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INTRODUCTION
R.P.L. is the acknowledgement of skills and knowledge gained through work 
experience, life experience, and non-formal training, as well as from 
formal learning.   Acknowledgement is made by the educational agency 
through credit and certification.   In Australia it is also used by 
industry for skill-level classification, award restructuring, promotion, 
and job transfer, in cases where the employee lacks formal qualifications.
What has emerged in the literature and from my experience is that there are 
three distinct phases to any assessment of prior learning processes.
1.   The identification by the learner of what experience has been acquired 
and from this the identification of what has been learned and what skills 
have been gained.
2.   The collection of data as evidence for the learning acquired, and the 
linking of this to the learning outcomes of the course for which credit is 
sought.   (It is important to note it is prior learning and learning 
outcomes that are matched,  not experience and course content per se.)
3.   Assessment of applicants’ evidence by the course supervisor or 
educator responsible for the course for which credit is sought.   Decision 
to grant, partially grant, or deny credit follows this step.
The model outlines a process that can be followed to assist individuals to 
identify  skills and knowledge developed in prior learning , apply for it 
to be recognised and then granted by the award of part or whole 
qualifications, courses or units of learning.

OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL
Step 1  -  Preparation and Consideration
Applicant becomes familiar with the courses he/she wishes to claim 
recognition for and obtains guidance on the RPL process.
Step 2   -  Data Gathering
Applicant collects own assessment data  (if possible with the help of an 
industry/community support person).

Step 3   -  Assessment Interview  (Group or Individual)
Applicant is interviewed about the claims made and recognition sought.
(The discussion and interview phase is crucial to allow the discussion and 
interaction necessary to consider an applicant's skills and knowledge in 
detail.)
Step 4  -  Decision-Making
Decision made to grant, deny, or require further assessment.
Step 5  -  Review



Decision is reviewed.
(Used in cases where the applicant or one or more assessors feel justice 
has not been done.)

RATIONALE
The following issues arise in RPL assessment:
-    Applicants frequently undervalue their experience.
-    Without direct knowledge of others skill levels, applicants find it 
difficult to compare their skill level with course objectives or industry 
benchmarks.
-    Assessors find it difficult to decide how much underlying knowledge 
should be tested or required even when the skill is demonstrated.   
(Interaction allows discussion and the chance to refer to a knowledge base 
without written testing.)
-    Successful completion of a total case of study  (or advanced study) on 
which the component for recognition is based may require skill in group 
work, an ability to express ideas and concepts, collect information, etc.   
Awarding of recognition for prior learning in one area does not necessarily 
mean the applicant can enter a qualification at a higher level if such 
skills are lacking.
-    Whatever the process used, RPL requires a high degree of self-
assessment skill.
The model seeks to address the issues by providing opportunities in Step 1 
and Step 3 for applicants to discuss their application with others and to 
reflect on their own skills and knowledge in an environment of support and 
challenge.   The process then becomes one of guided self assessment, with 
individuals collecting data and assessing their own skills against clearly 
defined benchmarks.
The  role of the course specialist is to:
-    state course outcomes clearly before the process starts.
-    assess the reliability and validity of data presented in support of 
prior learning.

The role of the RPL assessor is to:
-    facilitate the process.
-    act as a consultant to both course specialist and applicant on issues 
relating to the assessment method.
-    to ensure the quality of the process, and to monitor the application 
of the model’s underlying principles.
The role of industry and technical experts is to:
-    Address issues such as work practices and equipment that the applicant 
has had experience with.    (Either applicant or course specialist may 
include an industry expert at the assessment stage.   At times this role 
may be taken by the course specialist.)
     (It is desirable, but not mandatory, for the applicant to gain support 
and help in collecting data to support the application and to validate this 
data.) 
The process seeks to:
-    inform applicants and so provide equal access to the process.



-    utilise the benefits of group problem solving and peer co-operation to 
enhance the quality of applications and so save course specialist and 
industry time.
-    recognise RPL assessment as a process operating between applicant, 
education, and industry.
-    recognise the need to support tutors and applicants in a process that 

depends on a high level of assessment skills.

DETAILS OF RPL MODEL

STEP 1         (Group Activity)
Takes place either at enrolment or after commencement of the course.
At this stage the applicant has to consider how his/her prior experience 
relates to the outcomes of the selected course and then request an 
assessment.
The potential applicants meet in a group to have the vocational outcomes,
ie.   the skills and knowledge for which they believe they can gain 
recognition, defined and clarified.

Two types of applicant groups may be formed:
(a)  Applicants seeking recognition for the same or similar course/trade 
areas.    
     Here course outlines are available and explained.   Applicants discuss 
the application form, how their experience equates to the course outline, 
and strategies for providing evidence. They may generate questions and 
concerns for referral to a course content specialist.   The process should 
be facilitated by the RPL assessor.
(b)  Applicants seeking recognition for different courses or 
qualifications.
     Here the focus is on strategies for completing the application.    
Applicants share ideas and examples of evidence they could provide, with 
the help of the RPL assessor.   The assessor will assist with 
interpretation of the course learning outcomes, filling in the application, 
and gathering the types of evidence required for the assessment phase.   
Applicants may individually contact the course content specialist.

STEP 2     (Self Directed Activity)
Applicants who choose to progress with an application complete the form and 
gather evidence of skill with the help of an industry/community support 
person whom they select.   The role of the industry/community 
representative is to help students with the gathering of data and to 
provide verification of work-place skills.   They may attend the assessment 
interview as support person, and/or as an industry advisor.
The written application, support materials, and examples of work are 



submitted prior to the assessment interview, and viewed by RPL assessor and 
content specialist/course tutor.

STEP 3      (Group or Individual Assessment)
Involves RPL assessor, applicants, course specialist and industry 
representative  (optional).
Having written data prior to the assessment allows the RPL assessor and 
content specialist to identify areas that require questioning and 
clarification.   The process for the two groups will again differ:
(a)  When applicants have common subject matter data this may initially be 
peer assessed and discussed with the content tutor and industry expert if 
available.   Sharing of data among applicants is to allow applicants to 
check their skill level against others and allow the content tutor and RPL 
assessor to note the group skills of individuals.   It has the added 
advantage of allowing the course tutor and industry representative to check 
the congruence of their benchmarks and the standards.

     If the course specialist has identified common areas that appear 
uncertain, a task may be set for the group as a whole.   A workshop or 
appropriate resource needs to be available where applicants can demonstrate 
skills if required to.
     Individual interviews take place for applicants whose self assessment 
data and group work does not provide enough performance information to 
assess competence.  Work place visits or skill demonstrations may be 
required.
(b)  When students apply for different courses, ideas for presenting 
individual applications are shared.   Individual interviews will 
necessarily occur.   In regional areas recognition of prior learning may be 
sought for a course some distance away.   Individual interview may then 
take place via a teleconference held with RPL assessor, applicant and a 
local industry/community expert, with the course specialist referring to 
the industry expert for the checking of practical work.

STEP 4      (Decision)
The possibilities are:
-    Full recognition.
-    Partial recognition.
-    Further assessment.

-    Denial of application.
The applicant is informed of the decision.

STEP 5    (Review)
Review occurs if there has been difference of opinion in the decision to 
grant RPL or in the case of an applicant’s decision to appeal .    Further 
assessment is carried out.

     Dale Sheehan, Christchurch College of Education,  June 1992



ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE
AND THE RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING

Duringthe first half of 1992 I undertook to trial a process for the 
assessment of prior learning with two different tertiary institutions.  At 
the commencement of the trial I stated that the challenge for tertiary 
educators in New Zealand is to find a process for assessing prior learning 
that meets the following five requirements.
1    Is consistent with NZQA standards for quality control as the national 
accrediting agency.
2    Is acceptable and able to be adapted and administered by all 
accredited tertiary providers.
3    Is seen as valid and reliable and of sufficient rigour that it will be 
accepted by industry and between institutions.  (No credit awarded for a 
course or part of a course should be seen as second best, or an easy 
option.)
4    Is user-friendly from the learner’s perspective and promotes equal 
access of learners to tertiary education.
5    Is cost effective for all parties.
After undertaking the trials in two very different learning environments I 
would add a sixth requirement
6.   That any nationally endorsed RPL Model is able to be adopted so it 
reflects and enhances the culture and the approach to teaching and learning 
embodied by each provider.
It is this principle that I wish to focus on.

BACKGROUND TO THE TRIALS
The process trialed was adapted from the Broadmeadows College of Technical 
and Further Education Model.   I was impressed with the model and believed 
it could be adapted for New Zealand needs and would meet the previously 
listed requirements.  The process as I was taught it was based on 
individual consultation and assessment.   I believed a small group process 
could be developed that would be more cost effective.  Sally Davis, the 
Unit Manager, attended the second trial of the process and was able to 
confirm that she too was using more and more group-work methods, 
particularly in the first stage of the process.
I developed this process to a form where it could be trialled locally and 
did so with two groups:
1    Catering students at Christchurch Polytechnic.
2    Primary teacher trainees at the Christchurch College of Education.
What has emerged in the literature and from my experience is that there are 
three distinct phases to any assessment of prior learning processes.
1.   The identification by the learner of what experience has been acquired 
and from this the identification of what has been learned and what skills 
have been gained.
2.   The collection of data as evidence for the learning acquired, and the 
linking of this to the learning outcomes of the course for which credit is 
sought.   (It is important to note it is prior learning and learning 
outcomes that are matched,  not experience and course content per se.)
3.   Assessment of applicants’ evidence by the course supervisor or 



educator responsible for the course for which credit is sought.   Decision 
to grant, partially grant, or deny credit follows this step.
The model used outlined a process to be followed to assist individuals to 
identify  skills and knowledge developed in prior learning , apply for it 
to be recognised and then granted by the award of part or whole 
qualifications, courses or units of learning.
It need not be expanded on here but is appendixed to this paper.

Trial One with the Polytechnic based catering students stuck very much to 
the planned model.
Trial Two with the teacher trainees did not prove as straightforward or as 
easy to oversee but the comparison provided a steep learning curve and the 
most valuable insights.
It confirmed the need for a model that ensures quality while allowing a 
flexibility accommodating the cultures of different organisations.  The 
model allowed this as it did not dictate the length of the process, the 
time spent at each step, the style of the facilitator or the assessment 
method chosen.   The observations that highlighted the flexibility of the 
model are the ones that also highlighted the differences between the two 
trials. 

1ST OBSERVATION
Step One of the process involving the identification of relevant prior 
learning was a lot slower and less clear for the applicants at the College 
of Education than it was for the catering students.   This was not 
surprising as the catering students were matching precise work-based skills 
to a course developed from a task analysis of industry requirements.   The 
teacher trainees are attempting to match life experience to a range of 
courses and topics many of which have process outcomes that are hard to 
define.   In institutions where the training and pathways to a 
qualification are varied and the curriculum includes options and much 
choice and flexibility, Step One will be lengthened, since it is harder for 
applicants for RPL to see where their experience fits in.   Here the choice 
between a student-defined versus an institution-defined approach to RPL 
assessment becomes an issue.   Institution-defined models require the 
student to match their learning to the courses provided and to show a close 
fit.   Student- defined approaches have more sophisticated models that 
require students to analyse and assess their experiences, to identify what 
was learned and use this as the basis for individual future training.   The 
documented learning does not always fall neatly into the course structure  
(particularly a Unit approach!).   Student-defined self assessment puts 
pressure on an institution to decide where to place students within an 
existing curriculum.   In many student-defined or work-based models the 
student is given a set of criteria designed to focus the self-assessment 
process, and the students are encouraged to use this to assess their own 
learning.   Some of these are broad, with others based on a task analysis 
of essential jobs.   (This was the approach with the catering students.)  I 
see this distinction between student-defined and institution-defined 
approaches as a continuum; the more the approach is student-defined the 



longer the process at Step One needs to be.  A very student-directed 
approach also sees many skills being developed in the learner and this is 
presumably why in such models the RPL applicants enrol for a “Course” for 
which they receive credits.   For an institution like the College of 
Education, the first stage may be a longer process, involving writing and 
presentation; for other training organisations Step One may be a short two 
hour seminar with course requirements explained and relevant prior learning  
identified, as was the case with the catering students.  I think both can 
be appropriate.   It is the culture of the organisation and the industry it 
supports that determines the validity of the approach chosen.

2ND OBSERVATION
The type of evidenceof learning that was required and the assessment issues 
that arose varied between the two trials.
The catering students’ evidence was much more practical skill based, 
depending on experience in the work-place.  The possibility of a practical 
“challenge tests” to satisfy industry looks like a possibility for the 
future.   Written evidence from the students was avoided as much as 
possible, as writing skills are not as important for this occupation as 
practical skills and the course itself is weighted to practical assessment.   
For the teachers college students, student-generated written material is 
highly valid material for assessment.    Although we did not in this 
instance ask for a narrative to be produced addressing the relationship 
between the experiences shown on a resume and the theory and practice 
courses in teaching, it is a valid approach,since an important skill for a 

teacher is the ability to reflect on and monitor professional practice.   
The rule here seems to be that assessment methods need to be innovative and 
reflect the processes of the learning not just the outcomes of the courses.   
Some organisations may opt for portfolio testing, while others may require 
“challenge testing,” attestation or oral interviews.   Certainly an 
assessment system based on content taught rather than competence learned is 
bound to fail most applicants for RPL.   No real life experience is ever 
going to equate exactly to course content; the match sought is a learning 
outcomes match. 
The validity of the techniques chosen needs to be assessed by considering 
the context and learning philosophy of the institution.   The techniques 
not only need to fit the skills to be demonstrated but the style of 
programme delivery.

3RD OBSERVATION
The organisational structure and learning environment within which the 
trial was held predictably affected the model.
Institutional support was present for both trials.  The first trial was 
within a single autonomous approach chosen.

2ND OBSERVATION
The type of evidenceof learning that was required and the assessment issues 
that arose varied between the two trials.



The catering students’ evidence was much more practical skill based, 
depend,
department with a large polytechnic and for a single course or unit leading 
to a certificate.  The courses offered are all competency based.  Trial Two 
impacted across a number of programmes, potentially involved a large number 
of courses and lecturers and a curriculum offering options for learners.   
Benchmarks while present were of a wider “education” nature making it more 
difficult to demonstrate the relationship of learning to the stated 
educational standard.  The question has also arisen is the degree of 
aculturation that takes place during training for a profession, and the 
need to write learning outcomes that acknowledge this.  To make any 
implicit curriculumexplicit.
A famous quote from Shakespeare takes on new meaning with the RPL context.
     “What a tangled web we weave, when first we practise to deceive.”
RPL is likely to force educators to identify the intangibles that are seen 
as part of course credit.  To make explicit desirable During theus 
on.trialledevidence of
eg.  i.   A “challenge” practical test to sample from a range of skills 
claimed is appropriate in a catering course in which the normal testing 
programme is 60% practical test.
     ii.  In a programme that requires reflection on practice and a degree 
of self assessment, a narrative supporting a portfolio like that described 
by Marsh H and Lasky P  (1984)  for a nursing degree programme is highly 
valid.   Portfolio preparation is suitable for gaining university-style 
course credit, but not for a practical trades course.   The generic skills 
required to undertake a test should match those of the programme, and are 
presumably those valued by the industry that the institution trains for. 
curriculum explicit sentiments, attitudes and values embedded in learning 
outcomes because, there is also a process of professional socialisation 
occurring - a kind of ‘right of passage’.
For RPL to be accepted by industry and professional groups any models 
adopted will need to embody and acknowledge these processes.
The learning I experienced during the trial has firstly enhanced my 
commitment to RPL.
The volunteers for both trials demonstrated the calibre of adult learners 
returning to tertiary education, and the trial supports the need for a 
process that acknowledges and enhances their skills and self esteem.
Secondly it has strengthened my personal view that New Zealand adopt a 
flexible general model, that is adapted within institutions and by 
institutions.   The process within institutions to be supervised and 
moderated by an RPL assessor who has been trained in the model and has 
worked with staff to adapt the process to the institutional needs.
Skill in assessment is essential and an ability to maintain principles and 

good practices while being innovative is equally essential.   This requires 
a knowledge of a wide range of approaches to measurement and assessment, 
combined with an understanding of the tension that always exists between 
valid and reliable assessment.   Experience with experiential-learning 
programmes which require assessment such as work placement, clinical 



experience, and internship provide appropriate prior learning experiences.  
An experienced tutor with this background will have confronted issues 
associated with maintaining standards when individual experience has varied 
and individuals have internalized similar experiences differently.
I acknowledge that this proposal relies on good staff development for its 
success.
The current accreditation processes used by NZQA would then need to include 
an assessment of the institutes policy and practice of RPL to ensure 
quality control at a national level.
into 
3.   The a for which credit is sought.   The dg students followed very 
closely to the planned model.   and the mostvaluable insights.  ensures 
quality while allowing enoughto accommodate

ˇˇˇˇ0ˇˇerences between the two trials and these fall into three categories.
1.   Differences in the Identification Step of the RPL Process
2.   Differences in the Assessment Techniques Chosen ad Utilized
3.   Differences in the Organisational Structure and Learning Environment1.     
DIFFERENCES IN THE IDENTIFICATION STEP OF THE RPL PROCESS   eatly into the 
course structurelf-alidity of the approach chosen.
2.   DIFFERENCES IN ASSESSMENT TECHNIQUES         ork-place.  The 
possibility ofment.   For the College of Education              n practice 
and a degree of self-3. DIFFERENCES IN ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE predictably 
affected the model.  inn has also arisen aboutthis.  In other words t    ’s 
famous commentin      “Ohwhat   een as part of course credit, ted in 
learning outcomes because  of ‘right of passage’.  
GENERAL REFLECTIONS AND COMMENTS
enhanced my commitment to RPL.  Undertaking the trial has also flexible 
general model, that can bee process within institutions mustess to the 
institutional needs.  , innovative is equally importantimilar experiences 
differently.   an assessment of the institutions 

          Dale Sheehan, Christchurch College of Education, July 1992


