  Some of these students were concerned, 
not just
that their learning experiences/status of knowledge may be out-dated and no 
longer
current or relevant, but also that they would find it difficult to re-
engage in formal
study.  These students said that they hoped that their prior learning might 
compensate
in part for their time away from study, and help them "do better" and feel 
more
confident in their studies.  They chose to use their prior learning 
experience in this
way rather than seeking credit or exemption.

Even in those cases in which students chose to seek credit or exemptions, 
full discussion of
these issues was important.  On the basis of the interviews, it would 
appear that APL was
very clearly not seen by students as a way of "getting out of work".  
Students were keen "not
to waste time", and in a number of cases intended using the time made 
available through
credit to do extra university papers.  In one case a student opted to 
attend an extra college
course during the time made available through the granting of credit.  For 
some students,
financial considerations and the need to undertake part-time employment, 
and/or family
considerations were important in opting for a reduced work load or taking 
the two year
shortened course.  

Although formal learning was the focus of this first stage of APL 
implementation, six students



sought credit for their prior learning specifically on the basis of 
experience rather than
involvement in formally recognised learning situations.  These students had 
had practical
experience in teaching overseas, within the private sector, or in adult 
teaching.  Such
experience has direct relevance to teaching practice at the College, and 
although APL was not
possible at this stage of the process, it is this area that is to be 
addressed in the next stage of
implementation.

A specific area of prior learning that has particular relevance to the 
College is in Te Reo
Maori.  Some flexibility is already available in that students fluent in te 
reo are able to
undertake an advanced language study course during their first year.  
However, such provision
is not necessarily adequate and a further aspect of the next stage of APL 
implementation will
centre on ways in which students' expertise in te reo and experience in 
Maori learning
situations can be fully recognised.

In evaluating the APL initiative there are two general indices of its 
success.  First, although
students' final results for the year were not available at the time of 
writing this paper it would
appear that they had coped well during the year, and staff had not raised 
concerns regarding
their progress.  Less tangibly, but perhaps as importantly, the value of 
APL was apparent in
student feedback.  Those students who participated in the process indicated 
that, even if they
did not take up, or go ahead with seeking credit for prior learning, that 
it was important to

them in terms of their own self-esteem and attitudes towards re-entering 
education that their
learning experiences had been formally recognised as valuable by the 
College.  Following the
first stage of implementation a report detailing the process was submitted 
to the APL
committee (McPherson, 1992).  Recommendations made in that report are 
summarised as
follows: 

(i)APL is a time consuming process, and is clearly 'expensive'.  However, 



although
general guidelines for APL will inevitably become clearer, if the process 
is to really
benefit students, and if it is to remain sensitive to individual concerns, 
it would seem
important that the availability of individual attention be maintained.
(ii)It is important that criteria for evaluating students' prior learning 
be developed. 
Evaluation should obviously be sensitive but rigorous.  Documentary 
evidence may
not be adequate in some cases.
(iii)There may be a place for community attestation in evaluating prior 
learning and
experience.
(iv)It is important that the learning outcomes of College courses are 
clearly stated, and
that prior learning is evaluated with this in mind.
(v)At present there appears to be little coherence across Departments in 
approaches
towards either evaluating or accrediting prior learning.  While it is 
essential that
flexibility be maintained, so that the special nature of different courses 
is recognised,
it would also seem that the need for parity be recognised.
(vi)Similarly, the importance of parity across Divisions needs to be borne 
in mind.
(vii)Information regarding the ways in which accreditation might effect 
students' academic
status needs careful monitoring, particularly as it relates to university 
papers.  This
information needs to be made clear to students.
(viii)The ways in which practical components of the programme, such as 
teaching practice
can best be organised so that they are flexible to meet the wide range of 
experiences
and skills which students bring to College.  The possibility and 
desirability of a
reduced teaching practice load for some students might be considered.
(ix)In accrediting prior learning the possibility of offering courses which 
extend students'
learning, rather than providing them with exemption from course activities 
may be
worth further investigation.  It is apparent that many Departments already 
provide this
flexibility, and that staff are often willing to negotiate course changes 
to meet
individual student's abilities.  More formal means of accomplishing this 
may be
appropriate.



At present the College is in the process of implementing the next stage of 
APL.  In addition
to formal learning qualifications, the APL process will be extended to 
cover students' non-
formal and experiential learning.  Procedures for matching work-based and 
experiential
learning to College requirements and individual course outcomes have been 
discussed and
these will be further developed with the 1993 intake of students.  The 
first stage of APL
implementation highlighted two main areas of prior learning which appear to 
be particularly
relevant in this respect:

(i)Experiential learning which has especial relevance to teaching practice.  
This may
include teaching, training or tutoring experience in both formal 
institutional contexts
and non-formal community contexts, and covers experience which has been 
gained
either as part of paid employment, or in a voluntary capacity.

(ii)Learning which is relevant to the particular learning outcomes of the 
college's
bilingual courses.  Again, it is envisaged that such experience may have 
been gained
in a wide variety of contexts.

Comments, concerns and questions

Overall, it would seem that the process of developing and implementing APL 
at the College
has, at least to date, been very successful.  A fuller analysis of those 
issues which have aided
the process, along with the concerns and problems that have occurred is 
needed.  However,
it is possible to offer some tentative comments on our experience.  Many of 
these have
already been identified and well discussed in the relevant literature, and 
while there are
questions relating specifically to the nature of APL, some of the issues 
that have risen during
the process of APL development are probably more generally relevant to 
policy development
and implementation in an educational setting.   

In introducing APL at the College, there are a number of these more general 



procedural and
administrative issues which appear to have been important in contributing 
to its success:

(i) The College climate has been right.  

A particular concern amongst staff over recent years has been to address 
equity issues.  APL
is seen as an initiative which addresses equity issues constructively, in a 
way which is
relevant to both the interests of the students and the College.  This 
concern with issues of
equity would seem to have been a catalyst to the development of APL 
initiatives both in
New Zealand and in other countries (Benton, 1991; Davis, 1990; Evans, 1989) 

(ii) Existing practices at the College leant themselves to formal 
implementation of APL. 

Although APL has only recently become part of the 'language' of the 
College, both formal
and informal processes of recognising prior learning have been part of 
College practices for
some time.  Students were already offered a shortened two-year course if 
they held half a
University degree or more, and most departments had already implemented 
procedures for
meeting the needs of students who had already covered course work.  For 
example, students
were often able to negotiate individualised programmes or assessment 
options which ensured
that they did not repeat learning that they had already covered, and in 
some situations students
were able to move through course work at an advanced pace by undertaking 
standards-based
assessment at flexible points during a course.  

(iii) Support for APL from senior management has been strong.  

This is reflected in the availability of funding for both research and 
implementation, and has
also given APL status and legitimacy.

(iv) APL has been introduced and implemented in stages over a period of 
time.

Approaching APL in a series of clearly defined stages would also appear to 
have helped
smooth the process.  As mentioned earlier, this has meant that 
implementation has been easier



to manage administratively, and procedures have been able to be developed 
flexibly during 

the process itself.  This has helped in developing procedures which are as 
sensitive as possible
to the concerns of all those who are participants in the process (students, 
teaching and
administrative staff).

The decision to focus on formal learning experience during the first stage 
of implementation
was taken, not only for reasons of administrative expediency but has also 
perhaps been
important in 'selling' APL to staff, particularly those concerned that the 
process would lead
to falling standards.  At this stage it is difficult to gauge levels of 
support or resistance to the 
next, potentially more contentious, area of APL implementation.

(v) Changes in educational policy at a national level.

The implementation of an APL policy at college is in line with developments 
proposed by
the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA).  It is intended that the 
framework planned
by NZQA provide a flexible system for gaining qualifications.  Central to 
such flexibility
between and within institutions is the recognition of competency already 
achieved (Ministry
of Education, 1991).  To this end, all accredited providers of post-
compulsory education will
be required to publish and implement an APL policy.

Although, as outlined above, there have been a number of factors which have 
facilitated the
implementation of APL, there are also concerns and questions which require 
further attention. 
These may impede the future development of APL at the college unless they 
are satisfactorily
resolved.  

At a very practical level, for example, financial considerations must be 
taken into account. 
The APL process as developed at the College is time consuming and is thus 
likely to involve
on-going expense in terms of employing personnel and creating extra 



administrative work. 
This expense may well be able to be justified, and ultimately on a wider 
scale it is argued that
APL should provide the basis for more efficient use of educational 
resources and human
potential (Jessup, 1991).  However, it is important that the costs of APL 
to the institution are
recognised in funding.  In the current environment in which funding is 
organised on the basis
of 'equivalent full-time students', it is ironic that APL could in fact 
result in reduced financial
resources being made available to the institution.

Teaching staff have also raised a number of concerns regarding APL.  
Perhaps the most
problematic of these concerns stem from the outcomes-based focus that is 
fundamental to
APL (Bell, 1992).  A pre-requisite to full and satisfactory implementation 
of APL is that
courses be expressed in terms of learning outcomes.  In an institution such 
as a College of
Education, staff hold a variety of beliefs about education, and there is 
likely to be resistance
to an outcomes approach from those whose beliefs are grounded in a liberal 
philosophy and
are theoretically opposed to measures such as competency-based assessment 
procedures.  

An outcomes focus for some staff, would appear to be unable to accommodate 
the
'specialness' of the course of study that they offer.  Learning outcomes, 
like behavioural
objectives, may be viewed by some as constraining, narrow and inflexible - 
the antithesis of
the liberal, critical and dynamic education to which they are committed.  
Arguably an
adequate understanding of outcomes should be able to encompass not only 
behavioural, but
also affective and attitudinal outcomes.  Neither are outcomes necessarily 
tied to specific
vocational skills.  Theoretical support of this expanded notion of 
competence and outcomes
is one thing.  However, within the institution it is apparent that our 
expertise in defining

outcomes may well be lagging behind our commitment to such an understanding 
in theory. 
A reasonable question, that is still to be adequately answered for some 
staff, is whether



outcomes can indeed adequately capture the essence of what they believe it 
is important for
students to learn.

Implicit within these concerns is the belief that experience is of, and in 
itself, important.  This
is captured in the aphorism 'the whole is greater than the parts' - that 
being in the
environment of the College, participating in the programme of study as a 
whole, and imbibing
the beliefs, attitudes and ways of the College are integral to the eventual 
qualification as a
student of Palmerston North College of Education.  An outcomes approach is 
not consistent
with this perspective.  From an outcomes perspective the institution or 
source of a student's
learning is immaterial, what is of concern is the learning outcomes and the 
competencies
which have been achieved.  The emphasis on experience is particularly 
relevant to the
organisation of teaching practice within the College.  To an extent this 
component of teacher
education assumes a time-serving approach which is clearly antithetical to 
an outcomes
approach.

Finally, an important issue to be addressed at the College centres on the 
development and
refining of assessment procedures for APL.  It is important that these 
procedures are sensitive
to the very different types of experience which students bring to the 
College, and are truly
accessible to all students.  At the same time it is important that 
procedures are rigorous and
seen to be fair to all students.  As with the concerns that are discussed 
above, issues of
assessment are intimately bound to the ways in which learning outcomes are 
conceptualised
and described, and establishing a clearer understanding of outcomes would 
seem to be a pre-
requisite to the development of assessment practices.

There is a risk in talking about APL, of casting those who are critical of 
its assumptions and
wary of its implications as reactionary educators who hold narrow beliefs 
about what counts
in education.  However, their concerns that APL will lead to a decline in 
standards, or may
result in students being short-changed in terms of a truly creative and 
critical education,



should not be dismissed lightly.  It is crucial that these issues are 
clearly resolved.  As
educators, if we believe that APL has the potential to contribute to the 
democratisation of
education, then it is essential that we ensure that the theoretical and 
practical bases of APL
are fully explored and understood.  If we fail then there is a real danger 
that APL will be
open to capture by other interests.
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