
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This study aims to describe current international and national 

practices in the implementation of Recognition of Prior Learning 

(RPL) and to identify mechanisms that will ensure that RPL is a 

credible and valid process for the awarding of credits in terms of 

formal unit standards and qualifications registered on the South 

African National Qualifications Framework (NQF).  This is done 

against the background of a call for the widening of access to 

education and training for adults internationally, but particularly in 

South Africa.  In South Africa, many of these adults were prevented 

from accessing education and training as a result of unjust 

educational policies of the Apartheid regime and therefore, RPL in 

this country has, in addition to its purpose of providing improved 

access to education, a socio-political redress purpose. 

 

In this chapter, an introduction to the research will be given and the central research 

problem will be described within its context (1.1).  This will be followed by a 

discussion of the purposes and significance of the study for the implementation of a 

system of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in South Africa (1.2). The research 

questions are briefly introduced in 1.3.  In 1.4, the characteristics and some limitations 

to the study are described. Finally, the structure for this dissertation will be outlined at 

the conclusion of this chapter (1.5). 

 

1.1 Problem in its Context 

In 2002, a ministerial study team tasked with the review of the implementation of the 

South African National Qualifications Framework (NQF), made the point that 

(Department of Education [DoE] & Department of Labour [DoL], 2002): 

Of all the expectations placed on the NQF, the aspiration for a system of 

recognition of prior learning (RPL) was perhaps the most significant; hence the 

failure to establish any large-scale provision for RPL has been one of the 

greatest causes of current disappointment with NQF implementation (p.86). 
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This disappointment stemmed from the expectation of stakeholders in education and 

training that a system whereby people’s prior learning can be formally recognised 

against registered South African qualifications could facilitate Human Resource 

Development (HRDS) imperatives and play a significant role in the transformation of 

education and training in this country.  

 

In addition, recognition of prior learning in South Africa is seen to be a key strategy 

to address the following issues: 

o Redress of past unfair discrimination in education, training and employment 

opportunities; 

o Equitable access to education and training; and 

o Lifelong learning as a principle for enhancing the participation of adults in 

education and training. 

 

Yet, RPL in South Africa has not been implemented widely.  Some of the reasons 

may be that RPL is being introduced in a time of intense change:  education and 

training are being restructured in fundamental ways, both in terms of a more equitable 

distribution of infra-structural resources and in terms of the very structure and purpose 

of qualifications, the curricula, learning programmes and approaches to assessment.  

All of this is taking place within a vacuum of guidelines as to how to implement RPL.  

This has resulted in the view that RPL is a threat to the integrity of education and 

training, as standards will have to be lowered to accommodate learners who were not 

eligible for admission to formal learning programmes in the past. 

 

For RPL to succeed, implementation strategies need to be developed that will 

withstand intellectual scrutiny and enable non-informal and informal learning to be 

recognised in relation to formal qualifications in a valid and credible manner.  Such 

strategies must generate the commitment and support of education and training 

practitioners and institutions and must ensure that the integrity and quality of 

education and training are protected and enhanced (SAQA, 2002a). 
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1.2 Purposes and Significance of the Study 

It is within this context that this study aims to describe current international and 

national practices in the implementation of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) 

and to identify mechanisms that will ensure that RPL is a credible and valid process 

for the awarding of credits in terms of formal unit standards and qualifications 

registered on the South African National Qualifications Framework (NQF).  This 

implies that the study will comprise an exploratory descriptive component and a 

component where mechanisms for the successful implementation of RPL are 

proposed. 

 

Internationally and in South Africa, Recognition of Prior Learning is part of the larger 

debate around ease of access to education and training as a mechanism for up-skilling 

and multi-skilling a workforce. Therefore, in most of the countries where RPL has 

been implemented, improved access to further learning is linked with the economic 

development needs of the country. As in South Africa, internationally education and 

training is costly and the implementation of RPL is considered to be a cost-effective 

process whereby people’s learning may be recognised and credited.  People who have 

achieved learning through experience may be given access to education – not on the 

basis of preceding qualifications, but on the basis of what they can demonstrate in 

terms of their learning. This removes the need for people to attend full-time 

programmes and is, therefore, a saving in terms of time and cost. 

 

Also, in addition to the commercialisation of learning (in terms of a call for more 

responsive and relevant learning programmes in relation to the workplace), there 

seems to be the recognition that the way in which learning is viewed is changing:  

increasingly, institutions are acknowledging that they are not the sole repositories and 

distributors of  ‘knowledge’ and that informal/non-formal experiential learning are as 

valuable and credit-worthy in terms of formal qualifications as learning achieved 

through sitting in a classroom. In these countries, RPL is therefore integral to the 

understanding of ‘experiential learning’. 

 

It should be noted, though, that the notion that ‘people learn by doing’ is a principle 

that has been around for centuries – the so-called ‘experiential learning’ methodology.  
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In many disciplines this is an integral part of training. In medicine, teaching and other 

action-learning environments, internships are a pre-requisite for professional 

registration and the right to practice.  Whereas in these examples, learning by 

experience is an acceptable (and required) form of learning, RPL requires that we 

acknowledge that learning can be achieved from the opposite end of education and 

training; i.e. by learning by doing first, and then formalising skills and knowledge into 

a qualification, much like the apprentice who is progressively exposed to more 

complex tasks and with experience and learning, becomes a master artisan (Simosko 

& Cook, 1996). 

 

This study therefore also intends to look at systems whereby experiential learning, as 

the type of learning at the opposite end of the education and training spectrum, can be 

viewed as academic currency for the purpose of awarding credits.   

 

From the literature review it is evident that debates about RPL are ongoing, 

particularly around the credibility of RPL processes.  For this reason, implementers of 

RPL internationally have developed stringent quality assurance guidelines as a way in 

which to assure the relevant authorities that RPL is not a ‘sale of qualifications’ or an 

‘easy way’ of achieving credits towards registered qualifications. 

 

For this reason, this study will therefore investigate in particular the quality assurance 

mechanisms used internationally, with a view to contextualise a quality assurance 

framework for RPL within the South African education and training environment.   

 

It should be noted that a single, co-ordinated quality assurance process of education 

and training is a relatively new concept in South Africa.  Only recently were bodies 

established, which are responsible for the quality assurance of education and training 

provisioning.  The Education and Training Quality Assurance bodies (ETQAs) cover 

all the economic sectors, as well as the Higher Education (HE), Further Education 

(FET) and General Education and Training (GET) bands.  A key criterion for the 

accreditation of their constituent providers is a comprehensive quality management 

system.  Such a quality management system should encapsulate all the activities 

relating to teaching and learning, including policies and review mechanisms to gauge 

the extent of the successful implementation of these.  From the literature it seems that 
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where RPL has been implemented in other countries, the establishment of quality 

assurance criteria as a mechanism to ensure the credible and valid implementation of 

RPL is seen to be key.  The literature review therefore highlights these quality 

assurance criteria. 

 

This study is significant for South Africa for the following reasons: 

o It aims to identify and describe national, contextualised practices for the 

implementation of RPL in South Africa. 

o It wishes to contribute to the national and international debates regarding the 

recognition of experiential learning, access and redress. 

o It intends to identify accountable practices that will ensure the credibility of 

RPL processes and may also have an impact on the quality assurance 

processes and mechanisms of providers generally. 

 

Moreover, this study will also contribute to education research in South Africa in 

general, particularly in the implementation of educational policies that have as their 

purpose the transforming of education and training from an Apartheid system to a 

system responsive to the needs of the learners, the economy and the Human Resource 

Development Strategy (HRDS). 

 

Finally, this study has a contribution to make to other developing countries trying to 

break free from colonialist education and training, as well as developed countries that 

because of changes in their workforce demographics, are implementing processes 

according to which people’s learning can be recognised and workers can become 

more mobile. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

This report therefore intends to answer the following critical question: 

Which mechanisms are needed to ensure that recognition of prior learning (RPL) is 

a valid and sustainable process for the awarding of credits in terms of formal unit 

standards and qualifications registered on the National Qualifications Framework 

(NQF)? 
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In keeping with the aim of this study, namely to describe current international and 

national practices in the implementation of RPL and to identify mechanisms that will 

ensure that RPL is a credible and valid process, the following supporting questions 

were used:  

o What are the characteristics of a valid, practical and effective RPL system? 

o What elements are required for implementing a valid and sustainable RPL 

system? 

 

The first supporting question therefore explored international and national 

characteristics of RPL systems: 

What are the characteristics of a valid, practical and effective RPL system? 

A key element of, particularly, valid systems seem to be a high level of 

accountability.  In the literature, this accountability is expressed as pre-defined quality 

criteria, which underpin every activity related to RPL. Such quality criteria cover the 

following activities: the establishment of policies and procedures, assessment, staff 

training, and resources and fees charged for RPL services.   

 

In addition, issues of practicability and effectiveness, in the light of the criticism that 

RPL is resource intensive and too sophisticated to implement, are discussed. 

 

The second supporting question addressed the elements needed for a sustainable 

system: 

What elements are required for implementing a valid and sustainable RPL system? 

This question deals in particular with fit-for-purpose assessment approaches and 

instruments and the sustainability of RPL over time. The main focus of this study is to 

identify mechanisms for the successful implementation of RPL.  A preliminary 

analysis from the literature indicated that South Africa already has the tools and 

structures needed for the implementation of RPL, but that these would have to be 

consolidated into workable, cost-effective models and approaches.  This question 

addressed these issues in particular. 
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1.4 Characteristics of the Study 

This research report is built upon a common international understanding of the need 

for increased participation of adults in education and training.  The recognition of 

prior learning is seen to be one of the mechanisms for achieving this.   

 

However, whereas international RPL initiatives have similar purposes for 

implementation, i.e. a widening of access to education and training for adults, RPL in 

South Africa is also linked to a ‘redress’ imperative in terms of which people who 

have been prevented from entering education and training in the past can now access 

education through RPL.  This socio-political directive complicates the implementation 

of RPL in South Africa: implementation is therefore not only about finding 

appropriate mechanisms for recognising and crediting prior learning, but also about 

suspending our doubt about the preparedness and abilities of candidates, particularly 

in the light of the ‘inferior’ education, the only education available to an 

overwhelming section of the population in the past.    

 

The doubt about preparedness of candidates seems to be exacerbated by the tension 

that exists between education and training, where training is considered to be ‘skills’ 

focused and, therefore, lack the underpinning theoretical knowledge required for the 

successful completion of a qualification.  Because thousands of applicants for RPL 

will come from ‘skills’ focused environments, it is critical that a balance is struck 

between the notion of ‘access’ as entry to further education, ‘redress’ as 

acknowledgement and valuing of prior learning, and the protection of the integrity of 

the system.   

 

In a survey undertaken by the Joint Education Services (JET) in 2000, it was found 

that a very small number of providers have taken on the challenge of conceptualising 

and operationalising RPL (Du Pre & Pretorius, 2001).  The picture has not changed 

significantly since the time of that survey.  Providers of education and training who 

have implemented RPL in South Africa are therefore being scrutinised and have a 

vested interest in reporting positively in terms of their RPL initiatives.   

 

 14

UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  eettdd  ––  HHeeyynnss,,  JJ  PP    ((22000044))  



Finally, RPL in South Africa is an innovative, but largely untried, concept in 

education and training.  This makes it difficult to determine trends and to gauge 

success rates, simply because it has not produced enough data for longitudinal and 

comparative studies. 

 

1.5 Structure of the Dissertation 

Chapter 2 describes the legislative and regulatory framework within which RPL in 

South Africa was conceptualised and expressed.  Many Acts and regulations came 

into being after the 1994 democratic election with the distinct purpose of enabling the 

transformation of education and training in this country.  The extent to which such 

Acts, regulations and policies agree on the purposes and uses of RPL, will be explored 

in Chapter 2. 

 

Chapter 3 provides a review of the literature.  Most studies explored emanate from 

initiatives implemented in developed countries such as the USA, Canada, England, 

Scotland, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands and France.  However, a 

number of RPL initiatives have also been undertaken in South Africa.  These studies 

will also be described.   

 

Chapter 4 discusses the research questions, the conceptual framework resulting in 

operational research questions, followed by the research design, including the sample, 

research instruments, data collection and data processing procedures utilised for this 

study. In addition, the research methodology and research procedures for this study 

are presented. 

 

The results of the first operational question are addressed in Chapter 5.  This chapter 

deals with the characteristics of a valid, practical and effective RPL system.  The 

results are based on the elements for such a system, emerging from international and 

national case studies and from the focused questionnaires and the semi-structured 

interviews. 

  

Chapter 6 addresses the second operational question; i.e. the elements that are 

required for implementing a sustainable RPL system.  It addresses in particular the 
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key areas of practice upon which there seems to be international agreement for the 

successful implementation of RPL.  This chapter focuses on an outcomes-based 

approach as a basis for RPL and fit-for-purpose assessment approaches to be utilised 

within the context of the South African education and training system.   

 

Chapter 7 provides a summary of the main findings.  In addition, conclusions are 

drawn and recommendations made for further research, particularly in relation to the 

implementation of RPL in a systemic manner.  
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CHAPTER 2 

ACTS, REGULATIONS AND POLICIES IN SOUTH AFRICA 

Since 1994, with the establishment of a new democratically elected 

government, the South African education and training system has been under 

intense scrutiny. It is particularly in education and training that the Apartheid 

regime found some of its strongest expression.  For this reason, South Africa’s 

new democracy has seen the promulgation of a number of new Acts with the 

purpose of transforming education and training to be more inclusive of all the 

learners, including adult learners, of the country.  The transformation of 

education and training has a number of objectives, which include the 

development of a system more responsive to the needs of the economy, 

individuals, and society at large.  In addition, transformation processes also 

intend to eradicate past unjust educational policies, particularly policies that 

prevented people from accessing education and training.  Recognition of prior 

learning is considered to be an important mechanism for opening up access to 

those previously denied the privilege of quality education. For this reason, in 

all the new education Acts, explicit and implicit reference is made to the 

widening of access to non-traditional learners.   

 

In this chapter, the education Acts, national policies and regulations are analysed to 

highlight the extent to which there is legislative and regulatory coherence and 

agreement on RPL and on all the aspects of its implementation.   

 

As seen from the Acts and regulations and other formal publications, RPL seems to 

have become an integral part of the psyche of South African education and training.  

In the ministerial review (known as the ‘Study Team’ review) of the implementation 

of the National Qualifications Framework (DoE & DoL, 2002), the slow progress 

towards the systemic implementation of RPL is mentioned as one of the current 

disappointments in the NQF.  However, many of the Acts and regulations were 

formulated and promulgated long before the Study Team review of 2001/2002.  The 

legislative and regulatory framework for the implementation of RPL, therefore, 

already exists.   
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In 2.1 the first education Act promulgated after the 1994 elections, the South African 

Qualifications Authority Act, no. 58 of 1995, in particular its supporting regulations, 

policies and guidelines, is discussed.  In 2.2, the Skills Development Act, no. 97 of 

1997 and its regulations will be discussed.  2.3 will deal with the Higher Education 

Act, no 101 of 1997, the Education White Paper (1997, DoE, No 3), as well as the 

draft New Academic Policy for Programmes and Qualifications in Higher Education, 

(also known as the NAP) (Council on Higher Education [CHE], 2001).  In 2.4, the 

Further Education and Training Act (No 98 of 1998) and policies are briefly explored.   

 

2.1   The SAQA Act, Regulations, Policies and Guidelines 

The South African Qualifications Authority’s National Standards Bodies Regulations 

(Number 482 of March 1998), in particular, are specific regarding Recognition of 

Prior Learning (RPL).  These regulations provide an overarching definition of RPL 

and are explicit about the inclusion of RPL in the development, design and 

construction of qualifications.  For example, the requirements for the registration of 

qualifications on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) make clear that a 

qualification shall:  

indicate in the rules governing the award of the qualification that the 

qualification may be achieved in whole or in part through the recognition of 

prior learning, which concept includes but is not limited to learning outcomes 

achieved through formal, informal and non-formal learning and work 

experience (p.6).   

 

This means that every registered qualification, in principle at the very least, can be 

achieved through recognition of prior learning. 

 

The Education and Training Quality Assurance Bodies Regulations (1998) relating to 

the SAQA Act are equally explicit about RPL, but from a quality assurance point of 

view:  in the criteria for accreditation of providers, a provider may be accredited if it 

has the necessary “policies and practices for the management of assessment” 

(including RPL) (p.7). 
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In addition, SAQA as the body responsible for the development and implementation 

of the NQF has developed a national RPL policy, namely: The Recognition of Prior 

Learning in the context of the South African National Qualifications Framework, 

(SAQA, 2002a).  In this policy, RPL in the South African context refers specifically 

to the facilitation of “access to, and mobility and progression within education, 

training and career paths; and redress of past unfair discrimination in education, 

training and employment opportunities” (p.9).  The policy puts forward a set of 

quality criteria as minimum expectations for the development and implementation of 

RPL.  (The criteria are discussed in Chapter 3 – refer to Table 3.4)  Further, a 

guidelines document, The Criteria and Guidelines for the Implementation of 

Recognition of Prior Learning (2003a) was developed with the purpose of aiding 

implementation at the level of the education and training provider.   

 

2.2   The Skills Development Act, Regulations, Policies and Guidelines 

The Skills Development Act (No 97 of 1998) provides for an institutional framework 

for the implementation of national, sector and workplace strategies with the purpose 

of improving the skills of the South African workforce.  The drive behind the 

development of processes for the Recognition of Prior Learning emanated mainly 

from the needs of the labour force to achieve recognition for learning and skills 

attained through work and life experiences, particularly as these people were 

prevented from accessing education and training by unjust educational policies of the 

past.  This Act is explicit about the need for redress. One of the purposes of this Act is 

“to improve the employment prospects of persons previously disadvantaged by unfair 

discrimination and to redress those disadvantages through training and education” 

(p.4). 

 

Under the Skills Development Act, statutory bodies with the responsibility of assuring 

quality education and training in designated sectors were instituted.  These bodies are 

known as Sector Education and Training Authorities’ (SETAs). The SETAs have to 

facilitate development and implementation of RPL processes for the workforce in 

their sectors and quality assure the processes.  Together with the Act, the SETAs are 

powerful drivers for the implementation of RPL.  (Some SETA initiatives are 

discussed in Chapter 3.)  
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2.3   Higher Education Acts and Policies 

The Higher Education Act (No 101 of 1997) states its position on access and redress 

in the preamble to the Act, namely that it is desirable to “REDRESS past 

discrimination and ensure representivity and equal access” (p.2). 

 

However, it is in the Education White Paper (A programme for the transformation of 

Higher Education, No 3 of 1997), that these principles are expressed explicitly, 

namely that the “higher education system must be transformed to redress past 

inequalities, to serve a new social order, to meet pressing national needs and to 

respond to new realities and opportunities” (p.2). 

 

The White Paper (No 3 of 1997) goes further to say that the Ministry [of Education’s] 

vision is that of a transformed, democratic, non-racial and non-sexist system of higher 

education that will promote equity of access and a fair chance of success to all who 

are seeking to realise their potential through higher education, while eradicating all 

forms of unfair discrimination and advancing redress for past inequalities. 

 

In addition, the White Paper (No 3 of 1997) proposes that a single, nationally 

coordinated system will enhance the broadening of the social base of the higher 

education system in terms of race, class, gender and age.  It is intended that a new 

system will cater for a considerably more diverse body of learners than in the past. 

The White Paper states that higher education will open its doors, in the spirit of 

lifelong learning, to workers, professionals and adult learners in pursuit of multi-

skilling and re-skilling, whose access to higher education was thwarted in the past. 

 

The White Paper (No 3 of 1997) also suggests that such a system will enable the 

removal of “obstacles, which unnecessarily limit learners’ access to programmes, and 

enable proper academic recognition to be given for prior learning achieved, thus 

permitting greater horizontal and vertical mobility by learners in the higher education 

system” (p.8). 

 

Further, in the White Paper’s (No 3 of 1997) discussion of admission and selection 

procedures, the issue of RPL is highlighted, in the statement that the Ministry of 
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Education “strongly supports developmental work and pilot projects which will help 

institutions to develop criteria to assess applicants’ prior learning and experience, so 

that those with clear potential to succeed in higher education can be admitted” (p.15). 

 

The Council for Higher Education (CHE) is the statutory body established to provide 

a single nationally coordinated system of higher education.  It also has the task of 

managing quality assurance and quality promotion in higher education and, as such, is 

similar in function to the Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs).  For 

this purpose, the draft New Academic Policy for Programmes and Qualifications in 

Higher Education (CHE, 2001) was published in December of 2001.  This document 

is still in draft form, awaiting the outcome of the Study Team review of the 

implementation of the NQF.  Nevertheless, the position of the CHE in terms of RPL is 

clear.  It uses a comprehensive description of RPL, namely: 

RPL is a way of recognising what individuals already know and can do.  RPL 

is based on the premise that people learn both inside and outside formal 

learning structures (including learning from work and life experience) and this 

learning can be worthy of recognition and credit …RPL is used extensively by 

those seeking: admission to a course, advanced standing for a course; or 

credits towards a qualification.  It can also be used by those seeking entry to a 

particular field of employment; promotion or self-development. 

 

The draft New Academic Policy (NAP) distinguishes between two types of RPL: the 

recognition of accredited learning and the recognition of prior experiential learning.  

The second type of RPL, in particular, is seen to be facilitated by the development of 

a common standardised currency in terms of the level of qualifications and the credits 

awarded to such qualifications.  In the words of the policy, higher education 

institutions “will need to develop appropriate, consistent and quality assured RPL 

policies, practices and assessment instruments based on the specification of entry 

requirements and learning outcomes” (p. 104). 

 

This position echoes the critical aspects identified in the literature; i.e. a quality 

assured process, and common criteria for the evaluation and assessment of prior 

learning. 
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However, despite the Higher Education Act and the draft New Academic Policy’s 

clear principled expression supporting the recognition of prior learning, at least two 

current statutory regulations are inhibiting the development and implementation of 

RPL within the public and private higher education institutions. 

 

2.3.1 Matriculation with Endorsement as Entry Requirement to Higher Education 

In 1918, the Joint Matriculation Board (JMB) came into being as a result of a Royal 

Charter establishing the first South African university in 1873, with the purpose of 

governing the entry of candidates for first degree studies at the university.  Its 

statutory obligations were to: 

o Determine the minimum statutory requirements for first degree studies at 

South African universities; 

o conduct the matriculation examination as the norm examination for university 

admission; and to 

o maintain equivalent standards at various senior certificate examinations 

leading to university admission (South African Universities Vice-

Chancellors’ Association [SAUVCA], 2001). 

 

This statute determined the criteria according to which candidates were granted access 

to higher education up to 4 September 1992, when the JMB was dissolved.  The 

norm-determining and norm-equivalating functions were transferred to the South 

African Certification Council (SAFCERT) which was, in its turn, replaced by 

Umalusi (the General and Further Education Quality Assurance Council), in 2003.  

The function of determining university admission was transferred to the Committee of 

University Principals (CUP), also known as The South African Vice-Chancellors 

Association (SAUVCA). 

 

These old statutory regulations have had a profound effect on admissions to higher 

education.  In the Criteria and Guidelines for the Implementation of the Recognition 

of Prior Learning (SAQA, 2003a), the following observation is made:   

Many institutional practices have emanated from the deeply entrenched view 

that only an elite few may have access to education and training, particularly 

in higher education (chapter 1). 
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Nevertheless, when the Matriculation Board of the Committee of University 

Principals came into being, a key change, with the purpose of opening up access to 

larger numbers of non-traditional learners, was affected.  This is known as the Senate 

Discretionary Conditional Exemption, which makes provision for the admittance of 

non-traditional students.  It reads as follows (SAUVCA, 2001): 

Certificate of conditional exemption by virtue of certificate issued by the 

senate of a university. 

(1) The Committee of Principals shall issue a certificate of conditional  

exemption to a person who, in the opinion of the senate of a university, has 

demonstrated, in a selection process approved by that senate, that he or she 

is suitable for admission to bachelor’s degree studies, which certificate 

shall be valid for admission to that university only.  

(2) The issuing of such a certificate shall be provisional and shall not entitle a 

university to claim a subsidy for the person before a certificate of complete 

exemption is issued to him, or her, but shall nevertheless entitle the 

university to admit him or her to bachelor’s degree studies and to award 

credit(s) towards a degree of that university for work completed towards 

the degree. 

(3) Where the senate of a university certifies that a holder of a certificate of 

conditional exemption issued in terms of this paragraph has completed one 

full credit of instructional offerings, the Committee of Principals shall 

issue a certificate of exemption to him or her dated from the date of 

coming into operation of the certificate of conditional exemption (p.54). 

 

This statement could be viewed as a form of recognising prior learning, but is 

applicable only to candidates who have completed their final year of schooling (grade 

12). ‘Non-traditional’ students therefore refer only to learners who have a school 

leaving certificate, but without the minimum requirements for entry into a university. 

In this way, the Senate Discretionary Conditional Exemption does not cover the 

thousands of learners who were prevented or discouraged from completing formal 

schooling. 
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2.3.2 The 50% Residency Clause 

The 50% residency clause emanates from the same old statutes (Joint Statutes, 1918), 

and while this clause was not originally intended to be used in terms of RPL, it is now 

used to avoid awarding formal credits to learners who meet most (or all) of the 

requirements for a particular qualification as evidenced through the assessment of 

prior learning.  This clause was developed to facilitate credit transfer between 

institutions of higher learning where a learner wanted access to an institution other 

than the institution where he or she was first enrolled (i.e. when relocating), or when 

study was interrupted.  Essentially it means that even if a learner meets all of the 

requirements for the achievement of a qualification through the recognition of his/her 

prior learning, that learner still has to complete 50% of the qualification with the new 

institution before the institution is willing to award a qualification. 

 

While the Joint Statute has been repealed by the Higher Education Act (Number 101 

of 1997), “The joint statutes and joint regulations and rules made in terms of the 

Universities Act, 1955 (Act 61 of 1955), and the Technikons Act, 1993 (Act 125 of 

1993), continue to exist until the date or dates contemplated in subsection (2)” of the 

Higher Education Act. These currently pose important inhibitors to the development 

and implementation of RPL, particularly in higher education.   

  

2.4   Further Education Acts and Policies 

As in the Higher Education Act, the Further Education and Training Act (Number 98 

of 1998) states its position regarding redress and access in the preamble to the act.  It 

is in the National Curriculum Framework for Further Education and Training (DoE, 

1999), however, where more direct reference is made to recognition of prior learning: 

Access to the FET band can be gained through the General Education and 

Training Certificate (GETC) or equivalent qualification corresponding to NQF 

level 1, as well as by other means, e.g. via recognition of prior learning (RPL) 

processes (p.4). 

 

 

 

 

 24

UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  eettdd  ––  HHeeyynnss,,  JJ  PP    ((22000044))  



In the discussion of the principles underpinning the new approach to further education 

and training, the issues of redress and access are referred to explicitly: 

The policy Framework for Curriculum Development is based on principles 

that arise out of the need for redress, access, equity and quality; and drives all 

national policies for the reconstruction and development of education and 

training (p.14). 

 

A large section of the Framework is devoted to assessment of prior learning and is 

highlighted as important, especially in the FET context.  RPL in the FET band serves, 

a variety of purposes; namely it intends to: 

o promote continuous learning by allowing learners who can demonstrate 

achievement of outcomes to progress along a learning path, irrespective of the 

learning context; 

o allow learners to earn credits towards a qualification in less that the usual time 

where this is feasible; 

o assist adults to capitilise on their accumulated prior knowledge and skills and 

thereby reduce the amount of time needed to fulfil qualification requirements; 

o benefit women and those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds, 

who may be able to demonstrate ability even though they may lack formal 

qualifications; 

o enable learners wishing to diversify from one learning field to transfer 

between programmes; 

o facilitate re-entering into FET programmes; and 

o benefit adult learners by making available alternative routes to education and 

training, whilst enabling mobility in career and learning pathways, (DoE, 

1999) 

 

However, the development of RPL policies and systems has been slowest in the 

public FET sector.  To date, no formal policy that will govern RPL at FET institutions 

has been drafted. 
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2.5   Conclusion 

The Acts, regulations, policies, frameworks and guidelines discussed in this section 

represent the most important sample of the new legislative and regulatory frameworks 

for a transforming education and training system in South Africa.  It seems that the 

conceptualisation, particularly regarding RPL as an important mechanism for redress 

and the opening up of access, have taken place and that, in principle, these formal 

pieces of legislation and regulation are in agreement in terms of the need for RPL in 

many different contexts and bands.  There seems to be coherence and a common 

understanding of the possible purposes, and certainly of the benefits of RPL, for 

education and training in the wider context.  However, a cautionary note seems to 

creep into discussion about RPL, both in the draft New Academic Policy (CHE, 

2001), as well as in the discussion document: The National Curriculum Framework 

for the FET (DoE, 1999). In the Higher Education context for example, it is noted 

that: 

…RPL remains a highly contested area in higher education.  A key issue in the 

RPL debate is the nature of different kinds of knowledge and ways of 

knowing, and whether or not RPL can serve as a catalyst for the 

transformation of the higher education curriculum (p.104). 

 

Likewise, but on a more practical level, the National Curriculum Framework for FET 

indicates that “RPL still needs to be researched for its effective utilisation” (p.32). 

 

This study therefore hopes to assist in taking RPL from a principled decision to 

practice.  It hopes to do so by: firstly describing the conditions that will enable 

providers and practitioners to develop a framework for implementation; and secondly, 

by proposing ways in which standardised criteria, including quality assurance criteria, 

will assist in the assessment of prior learning in a credible, valid and sustainable 

manner. 
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review focuses on the emergence of the characteristics of a 

valid and sustainable system for the recognition of prior learning (RPL) in 

South Africa.  These characteristics are based on national and international 

studies and are underpinned by one of the principles and key objectives of the 

National Qualifications Framework (NQF), namely that of a highly 

accountable system.  A valid and sustainable system seems to point to the need 

for well-defined structures, policies and quality assurance mechanisms.  The 

extent to which the emerging education and training system in South Africa 

has already put such structures in place is compared with best practices in 

countries where RPL has become an integral part of their education and 

training. 

 

In this chapter, Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is placed within the international 

debate of ease of access to, and increased participation of adults in education and 

training and the credibility of mechanisms that facilitate this.  In 3.1 a general 

overview of RPL and its purposes is presented.  The extent to which there is a 

common understanding of RPL internationally, is explored in 3.2.  The emergence of 

the characteristics of a valid and sustainable system is discussed in 3.3. This section 

also starts to address the first supporting research question: What are the 

characteristics of a valid, practical and effective RPL system?  A preliminary analysis 

by means of a comparison between national and international approaches is presented 

in 3.4. Also, in 3.4, some answers emerge to the second supporting research question: 

What elements are required for implementing a valid and sustainable RPL system? 

are emerging. 

 

3.1   Overview:  RPL and its Purposes 

Recognition of prior learning originated in the United States of America (USA) 

shortly after the Second World War, with the passing of the GI Bill of 1946. There, 

the aim was to enable returning soldiers who had gained considerable knowledge and 

skills in active military duty to receive credits for learning thus acquired.  The 
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principle upon which their learning was recognised, was the acknowledgement that 

people learn in formal and informal settings outside of education and training 

institutions, and that such learning could be equated with the learning acquired in 

formal institutional environments. Their learning could therefore be formalised 

through the award of credits or exemptions for parts of the qualifications (SAQA, 

2002a, Appendix C).   

 

This principle has been accepted in all the countries where RPL has been 

implemented.  A simple scan of the names given to the process of recognising prior 

learning in the different countries indicates high levels of agreement (see Table 3.1) 

Yet, in most cases it became evident that equating prior experiential learning with the 

agreed learning encapsulated in discipline-based curricula is not a simple process.  

Despite the fact that, in most of the countries investigated for this study, RPL has 

been implemented for two decades or more, one common approach to the assessment 

of prior learning has not been agreed on.  This may possibly be because the notion of 

‘experiential learning’ as a theoretical perspective only became prominent with the 

experiential learning theories of David Kolb in 1984 (in Kelly, 2003). 

 

Kelly (2003) describes ‘experiential learning’ as activities in which the learner is 

directly in touch with the realities being studied. Experiential learning typically 

involves not merely observing the phenomenon, but also doing something with it, 

such as testing the action and interaction to learn more about it, or applying the theory 

to achieve some desired result. 

 

On the face of it, experiential learning, as a part of “traditional classroom learning” in 

“cooperative education, internship, and other fields and laboratory programs” 

(Whitaker, 1989, p. 1) is not problematic.  Presumably, such ‘practical’ applications 

would be subject to pre-defined assessment approaches, in line with the requirements 

for the curriculum.  Kolb’s four elements in the experiential learning cycle describe 

his view of how this could enhance learning, and much of these principles have been 

absorbed in education, particularly in terms of the need for learners to become more 

‘reflective’.  Figure 3.1 represents the learning cycles which, according to Kolb (in 

Kelly, 2003), will support and deepen learning:  
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 Further 
critical reflection 

Experience    Critical reflection 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Active experimenter    Abstract 

 
Figure 3.1.   Kolb’s experiential learning cycle 

 

Experiential learning, according to Whitaker (1989), is about: 

1. acting and observing 

2. understanding the effects of the action in a specific instance 

3. understanding the general principle 

4. applying the general principle in new circumstances (p. 3) 

 

Experiential learning (or learning by experience) is considered a key principle 

according to which prior learning could be assessed and recognised.  The argument is 

that learning by experience enhances understanding and transferability of knowledge 

and skills.  Experiential learning should, therefore, be an important part of formal 

curricula.  However, the assessment of prior experiential learning, not as part of a 

formal curriculum - i.e. “to identify the level of knowledge of skill that has been 

acquired” (Whitaker, 1989, p. 2) regardless of how and where it was acquired - has 

been a topic of intense debate since RPL was first conceptualised. 

 

Much research therefore, also in South Africa, where RPL is gaining prominence as a 

key mechanism for redress and transformation in the new education and training 

system, has been conducted on ‘how to assess prior learning’.   

 

Two major approaches to the assessment of prior learning emerged in the eighties and 

nineties – the “credit exchange model” and the “developmental model” (Butterworth, 
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1992, p.41).  These two models are based, according to Butterworth, on two 

contrasting views of knowledge: 

 

3.1.1 A Credit-exchange Approach 

The term “credit-exchange” , or competence-based model for the recognition of prior 

learning, was coined by Butterworth (1992, p.40) and is described as “the ability of 

the individual to perform certain job tasks or roles to a pre-defined standard” (p. 41).  

This type of RPL is usually closely associated with a consumer-orientated and 

utilitarian view of experiential learning, i.e. it looks at market-related performance as 

it matches or ‘fit’ prescribed outcomes.  It has an “extrinsic, economic use-value” 

(Harris, 1999, p. 127).  The only experience likely to be recognised is that which 

agrees with particular content of the curriculum.  Luckett (1999) maintains that it is 

likely to be practised in the natural and applied sciences and in industrial training and 

workplace contexts.   

 

The critique of this approach is in terms of the lack of engagement with the nature of 

knowledge.  RPL undertaken in this manner challenges the “site of knowledge 

production”, but not “what counts as knowledge and who produces it” (Luckett, 1999, 

p. 71).  This is a very common view of RPL, even in South Africa where extensive 

implementation of RPL has not yet taken place. The SAQA RPL policy (2002a) 

warns against the “purely technical application, dislocated from a particular individual 

and broader context” (p.12) where knowledge is decontextualised and discrete parts of 

a qualification are assessed.   

 

Harris (1999) also suggests that credit exchange (or the “Procrustean” model as she 

calls this approach, p. 127) “disguises cultural and political connotations and 

assumptions about people and their contexts of learning.  Knowledge, skills and 

experience are standardised and formalised with whatever falls beyond the purview of 

‘standards’ being rendered invisible” (p. 127). 

 

Other critique of this approach to RPL includes the notion that tasks, particularly tasks 

at the lower levels of occupations, “can be reduced to a set of repeatable procedures, 

and that the social context in which the job is performed does not need to be included 

as part of the assessment” (Butterworth, 1992, p. 40).  Butterworth suggests that such 
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a “reductionist and atomistic” approach (p. 43) is not appropriate for the assessment 

of prior learning gained in complex occupations such as teaching, nursing and social 

work, and that it trivialises the “complexity of decisions and judgements required by 

the individual in such contexts” (p.45). 

 

3.1.2  A Developmental Approach 

Butterworth (1992) then proposes an improved approach to RPL – that of the 

developmental model.  In this model, the emphasis is not on the matching of 

competence with pre-agreed standards where, if a successful ‘fit’ is established credit 

is given to the learner, but rather on what the learner has learnt through the 

experience.  Evans, (1992) maintains in this regard: 

The insistence throughout must be that the experience of a student is significant 

only as a source of learning.  The intellectual task of moving from a description 

of experience to an identification of the learning derived from that experience is 

demanding.  But if it cannot be accomplished, there is no learning to assess, 

however important to the individual that experience may have been (p. 7). 

  

This approach was developed with the emergence of Kolb’s (in Kelly, 2003) 

‘experiential learning’ theories.  More importantly, Kolb’s ‘learning cycles’ were 

increasingly used as the preferred approach to determining prior learning. This model 

links the ‘critical reflection’ stage (see Figure 3.1) that takes place during experiential 

learning with the ‘identification of the learning derived from that experience’.    

  

However, Harris (1999) suggests that as in the case of the credit-exchange model, the 

nature of knowledge is not challenged.  At most, the developmental model is “a 

translation device, a one-way bridge-building process” (p. 130) between different 

knowledge forms – that of experience, and that of “canonical bodies of knowledge” 

(p. 130) so prevalent in higher education. 

 

Therefore, the articulation of ‘equivalences’ between experiential and formal learning 

is highly contested unless the experiential learning fits into the hierarchical 

disciplinary knowledge.  In addition, yet again, RPL assessment is on discrete parts of 

the curriculum and the curriculum per se, and the knowledge underpinning the 

curriculum is not challenged. 
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Luckett (1999) similarly maintains that through a developmental model (she calls it 

the “hermeneutic paradigm”, p. 71), learners are taught to “recontextualise their prior 

learning and experience in terms of academic norms” (p.72).  She also points out that 

it is often the case that not the prior learning but rather “the possession of academic 

literacy, a reflexive discourse and the appropriate cultural capital” (p. 72) enables 

learners to achieve credits.    

 

Therefore, the two most prominent models for the assessment and recognition of prior 

learning seem to be most likely to empower the already empowered; i.e. those 

learners who have had sufficient exposure to discipline-based learning, in addition to 

experience, to engage with a RPL process.  Harris (1999) describes this situation as 

follows: 

Prior learning is valued largely in terms of its similarity to pre-existing 

conceptions of ‘desirable’ knowledge and skill…. The gatekeepers have 

widened the gates slightly in terms of greater flexibility regarding the site of 

knowledge production but care is taken not to let any actual ‘outsider 

knowledge’ slip through unnoticed (p. 132). 

 

The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) Teacher Education Team 

(2002) in a paper dealing with RPL delivered at a conference in Kenton, Muldersdrift,  

(November 2002), agrees with this view:   

…although some developmental forms of RPL help to develop the student – 

rather than simply assessing existing levels of competence – they are still 

flawed because they do not engage with the need for institutions to transform 

their academic programmes and curricula to take account of ‘other’ 

knowledges … which are usually invisible in the academy (p. 6). 

 

Osman and Castle (SAARDE conference University of the Free State, 2001a), 

maintains that the developmental model prevails in higher education precisely 

“because it represents a pragmatic and systematic approach to the ‘portability’ of prior 

learning…it does not threaten institutional autonomy, standards, or existing ways of 

organising curricula” (p.3). 
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Therefore, candidates for prior learning may find themselves in a situation where their 

informal learning is often viewed as irrelevant and inappropriate to formal learning 

situations.  The range of ‘acceptable’ prior learning is limited to those aspects that fall 

within the codes and prescriptions of institutions which limitation serves to maintain 

the status quo in pedagogy and curricula. 

 

Harris therefore proposes two more ways in which we can view RPL.  These are 

discussed in 3.1.3 and 3.1.4. 

 

3.1.3  ‘Radical’ RPL 

“Radical RPL” (Harris, 1999, p. 133) is closely linked to “societal transformation, 

liberation and redress” (p. 133) for the common good of the collective.  This approach 

found strong support in the pre-1994 election period in South Africa.  However, 

where the collective rather than the individual becomes the focus, Harris (1999) warns 

that radical practices have the tendency to “exclude diversity, obscure difference and 

silence the voices of those falling outside the dominant (albeit alternative [‘radical’]) 

grouping” (p. 134), thereby resulting in an almost reversed ‘racism’, in which only the 

experience of the emancipated group, counts as knowledge.     

 

Luckett (1999) refers to this kind of RPL as “the critical paradigm” (p. 72), where 

knowledge is understood to be “politically interested as well as socially constructed” 

(p.72).  The assumptions about the nature of knowledge and the curriculum are 

challenged, particularly from an emancipatory point of view; i.e. the “experience, 

especially that of oppressed classes and groups would be viewed as authentic”(p.72). 

 

However, both Harris and Luckett agree that ‘emancipatory’ RPL, from the point of 

view that learning from experience can “lead to social and political transformation, 

has all too often not been realised” (Harris, 1999, p. 134). 

 

Harris’s (1999) final proposition for a RPL model is called the “Trojan-horse 

approach” (p. 134). 
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3.1.4 “Trojan-horse” RPL 

The “Trojan-horse” (p. 134) approach calls for “an enquiry into the social 

construction of knowledge and curricula” (p. 135) in ways in which both experiential 

knowledge and discipline-based knowledge move closer to (and complement) each 

other.  A two-way bridge needs to be constructed whereby practice-based learning 

and discipline-based learning feature equally strongly, in far more flexible ways than 

in traditional curricula, through a “mutual engagement and critique, a new shared 

language for understanding knowledges and modes of meaning” (p. 135).  Osman and 

Castle (2001a) maintain that university educators “accept that experiential knowledge 

is distinct from academic ways of knowing, and that learning that occurs in a variety 

of contexts is not always transferable, but. …that they may be interdependent rather 

than exclusive” (p. 4). 

 

Such an approach makes it possible to determine knowledge equivalence, whereby 

‘general credit’, rather than specific, discipline-based credit, is awarded  (Harris, 

1999). 

 

The South African Institute for Distance Education (SAIDE) Teacher Education 

Team, (2002) describes this model as “transformational” (p. 6) and an approach 

whereby RPL seeks to “recognise non-formal and experiential learning for itself 

rather than attempting to articulate and match such knowledge and learning with 

knowledge prevalent in the receiving institution” (p.6). 

 

Therefore, the debates seem to indicate that “knowledge is [not] universal, 

externalised, decontextualised and value-free” (Harris, 1999, p.126).  Traditional 

ways of viewing experiential learning as “neutral and available to rationality”, i.e. to 

transform experience into a one-on-one relationship to the types of knowledge 

required in discipline-based learning, are not possible or not even the correct position 

to take.  Harris maintains that experiential learning is “partial, socially constructed, 

highly contextualised” (Harris, 1999, p. 126).   

 

The Trojan-horse approach therefore poses challenges to “the way we teach, what we 

teach, when we teach, and what we think is worth teaching” (Osman and Castle, 

2001a, p.3) and furthermore, challenges the validity of curricula in general.  
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Luckett (1999) suggests “we should not attempt, via RPL, to strip learners of their 

particular identities.. and turn them into “universal knowers” (p. 73) who are capable 

of “true self knowledge” (p.73); we should rather assist with “the negotiation of two 

worlds – the world of experience and the world of the academia” (Osman and Castle, 

2001a, p.2). 

 

3.1.5 Purposes of RPL 

It is against the background outlined in the previous sections that RPL in South Africa 

is developing.  RPL in South Africa is of particular importance to numerous 

stakeholders in education and training, including the labour movement, which 

represents a large number of economically active adults.  The Congress of South 

African Trade Unions (COSATU) for example, as a labour organisation representing 

a large constituency, supported the development of the National Qualifications 

Framework (NQF) because it promised to set up systems that would result in the 

“development of workers through making access to education and training much 

easier” (COSATU, 2000, p.iv). 

 

In addition, the Human Resource Development Strategy (HRDS) as well as the 

National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS) are initiatives that have foregrounded 

increased adult participation in further and higher education as key principles in 

achieving their objectives.  RPL is considered to be an important vehicle for 

facilitating the access of adult learners to further and higher education. 

 

The following figures from the 2001 Central Statistical Services (October 2001 

Household Survey) point to the possible target markets: 

o 8,4% of people in SA have an education level above grade 12; 

o 20,4 % of people in SA have grade 12; 

o 30,8% have some secondary schooling; 

o 6,4% have completed primary schooling; 

o 16,0% have some primary schooling; and 

o 17,9% have no schooling. 
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These statistics clearly highlight the need to implement processes that will facilitate 

the movement of adult learners from Further Education and Training into Higher 

Education and Training (20,4% and 30,8% respectively) and from General Education 

and Training into Further Education (16,0%).1   

 

From the point of view of legislation, skills development and human resource 

development initiatives, it seems that RPL has become an integral part of the psyche 

of South African education and training: the two key Acts, the South African 

Qualifications Act (No 58 of 1995) and the Skills Development Act (No 97 of 1998), 

and their supporting regulations make clear reference to RPL and its foreseen 

benefits.   

 

In other formal policy documents emanating from a range of education and training 

authorities some of the following ‘purposes’ of RPL are described.  In the South 

African Qualifications Authority’s RPL policy (2002a) these purposes include: 

o The personal development and/or certification of current skills without 

necessarily proceeding into a learning programme, if the candidate so chooses; 

o Progression into a learning programmes, by using RPL to fast-track 

progression through the learning programme; 

o Promotion in a work-situation; and 

o Career or job re-direction. 

 

In addition, providers of education and training in South Africa are increasingly, 

having to define the purpose of RPL within their contexts.  The purposes may include 

(from The Criteria and Guidelines for the Implementation of RPL, 2003a): 

o Granting access, which is described as providing ease of entry to an 

appropriate level of education and training in a manner, which facilitates 

progression; 

o Placement, which has as its purpose to, through diagnostic assessments, 

determine the appropriate level for candidates wanting to enter education and 

training; 

                                                 
1 The 17,9% of adults without basic education and training are not the focus of this study, but this does 
not suggest that these adults do not also have skills and knowledge worth recognising in terms of unit 
standards and qualifications. 
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o Advanced status, which means to grant access to a level of a qualification 

higher than the logical next level following on the preceding qualification; 

o Advanced standing, which is to award credits towards a qualification for 

which a candidate has registered;  

o Credit, which is to award formal, transferable credits to the learning that meets 

the requirements of the part or full qualification; and 

o Certification, which, for the purposes of a qualification, certify credits attained 

(2003a, p. 24). 

 

Some of these purposes differ only in nuance, but what is important is the context 

within which RPL will take place.  Yet, the institutions for Further and Higher 

Education, which are at the coalface of RPL implementation, are highly distrustful of 

the abilities and skills of these groups of learners and, to a large extent, doubt whether 

such learners will be able to meet the requirements of registered unit standards and 

qualifications without huge concessions needing to be made to accommodate them.  

This seems to be exacerbated by the tensions that exist between education and 

training, where training is considered to be ‘skills’ focused and therefore lacking the 

underpinning theoretical knowledge required for the successful completion of an 

academic qualification.  In addition, the processes whereby prior learning is to be 

assessed and validated seem to be unclear.  Providers are unsure as to how RPL 

should take place. 

 

The SAQA RPL policy: The Recognition of Prior Learning in the context of the South 

African National Qualifications Framework, makes is clear that: “The candidate 

seeking credits for previously acquired skills and knowledge must still comply with 

all the requirements as stated in unit standards or qualifications” (2002a, p.4).   

 

However, despite the assurances given in the policy, in the absence of clear guidelines 

as to how RPL should be implemented, institutions have been hesitant to initiate RPL 

processes. 
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3.2 A Common Understanding of RPL 

In South Africa, the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is defined by the NSB 

Regulations (1998) as follows: 

Recognition of prior learning means the comparison of the previous learning 

and experience of a learner howsoever obtained against the learning outcomes 

required for a specified qualification, and the acceptance for purposes of 

qualification of that which meets the requirement (SAQA, 2003a, 7). 

 

In the countries where RPL has been implemented, the following descriptions are 

used: 

 

Table 3.1  

International Descriptions, Abbreviations and Acronyms for RPL 

Country Abbreviation Description 

United States of 

America 

PLA Prior Learning Assessment 

England APL 

APEL 

APCL 

Accreditation of Prior Learning (over-arching term) 

Accreditation of Prior Experiential Learning 

Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning 

Scotland AP(E)L Accreditation of Prior (Experiential) Learning 

Ireland APL Accreditation of Prior Learning 

Canada PLAR Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition 

Australia RPL Recognition of Prior Learning 

New Zealand RPL Recognition of Prior Learning 

The Netherlands EVC Elders Verworwen Competencies  

France VAP Validation des Acquis Professionels (Recognition of 

Experiential Learning) 
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These descriptions seem to indicate that the principles whereby South Africa defines 

RPL are similar to those used in other countries; i.e. that people’s prior learning can 

be recognised and credited, regardless of how it was achieved. 

 

The literature review has been based on studies done in the United States of America, 

(where RPL has its roots), in England, Scotland, Ireland, Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, the Netherlands and France.  In addition, a number of South African 

initiatives have been explored and are included here.  As there are there are no hard 

and fast rules as to how prior learning should be assessed, much has been done to try 

and standardise the approach to RPL, rather that the actual assessment of it. For that 

reason, rules for the process of recognition of prior learning have become almost as 

important as the process itself – much of which has emerged from practice in the USA 

and England.  These rules are useful in terms of the quality assurance of RPL and go a 

long way in ensuring that RPL is a credible and valid process, but do not necessarily 

reflect the models and debates underpinning the processes.  The most influential 

quality assurance process has emerged from the United States:      

 

3.2.1 United States of America 

In the United States of America, RPL was introduced with the G.I. Bill of 1946, 

where Prior Learning Assessment (PLA) enabled war veterans to achieve recognition 

for their skills built up outside of formal institutional education (SAQA, 2002a, 

Appendix C).   

 

In 1975, the Cooperative Assessment of Experiential Learning Project (CAEL) 

located within Princeton University undertook a research project with three basic 

questions to be investigated: 

1. Is it possible to equate non-college learning with that offered in traditional 

college curricula? 

2. If it is possible, can assessment techniques other that paper-and-pencil tests 

be used to evaluate the outcomes of this learning? 

3. If such a system proves feasible, would it be possible to integrate the 

ensuing model in current educational programmes?”  (Simosko & Cook, 1996, 

p.11) 
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This project involved ten colleges and universities during the research period. The 

project demonstrated that PLA was indeed a feasible mechanism to recognise the 

skills and knowledge of (particularly) adult learners who wished to enter or return to 

higher education, bringing with them a host of rich and varied experiential learning. 

Today more than 1200 colleges and universities in the USA offer RPL (PLA) 

services. 

 

As a result of this and other projects in the USA, a set of quality criteria was 

developed for prior learning assessment.  These quality criteria include two categories 

of standards.  The first category (1 – 5) deals with the assessment process, and the 

second category (6 – 10) with administrative contexts.  They are (Whitaker, 1989): 

Assessment: 

1. Credit must be awarded only for learning, and not for experience. 

2. Credit should be awarded only for the appropriate college-level learning. 

3. Credit can be awarded only for learning that has a balance, appropriate to the 

subject, between theory and practical application. 

4. Appropriate subject matter and academic experts must make the determination 

of competence levels and of credit awards. 

5. Credit should be appropriate to the academic (or other) contexts within which 

it is accepted. 

Administration: 

6. Credits and their transcript entries should be monitored to avoid giving credit 

twice for the same learning. 

7. Policies and procedures applied to assessment, including provision for appeal, 

should be transparent and prominently available. 

8. Fees for assessment services should be based on services performed in the 

process and not determined by the amount of credit awarded. 

9. All staff involved in the assessment of learning should receive adequate 

training for the functions they perform, and there should be provision for their 

continued professional development. 

10. Assessment instruments and tools should be regularly monitored, reviewed, 

evaluated, and revised as needed to reflect changes in the needs being served  
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These quality criteria have been used extensively and have had a significant impact on 

the development of RPL systems in other countries.  Initiatives in South Africa have 

also adopted and adapted these principles, most notably the Committee for Technikon 

Principals (CTP) in their policy on RPL (Du Pre & Pretorius, 2001), particularly with 

regard to the quality assurance and review of assessment. 

 

3.2.2 England 

Assessment of prior learning (APL) was developed in England in the eighties.  In 

England, APL includes Accreditation of Prior Experiential learning (APEL) and 

Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning (APCL).   

 

A number of APL projects were established under the leadership of the ‘Learning 

from Experience Trust’, with the purpose of opening up access to higher education for 

adults.   The main thrust for these developments emanated from the British 

government’s call for “a more flexible, adaptable workforce; training programmes 

that were more responsive to the needs of employers and individuals; [and] greater 

access to education and training for greater numbers of people” (Simosko & Cook, 

1996, p.13). 

 

In South Africa, the original drive for the development of a system whereby people’s 

prior learning may be recognised and credited emanated from the labour movement, 

most notably COSATU and its affiliates. It seems to mirror the call for greater access. 

In the COSATU publication Learning and Work: Recognition of Prior Learning 

(2000) the following statement is made: 

RPL has the potential to allow learners that have been denied formal 

recognition for their learning, the opportunity to attain this recognition.  

Through RPL, it is intended that learners will be able to access further 

opportunities both in their career and to further education & training (p. iv). 

 

As in the USA, a set of ‘good practice’ principles ensures the credibility of the 

English system.  These include a description of ‘malpractices to be avoided’.  The 

malpractices include: 

o Granting credits for the length of time served or just for experience and not 

for the learning which may take place as a result of experience. 
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o Basing fees for the development of portfolios etc. on the number of credits 

awarded. 

o The failure to focus on specific credits and programmes. 

o The failure to separate the role of the RPL advisor from that of the assessor 

(called APL in England)  

o Promising RPL services without the regard for resources, staff 

development and expertise in the area. 

o Inconsistencies in RPL practice:  offering uncoordinated and inauthentic 

services. 

o The failure to be transparent and to publicly declare in advance the rules, 

regulations and criteria used for RPL assessment. 

o The failure to provide a justified transcription of RPL outcomes, including 

sufficiency of evidence as part of quality assurance. 

o The failure to give feedback to applicants. 

o Promising credits and/or admission to programme before assessment takes 

place (not checking authenticity of claim)  (Nyatanga, Forman & Fox, 

1998). 

 

In addition, the following ‘guiding principles’ have been identified as good practice.  

They are very similar to the quality criteria developed and established by Whitaker 

(1989).   

They include macro (or administrative) quality criteria, namely: 

o The institution should have a clear RPL (APL) policy, which is translated 

into operational structures. 

o Marketing and publicity strategy. 

o Staff development at macro as well as micro quality level. 

o A RPL committee or board that oversees RPL activities on behalf of the 

institution. 

o Co-ordination between the centre and the schools or faculties. 

o Well-publicised communication channels for staff and students. 

o Ensure that students understand their responsibilities within the RPL 

process. 

o The administrative office should have appropriate forms, or their 

equivalent, available:  (1) RPL application form that combines certificated 
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and non-certificated learning; (2) RPL (Accreditation of Prior Credentialed 

Learning) form specifically for certificated learning and a form 

specifically for non-certificated learning. 

o Administration office should also have a RPL evaluation form and a RPL 

monitoring log. 

o An evaluative section on RPL experiences together with an appropriate 

plan for the future. 

The micro or academic quality criteria include: 

o Programmes or modules have clear learning outcomes both staff and students 

can base their RPL assessments on. 

o Programme leaders and admission tutors are conversant with RPL principles 

and their application to assessment. 

o Within the institution each school or faculty should have a RPL co-ordinator 

to enhance subject-specific debate and feedback. 

o Subject teams should have a nucleus of people capable of either advising on or 

assessing RPL claims. 

o Support and feedback to students. 

o Identify strengths and weaknesses of the RPL provision through (a) self-

evaluation (critical peer review); (b) institutional audit of artefacts  

(c) students’ feedback; (d) external views and external examiner feedback.  

(External views may be requested from professional bodies, industry and 

commerce and funding bodies). 

o Disseminate good practice in the recognition and accreditation of prior 

learning. (Nyatanga, Forman & Fox, 1998) 

 

As in the case of the USA, England is making use of these quality criteria to ensure 

the credibility of their RPL processes.  Also, these guiding principles again seem to 

point to the need for thorough evaluation, review, quality assurance and clear 

guidelines for the assessment of prior learning. 

 

3.2.3 Scotland 

Running parallel to the changes that were taking place in education and training in 

England, Scotland was transforming its education and training in the nineties, into a 

criterion-referenced learning outcome format.  Criterion-referenced learning makes it 
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possible for learners to be assessed against learning outcomes as soon as they feel 

ready to do so – even without ever having to attend a single class.  RPL in Scotland 

was born.   

 

The criterion-referenced system encapsulates quality criteria in the standard against 

which an assessment is carried out.  The assessment itself has to comply with the 

following technical quality requirements: 

o Validity:  how well the assessment matches what is being assessed. 

o Reliability: refers to the consistency of the assessment outcome. 

o Sufficiency:  relates to the amount of evidence needed during the assessment. 

o Authenticity:  refers to the ‘ownership’ of the evidence. 

o Currency:  the recentness of the evidence’ (Simosko & Cook, 1996, p. 99). 

 

Coupled with this, in Scotland, a system of quality assurance very similar to the one 

proposed for South Africa was put in place.  Quality assurance is the shared 

responsibility of the awarding bodies, approved centres and assessors: 

o The awarding bodies have a ‘Common Accord” to promote consistency 

amongst them.  The awarding bodies accredit, monitor and quality assure the 

assessment and support systems approved to deliver these services.   

o External verifiers from the awarding bodies carry out the quality assurance 

function at the providers and must themselves be qualified in the external 

verification unit standard.  

o Internal verifiers quality assure assessments by sampling the work of assessors 

at the approved centres and must themselves be qualified in the internal 

verifications unit standard (Simosko & Cook, 1996). 

 

In Scotland, the use of quality criteria has become very specific and, furthermore, is 

closely linked with the Scottish quality assurance system.  In addition, there seems to 

be a clearer understanding of what should be assessed; i.e. the clearly understood and 

agreed on descriptions for the successful achievement of a qualification.  The ‘how’ is 

also becoming more specific – assessment itself must meet quality requirements. 

 

The emerging South African system has adopted the approach to outcomes-based 

assessment, including the criteria for good assessment (given above) as well as 
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internal and external quality assurance structures as a means to ensure an accountable 

system.  In the Criteria and Guidelines for the Assessment of NQF registered 

qualifications and Unit Standards (SAQA, 2001), the principles of outcomes-based 

assessment and internal (i.e. provider/institutional quality assurance) and external 

moderation (awarding body quality assurance) are highlighted. 

 

3.2.4 Ireland 

Even though a process dealing with experience gained in practical work situations 

was established in Ireland as early as 1975 there was little movement in the practice 

of RPL.  The working group of the NCEA on ‘Recurrent Education’ highlighted the 

following areas as possible difficulties: 

o The level or relevance of work experience to the course content (direct, 

indirect or general); 

o The duration of the work experience; and 

o The combined relevance and duration factors (NCEA, 1975). 

 

It was only in 1984 in another report, Towards Facilitating Awards for Adult and 

Continuing Education, of the NCEA, that recommendations were made in relation to a 

credit system to be established to assess student effort and work experience.  This 

culminated in a NCEA publication, which included a section on ‘work experience and 

experiential learning’.  It reads as follows: 

The Council [NCEA] supports the concept of experiential learning and will 

give due allowance, in evaluating the quantity dimension of courses, to any 

prior or concurrent work experience required of students. 

The allowance to be given in respect of work experience, whether prior or 

concurrent, will depend on the full circumstances of the case, with particular 

reference to the nature and quantity of the work experience, its relationship to 

the course objectives, and its role in the overall structure of the course. 

The Council is prepared to approve arrangements under which students with 

substantial relevant work experience prior to the admission to a course may be 

afforded exemptions from specified parts of the course on the basis of such 

experience (NCEA, 1985, p.19). 

 

The policy was officially launched in June 1993. 

 45

UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  eettdd  ––  HHeeyynnss,,  JJ  PP    ((22000044))  



However, many of the early activities in terms of RPL centred on ‘extra-university’ 

higher education (vocational education).  It is only in the recent years that assessment 

of prior experiential learning has developed in Irish universities, notably the newer 

universities, such as Dublin City University and the University of Limerick. 

 

In these universities admissions are granted to Master’s degree programmes where 

individuals do not hold a first degree and, to a lesser extent, exemptions are granted 

for subjects in degree programmes. This approach seems to be the preferred approach 

for university studies in South Africa. The University of the Witwatersrand, for 

example, conducts RPL almost primarily for access, particularly to post-graduate 

programmes. 

 

The criteria for determining the quality of learning used by these institutions are 

similar to those developed by Urban Whitaker in his book: Assessing Learning 

(1989): 

o There must be an appropriate balance between the theoretical background to a 

subject and its practical application; 

o learning acquired through prior experience must be transferable to contexts 

other than that of the learning environment within which it was acquired; and 

o when assessing learning gained from prior experience, care must be taken to 

ensure that the learning is at the appropriate academic level (McGrath, in 

Evans, 2000, p.142). 

 

The most notable developments, however, have taken place in vocational education 

through the efforts of the Certification and Standards Department of FAS (Irish 

Training and Employment Authority).  Between 1994 and 1998, FAS was also 

involved in projects for the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 

Training (CEDEFOP), and in South Africa in conjunction with the then Building 

Industry Training Board. 

 

Ireland now has a well-established RPL system, particularly in its vocational 

education and training sector (McGrath, in Evans, 2000). 
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3.2.5 Canada 

Prior Learning and Assessment (PLAR) has been practised in Canada since the early 

eighties.  Quebec was the first province to implement PLAR province-wide, but now 

six of Canada’s ten provinces are implementing PLAR province-wide, particularly in 

their post-secondary college sector.  The Canadian Association for Prior Learning 

Assessment (CAPLA) has been established for the advancement of RPL (PLA) in 

Canada. 

 

As in other countries, the need to ensure quality in the RPL (PLAR) process in 

Canada is an issue repeatedly raised by institutions as well as by candidates and 

employers. 

Concerns about quality in RPL (PLAR) have been addressed in several ways in 

Canada: 

o Agreed standards for assessment, policies and procedures have been 

developed at most practising institutions. 

o Educators and trainers have prepared course descriptions using learning 

outcomes, which are clear statements about what an individual needs to know 

and be able to do to be successful in a course. 

o Institutional faculty and staff have been trained in RPL (Prior Learning 

Assessment and Recognition - PLAR) so that adequate support services are 

provided. 

o Institutions use a range of alternative methods and tools in their work. 

o RPL (PLAR) candidates are provided with orientation to enable them to make 

informed decisions about undertaking an assessment. 

o Community outreach activities to disseminate accurate information on RPL 

(PLAR) and to promote services to non-traditional markets have been 

provided. 

o National organisations have funded the development of standards for RPL 

(PLAR) practices, quality audits and conferences promoting best practices 

(Van Kleef, 1998). 

 

Many of these quality criteria have found their way into the SAQA RPL policy, 

including the need for flexibility in decision making regarding the forms and 
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instruments for assessment and the need for focused training of staff dealing with 

RPL candidates.   

 

In addition, the PLAR movement in Canada is increasingly attempting to bring into 

focus the need for recognition of alternative ‘knowledge-systems’ and the 

establishment of equivalence of such bodies of knowledge with formal academic 

education.  Here too, the SAQA RPL policy (2002a) is explicit: 

The curriculum [should] increasingly take into account the nature and form of 

knowledge produced in previously excluded constituencies and locations, e.g. 

indigenous knowledge, women’s knowledge, workers’ knowledge (p.29). 

 

In addition, the Canadians make particular mention of the fact that traditional methods 

of assessment may not be suitable and, therefore, “[i]nstitutions have enabled faculty 

assessors to use a range of appropriate methods and tools in their work” (p. 7).  This is 

important in terms of a more holistic and integrated approach to the assessment of 

learning. 

 

3.2.6 Australia 

In Australia, RPL was formally instituted in 1992 with the signing of the National 

Framework for the Recognition of Training (NFROT) agreement between states and 

territories.  This agreement was the result of work that has been done in terms of a 

competency-based approach to training (CBT).  Competency-based training 

encapsulates the essence of RPL, i.e. (Metcalfe, 1994): 

CBT refers to an approach to vocational education and training, which focuses 

on the competencies gained, by an individual rather than on the training 

process itself (p. 1.1). 

 

The National Framework (NFROT) ensures that recognition is given for accredited 

courses based on competency standards, credit transfer between providers, 

competencies and prior learning, where RPL is seen to be a key aspect in the 

implementation of their Australia’s competency-based training. 

 

In December 1993, the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee (AVCC) accepted 

the guidelines on the recognition of prior learning for credit, making it possible for 
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