


































































































































































































































































































that was not unique to UWC, it affected UWC negatively because UWC did not 

have financial reserves to reverse this trend. 

These three factors, that is the decline in student numbers, the generation of a 

Mission Initiative on Lifelong Learning and the establishment of the Division of 

Lifelong Learning (DLL), have given shape to and have influenced the RPL 

initiatives at UWC. It was believed that the Mission Initiative and the Division of 

Lifelong Learning were explicit ways in which the university could turn the tide of 

student decline, as they opened the way for adult students to access the university 

and boost its student intake. These internal initiatives, coupled with the 

university's orientation to left-wing politics, were given credence by a 

proliferation of national policies which have highlighted the need for institutions 

of higher education to transform themselves in the new democratic dispensation, 

by widening access. 

In many ways the university responded to its decline in student numbers, which 

could have resulted in its demise, in a positive way, by reinventing itself and 

promoting its image as an institution of lifelong learning committed to access and 

equity. The 2000s has seen the university market itself as a university of and for 

"lifelong learning". With this identity, the university has a three-year rolling plan 

for the years 2000-2002. Part of the plan has been to finalise its policy on RPL, 

which it accomplished in the year 2000, and to launch a "project for the systematic 

implementation ofRPL", which it accomplished in 2001 (UWC, 1999). 

To this end the university has attracted funds from outside agencies and allocated 

funds from within the university. The rolling plan targets the administrators of the 

university, RPL students and assessors for such funding. In terms of the 

administrators, the aim seems to be to create the necessary administrative 

structures that are enabling and facilitative of RPL. In so far as the students and 

assessors are concerned, the rolling plan aims to ensure that assessors have the 

assessment and counselling skills needed for RPL, and that students have the 
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assistance and support to complete portfolios of evidence of prior learning. Other 

key aims of this rolling plan are to develop marketing and recruitment strategies, 

advocate RPL across the university, implement staff development workshops on 

RPL, and finally monitor and evaluate this rolling plan to meet the quality 

assurance requirements of UWC. 

Aspects of this plan, like staff development, have been criticised by some 

(Volbrecht, 2002) who point out that the plan is not explicit enough about who 

will facilitate the staff development, how it will be implemented and who are the 

main beneficiaries. Such a weak approach to staff development could result in 

this aim not being met at all. 

UWC's bold and ambitious approach seems to have been influenced by larger 

developments within the provincial departments of Economic Affairs, Agriculture 

and Tourism, which aim for the province of the Western Cape to become: 

· " a leading learning region which successfully equips its people 
and businesses to acquire and apply knowledge effectively in a 
rapidly changing world; 

· " an outward looking region, linked to the rest of South Africa, 
Africa and the world, and capable of competing successfully in the 
global knowledge economy; 

· " a leading centre for entrepreneurship and innovation; 

· " a Cape of Good Hope for all, capable of promoting sustainable 
growth, equitable development, economic empowerment and an 
improved quality of life for all . 

(Volbrecht,2002: 304). 

In contrast to the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), UWC appears to have 

the edge in that it has a well-thought-out plan of action for RPL. It is clear from 

the university's description of its rolling plan that RPL seems to be recognised as a 

priority by administrators at UWC, and that training, development, resources and 
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communication are seen to be essential ingredients for the university to meet its 

commitment to RPL. And these plans dovetail with initiatives at a provincial 

level to turn the Western Cape into a "learning region". According to Volbrecht a 

major challenge facing the UWC and the provincial departments to turn the region 

into a learning region are the "stark levels of inequality of living conditions ... and 

low participation rates in higher education in the region" (ibid: 307-308). 

5.2 RPL POLICY INITIATIVES AT UWC 

In this research, UWC was the only institution that has an RPL policy in place; it 

is therefore described in detail to give the reader a contrast with what was 

discussed earlier, in Chapter Four, and with what is still to come in Chapters Six 

and Seven. The significance of an institutional policy has emerged as essential 

both in the literature (Lueddeke, 1997; Thomas, 1998) and in this study (discussed 

in Chapter Eight). 

Unlike Wits, where RPL was largely an exploratory initiative within the School of 

Education, at UWC RPL promised to guarantee the survival of the institution, and 

it was linked to lifelong learning and is one of the flagships of the university 

(Volbrecht,2002: 337). In addition to this the DLL was tasked with the advocacy 

and the management of the RPL process across the entire university. Other tasks 

relate to increasing the participation of adult students, customising learning 

pathways for these students, introducing resource based learning, developing an 

entrepreneurial culture and developing flexible qualifications that are modularised. 

The DLL appears to be clearly positioning the university to respond to the broad 

economic, social and "learning" imperatives of the Western Cape region. In the 

words of one respondent in this study: 

UWC is clearly using lifelong learning to carve a distinctive niche 

in the learning market. (T) 
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The DLL in its RPL task developed a portfolio development course (which is 

discussed in detail later on in this chapter), and an RPL Policy, Procedures and 

Practices document, both of which have the backing of senior management 

including the Vice Rector, Academic Affairs, who is driving RPL at UWC. 

The Policy, Procedures and Practices document is presented as a broad framework 

for the implementation of RPL at UWC. The policy has been finalised and is 

strongly linked to the admissions policy of the university. 

The Policy, Procedure and Practices document defines RPL as: 

... the formal acknowledgment of the knowledge and capabilities 
that people possess as a result of prior learning. The process 
acknowledges that this learning may have occurred through formal, 
informal and non-formal means - through study, work or other life 
expenences. 

(Volbrecht,2000: 1) 

The policy goes on to distinguish between different forms of RPL including 

recognition of prior experiential learning (ibid: 2). The following forms of RPL 

are presented: 

... mature age exemption 

... senate discretion (a limited form of RPL) 

... senate discretion for access to postgraduate studies 

... formal recognition of credits from other institutions, such as 
credit transfer 

... recognition of academic readiness for purposes of access 

... recognition of academic readiness for purposes of advanced 
standing 
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... recognition of prior learning acquired experientially.24 

It is interesting to note that the different types of RPL mentioned here resonate 

with the different perspectives or models of RPL discussed in Chapter Three. 

These models range from technical approaches to RPL to transformatory types of 

RPL. The broad and flexible approach taken here suggests that the university 

would consider different types of RPL being practised within various departments 

across the university. If this is the case the university may experience less internal 

resistance to RPL, because these different types of RPL seem to create a space for 

diversity in the practice of RPL. However, if the practices go unchecked and are 

not driven by a common vision and a clear purpose, it is possible that some quick­

fix approaches to RPL may loose sight of its redress agenda. 

Further on in the document the context for RPL at UWC is presented. The 

document identifies the national policy imperatives, as well as the institution's 

broader vision and mission in lifelong learning, as two contextual features 

influencing the move to RPL. It is interesting to note that the policy does not 

directly identify the issue of the drastic student decline at UWC as a reason for 

implementing RPL because it brings in students. Instead it justifies RPL as a 

strategy for widening access to UWC and identifies RPL as a policy imperative of 

the new government seeking to transform education and training. 

The policy document then goes on to commit the institution to nme RPL 

principles: 

RPL will be a "learning centred" philosophy that will honour both 
the institution and the student. 

Assessment practices will be fair and open. 

24 Credit could be awarded for learning that is different from the competences prescribed for a 
particular UWC qualification. In such a case experiential learning would be credited in the 
qualification even if such learning does not "neatly substitute' for a component in the learning 
programme or qualification. Harris (2000: 113) refers to this type of credit as "general credit". 
She contrasts it with "specific credit", where credit is only given if students' learning is evaluated 
to be the same as the learning in the course for which credit is being sought. 
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If RPL is used for credit for core modules, that is those modules 
considered essential to the qualification, prior learning will have to 
match course outcomes in which credit is being sought. 

If credit is being sought in elective modules, course outcomes do 
not have to be matched. 

All prior learning must be assessable. 

RPL assessment will be appropriately selected. 

A qualification may be obtained in whole or in part through RPL. 

Candidates who are successful in their RPL applications will not be 
discriminated against once they have entered a programme of study. 

RPL is applicable to all levels of study. 

(Volbrecht, 2000: 3-4). 

The last section of the document defines the procedures and practices necessary 

for RPL, and makes clear that the process of developing them will be ongoing at 

various levels within the university, from senior management level to faculty level 

to departmental level (Volbrecht, 2000: 4-5). 

In so far as the practice of RPL goes the document distinguishes between practices 

relevant to RPL for access and RPL for credit, in both undergraduate and 

postgraduate qualifications: 

Assessing prior learning for credit will be decided by the faculties 
concerned, and the faculties will be cognisant of the broader RPL 
principles and framework of the university. 

Assessing prior learning for access is done before the candidate 
enrols for a qualification, and assessing prior learning for advanced 
standing could be administered before or after a student has 
enrolled at the university. 

RPL can be used for access to an undergraduate qualification. 
Assessment for access means that a student would need to be 
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assessed for competences that are expected from school leaving 
students. 

RPL can be used for credit in an undergraduate qualification. This 
can take the form of credit transfer, that is, accepting courses 
obtained from other higher education institutions. 

RPL can also be used for accrediting informal learning, if the 
candidate is able to provide the "relevant evidence which is 
assessed by properly qualified university assessors and external 
moderators" . 

(Volbrecht,2000: 5) 

The document cautions that RPL for credit can only be practised if the assessment 

process is "rigorous and supportive of the individual student" (ibid: 5). It is 

explicit that "rigorous" requires the assessment criteria to be relevant to the 

outcomes of the course for which credit is being sought. 

The meaning of "rigorous" is elaborated thus: 

In order to be rigorous the assessment, whether done through 
examination or through a portfolio, must be based on assessment 
criteria that are derived from the outcomes of the curriculum 
component for which credit is to be awarded. 

RPL for access or credit in a postgraduate qualification is governed 
by the discretion of the University Senate. 

(ibid: 5). 

With respect to RPL procedures, the document provides a step-by-step guide for 

the new RPL applicant (Volbrecht, 2000: 5-6). 

The DLL is the first port of call for the RPL candidate inquiring 
about RPL. 

The DLL would then refer the candidate to the relevant faculty, 
where an application for RPL would be lodged. 

Faculties and departments are required to have clear and explicit 
procedures that inform the student about the expectations of the 

139 



university, but also about the support that students can expect 
through the RPL process. 

Faculties and departments in turn can expect guidelines regarding 
the steps required in RPL as well as staff development in RPL from 
the university, through the DLL. 

The University through its Deans and Heads of Departments will 
explore the workload implications of RPL for staff in terms of 
"assessment, counselling, administration, public relations, 
marketing, networking, advocacy and staff development". 

(ibid: 6) 

The section on procedures commits the university to raise the funds calculated as 

necessary for the implementation of RPL, and to monitor the implementation 

process "so that RPL features in the quality assurance policy and procedure of the 

university" (ibid: 7). 

UWC's strategic policy on RPL is distinct from the Wits policy response to RPL 

that consists of recommendations rather than firm policy. As discussed earlier, the 

UWC response must be seen in the context of a decline in student numbers, but 

also in the context of a firm vision and mission of broadening access, and thereby 

being responsive to the majority of South Africans hitherto denied opportunities to 

participate in higher education. The arrival of RPL on the higher education scene 

has provided a space and an opportunity for the university to commit itself to 

lifelong learning and to demonstrate its commitment and responsiveness to 

disadvantaged students. 

Volbrecht cautions that while UWC seems to have the enabling conditions for the 

uptake of RPL there is no guarantee that this will happen. He points to the weak 

approach taken on staff development and the understaffed DLL as two of the main 

stumbling blocks (2002: 335). Furthermore, UWC seems to take a cautionary 

stance on RPL for credit and this contrasts with the radical rhetoric of the policy 

document as a whole. 
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5.3 RPL RESEARCH INITIATIVES AT UWC 

The Joint Education Trust (JET) funded the RPL research project for the period 

1999-2001. Additional funding was also received from the South 

AfricaINorwegian Tertiary Education (SANTED) programme. The initial 

intention was to develop a portfolio development course, which came to be known 

as the PDC, in a series of partnerships between the DLL and Faculties of the 

University. Due to various problems associated with the funding as well as 

finding an appropriate person to manage and lead the RPL project, the DLL 

designed and implemented a portfolio development course. The year 1999 

focused on conceptualising RPL and the RPL policy. The year 2000 saw the 

finalisation of the RPL policy and the conceptualisation and marketing of the 

portfolio development course. The year 2001 saw the implementation of the PDC 

course to the first intake ofRPL students at UWc. 

5.4 AN RPL PORTFOLIO DEVELOPMENT COURSE 

The university has an RPL policy that is designed to ensure that RPL takes place 

across all the departments within the university. As part of its access initiatives, 

UWC offered two main routes to students. One was a battery of academic tests 

administered by the Academic Planning Unit (APU), and the other was a Portfolio 

Development Course (PDC) administered by DLL, and presented twice a year, 

from June to August and again from September to November. 

The DLL advises students on which of the two routes is appropriate for the RPL 

candidate. Students are advised about the time-saving nature of the academic tests 

because they consist of activities which enable a student to display academic 

potential, whereas the PDC may be a vehicle for understanding and expressing 

past learning and experience (Volbrecht and Hendricks, 2001: 4; Volbrecht, 

2002: 358). 
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113 students applied to the University for access through RPL, 29 of whom 

participated in the APU tests while 84 participated in the PDC. While 18 of the 

29 students passed the APU tests and were recommended for access, 45 of the 84 

students completed the PDC, and 34 were recommended for access. The majority 

of the students who applied for access through RPL were males (67%), with 

females at 33%. 

Trends in 2002 have indicated the PDC to be the popular choice of students who 

have extensive work experience and are over thirty years of age, while the APU is 

the choice of students who are under thirty with less work experience, but more 

formal schooling, that is those with a matric or standard nine pass. Of interest is 

the fact that students who are unsuccessful in the APU tests are eligible for the 

PDC and vice versa. At the time of writing, in late 2002, this opportunity had not 

been taken up by any student at UWC. The overall cost to the student, of both the 

PDC and the APU tests, was pegged at one hundred rands each. However, costing 

in 2002 has changed, with the PDC pegged at three hundred rands and the APU 

tests at one hundred and fifty rands. Because the focus of this study is on the 

experiences of participants in RPL programmes, this chapter has examined the 

experiences of the participants in the context of the PDC rather than the academic 

tests. 

Six students were interviewed for the purposes of this study. Zelda, Ebrahim and 

Tina applied for access to the Bachelor of Law degree programme, while Gregory 

and Dominic applied for access to the Bachelor of Arts degree programme, and 

Bernadette applied for access to the Bachelor of Curation degree programme. All 

six students were successful. Presently, three of the students are continuing with 

their studies (Dominic, Gregory and Bernadette), while Zelda completed the first 

year of study and has not been able to return to her studies due to financial 

problems. Tina has not been able to take up the offer of access due to the 

financial implications of studying at university. Ebrahim has also not taken up the 

offer of access due to personal and financial problems. The irony here is that even 
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though RPL seems to promise redress in terms of past educational inequalities, 

poverty still remains the major cause for educational deprivation and disadvantage 

in South Africa. 

Born in the 1960s and 1970s, four of the six students (Zelda, Ebrahim, Dominic 

and Gregory) dropped out of school in grade nine, due to poverty. Of interest is 

that each of these students completed that year of study successfully. This 

strongly suggests that these were not weak students who dropped out of school 

due to failure, but rather due to economic hardship that characterised the lives of 

each of the students interviewed. Some of them carry these economic strains with 

them today and are once again unable to take up offers of access, through RPL, 

because they simply cannot afford to pay the tuition fees associated with study in 

higher education. 

All four students had to find employment to be able to supplement the family 

income. Zelda worked for the Road Accident Fund as a claims handler, a job she 

has held for many years, while Ebrahim managed a petrol station for many years. 

Dominic has worked as a child care worker in a boys' reformatory and has held 

this job ever "since he knows himself', while Gregory worked as a beach 

constable and a dance teacher at a primary school. Tina and Bernadette are the 

only two students in the group who obtained senior certificates (matric) without 

exemption, the mandatory requirement for admission in a South African 

university. While Tina has worked as a diamond buyer in one of the largest 

jewellery companies in South Africa, Bernadette has always worked as a nursing 

assistant in the spinal unit of a public hospital. 

Of the six students interviewed, three are male and three are female and all are 

black. 

The two academics, Natheem and Terry, who were largely responsible for the 

design and implementation of the portfolio development course, are employed in 
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the DLL. Both have expenence in teaching adult education courses either in 

mainstream programmes or web-based programmes. They seem to be firmly 

committed to the need for academics to develop multiple literacies so as to be 

responsive to diverse students accessing the university. They appear to work 

comfortably with the idea that as academics they need to find and promote 

inclusive forms of knowledge production and develop open and transparent 

methods for teaching and learning. They appear to view education as an important 

part of the larger project aimed at political, social and economic justice. With this 

orientation the portfolio development course (PDC) was mounted at Uwc. 

The PDC was offered for the first time to the first intake of RPL students in 

January 2001. The faculties that gave access to students on the basis of prior 

learning were the Faculties ofLa~5, Arts, Education, and Community and Health 

Sciences?6 Faculties or Departments were also able to administer any other test 

they saw fit once students had gained access into the faculty or department 

through the PDC. 

The PDC required RPL candidates to write a curriculum vitae, to present an 

autobiographical learning history, to provide evidence for claims made in the 

learning history, to select a text relevant to the field they were applying for and to 

present a critical discussion of the text. Interestingly, while the academics in the 

teacher education RPL project at Wits selected the readings for the students (see 

Chapter Four), at UWC students selected their own texts. The academics 

(designers of the PDC) were confident that students had a knowledge of the field 

they were seeking access to. This belief in the learners resonates with the 

25 Interestingly, the Faculty of Law at UWC has not suffered a decline in student numbers when 
compared with the other faculties. In fact Law has seen an increase in student numbers when the 
rest of the university was facing a decline. Academics at UWC suggest this trend could be 
attributed to the perception among students that law as a field of study holds a high social status 
and is therefore a sought-after qualification. In addition to this the Faculty of Law has been open 
and proactive to the idea of widening access to students without a matric exemption. So 
broadening access coupled with the perceived status of the qualification ensured a healthy student 
intake each year. 
26 In the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences it was the Department of Nursing and Social 
Work that offered access to RPL students. 
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epistemological orientation and pedagogical approach and attitude of the staff in 

the adult education project at Wits. It is interesting to note that the staff of the 

DLL at UWC who were instrumental in the RPL project were drawn from that 

institution's Centre for Adult and Continuing Education. 

The format we chose for the portfolio gave us an opportunity to 

interrogate some of the dominant ideas in international and 

national RP L practice. (T) 

The PDC course ran for three weeks. Students were guided through the process 

by mentors from the DLL and others from the university. In the first session 

students were introduced to the notion of RPL, and were encouraged to examine 

their motivations for seeking RPL. Students were then encouraged to identify 

examples of learning acquired in formal and informal contexts that would be of 

value to their new learning at UWC. Students were assisted in this activity by 

mentors, who also provided students with examples of such learning. 

After this activity, students were introduced to the PDC and the activities that 

constituted the portfolio, namely the curriculum vitae, autobiography, evidence in 

support of learning claims, and critical reading of a relevant text. Students were 

given a task to complete for each of these activities and they were assisted by a 

mentor. 

Once students were satisfied with the outline of the PDC they began to work on 

their portfolios. Students were allocated to mentors who would assist with advice 

on how to compile the portfolio, and how to manage their time between work, 

home and university effectively. 

In the second session staff presented the students with examples of appropriate 

portfolios, which included assessors' responses to such portfolios. After 

reviewing these specimen portfolios, students were encouraged to present their 
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draft portfolios to the student group. Upon presentation students received 

feedback from both the mentors and their peers on how to improve the portfolio. 

At the end of this session each student was required to consolidate the suggestions 

and feedback they received from mentors and peers on their portfolios, and to 

write a reflective account on what was outstanding before they finalised their 

portfolios. This reflective account had to be included in the final portfolio 

submitted by the student. 

In the third and final session of the PDC students submitted their portfolios. In 

this session students in pairs role-played the portfolio assessment process; that is 

one student played the role of the assessor while the other the role of the RPL 

candidate who was presenting the portfolio for access to a particular department. 

This role-play enabled the students to begin to consider ways to defend their 

portfolios and the evidence of learning. 

5.4.1 RPL ASSESSMENT 

The DLL provided assessment guidelines for assessors to ensure that the 

assessment process was fair to both the assessor and the student alike. 

Assessment of the portfolios was conducted by members of the faculty in which 

access was being sought. 

The guidelines for assessors encouraged them to use an interview format, which 

creates an opportunity for the RPL candidate to explain the contents of the 

portfolio to highlight appropriate knowledge and skills acquired through 

expenence. 

The guidelines also reminded assessors that the RPL student is seeking access to a 

qualification and not advanced standing. The guideline therefore alerts the 

assessor to evaluate the candidate's readiness to begin a particular programme, 
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and not to focus on advanced skills and competences. Assessors are advised to 

seek internal and external evaluations of their assessment of a portfolio, and once 

this process of evaluation has been finalised, the assessor completes a report that 

either recommends or withholds access. 

Like the lecturers in both Wits RPL pilot projects, the academics in the DLL at 

UWC were clear that RPL students needed to be supported through the RPL 

process, both at the point of access and once students were in the programme. 

Where there are differences from the teacher education project at Wits is that 

academics at UWC did not experience a "conflict" or a dilemma in their assessor 

and mentoring roles (or "socialising" as it was referred to by academic staff in the 

teacher education project). It is possible that this was not a dilemma because the 

academics in the DLL were preparing students for access into a variety of 

faculties. The academics in the DLL were not familiar with the epistemological 

orientations of these faculties, and this lack of awareness may have freed them to 

support and mentor students in their quest for access into the university. In 

addition to this, the academics at UWC were convinced from the onset that the 

PDC was a tool for students to gain access to the university. A clear RPL policy 

supported them in this conviction. This clear starting point enabled the lecturers 

to suffer less conflict in their assessor/mentoring role than those in teacher 

education at Wits. 

Although the academics in teacher education (Wits) also separated the men to ring 

and assessment roles, a dilemma arose from the fact that they were mentoring and 

preparing students for a faculty whose epistemological orientation they knew 

intimately. Their observation about the skills and orientations that RPL students 

required (and did not have) to study in such a faculty may have resulted in the 

conflict between their roles as mentor (socialiser) and assessor. This dilemma was 

compounded because they were seeking to give access and credit in the same RPL 

pilot project. 
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It could also be suggested that the academics at UWC did not experience the same 

"dilemma" or "academic struggle" as those in teacher education at Wits, because 

the academics at UWC have a different philosophy and orientation to assessment 

of adult learners. This orientation becomes clear when both of the UWC 

academics pointed out: 

Surely your objective in RPL and in education is not only about 

assessing, but also about student development and growth and 

that's what you do in a learning programme whether it's RP L for 

access or credit. (N) 

I think whether a student is seeking RP L for credit or RP L for 

access, the students should be supported through the RP L process -

there should be mentor support. After all, even postgraduate and 

PhD students receive supervision and mentoring, and such 

mentoring will shape the overall product [research report or 

thesis]. (T) 

A similar orientation is expressed by an adult educator at Wits: 

I think the assessor role is actually secondary. .. assessment must be 

subordinate to what one's overall aims are in education, and my 

overall aims in education and training eire to bring students into a 

learning experience. The assessor should know that the aim is to 

bring people in, to develop them rather than to exclude them. (J) 

These orientations to adult learning and assessment contrast sharply with the 

orientation of the teacher educators at Wits, who stated: 

What RP L assessors are doing is that they are taking glimpses of 

experiential knowledge from RP L candidates, they clean it up, they 
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And: 

put structure and organisation to it. What does this do to the 

knowledge they want to recognise and whose knowledge is it now. .. 

that is clean, structured and organised? (Y) 

I would be much harsher if the students want credit, because this 

he must do on his own. I would have said here is a portfolio 

development course, I will give some input on what portfolios are, 

how they work and maybe some input on language issues, and then 

they will have to do it and I will spend time on the assessment. 1 

am not sure that it will empower them, but from the point of view of 

the university it will be more efficient and realistic. (Y) 

It seems that this educator sees a clear distinction between teaching and assessing. 

She seem to think that mediating or facilitating learning is devious, misleading 

and possibly unfair, more so if the learner is to get credit for learning from 

expenence. 

5.5 AN ANALYSIS OF ACADEMICS' EXPERIENCES OF RPL AT 

UWC 

What do the experiences of academics and students at UWC tell us about RPL? 

An analysis of their views is presented, as in the Wits case study. Many of the 

issues raised here resonate with the tensions associated with RPL models and 

practices reviewed in Chapter Three. 

Institutional context and faculty support 

In 2001 UWC was of one of a few institutions of higher learning (three out of 36) 

in South Africa that had a formal RPL policy in place. The consequence of this is 
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that uwe is seen as publicly committing itself to a set of aims, goals and action. 

The experiences of both staff and students suggests that uwe is engaging in RPL 

in response to a decline in student numbers, but it is also because of its historical 

commitment to broadening access for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

As one academic commented: 

It's not only about numbers. Anyone who knows the history of 

UWC will know that UWC is the intellectual horne of the left, and 

in fact many UWC academics were part of the movement for 

change in South Africa. Furthermore, UWC sees RP L as central to 

its role as a university for the working class. (N) 

And one RPL student stated: 

UWC has always had the concern of the disadvantaged student at 

heart. (D) 

Both academics agreed that because the office of the Vice Rector, Academic 

Affairs, was driving RPL initiatives within the university, they enjoyed more 

success than RPL initiatives in other universities. Furthermore, because of this 

support from senior management within the university, the academics could come 

up with an RPL Policy and Procedure document that would apply across the 

whole institution. 

The positive role played by the university leadership was crucial in 

facilitating the institutionalisation of RP L. (N) 

Although this case was different from the Wits scenario with respect to support 

from institutional management, interestingly, this project, like the two at Wits, 

also witnessed rigidity and inflexibility from administrative staff at faculty level. 
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A possible reluctance of staff at faculty level could be that staff see 

themselves as highly qualified to deal with students and do not see 

a need for further training in working with RP L students. (N) 

Challis (1993) offers another reason by suggesting that RPL sometimes unsettles 

staff (academic and administrative) resulting in reluctance to get involved with 

something that is unfamiliar. 

RPL for access and credit 

Although the university policy upholds RPL for access and credit, in practice RPL 

has been used only for access and not credit. Some of the academics and central 

administrators of the university felt that because RPL was in the initial stages of 

implementation, introducing RPL for access rather than credit offered a 

straightforward and relatively simple way to administer and implement RPL, and 

the success in this initial initiative would pave the way for implementing RPL for 

credit in the future. 

Perhaps this strategic decision was relatively straightforward at UWC because it 

was concerned with undergraduate admissions and was therefore able to take such 

a clear line on the question of RPL for credit and access. In contrast, Wits was 

concerned with access to more advanced levels of study, and therefore issues of 

relating the value of experiential learning to academic learning were not easily 

sidestepped. 

RP L for access was a strategic move on the part of the university. 

RP L for access allowed students to access the university and it 

gave the university an opportunity to monitor the students' 

progress at university. The information about student progress can 

be used to advocate for the implementation of RP L for credit. We 
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first wanted to get access right and then to showcase the students' 

performance on this RP L route to advocate RP L for credit. (N) 

1 have no problem with RPL for access or credit. If a student can 

demonstrate the knowledge and the skills required for a course or 

qualification, they should get access, and if they have the 

knowledge and skills in an area then these should provide the 

student with credit. (T) 

Capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

The lecturers distinguished between RPL as an exercise to determine knowledge 

equivalence and RPL to provide economic opportunities for adults who were 

deprived of such opportunities due to apartheid policies. They raised the issue of 

the economic benefits of RPL by pointing out that if RPL was merely an exercise 

to assess how people translate one type of knowledge into another, then the 

possibilities for access and equity are slim, because the hegemony of the 

university and of academic knowledge prevails. However, if adults could improve 

their wages and their future job prospects through RPL then it has the potential to 

redress past inequalities and bring about equity, as espoused in policy documents. 

If RP L is about knowledge equivalence then it will not bring about 

access or equity because university knowledge cannot meet other 

knowledges on equal ground and university knowledge is too 

entrenched and well established for other knowledges to compete 

with it. (T) 

If RP L improves their [students'} job opportunities then it could 

bring about equity. (N) 
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Many students' autobiographies show that they had to leave school 

at an early age and join the job market accepting unskilled and 

semi-skilled positions just to bring income into the family. Many of 

these students were high achievers in their class and at school. (N) 

These experiences contrast with those of the teacher educators at Wits, who felt 

that equity could be achieved only if students were provided with the necessary 

support structures to cope and succeed Wits in the same way that mainstream 

students succeeded. The educators at UWC felt that equity could be attained if 

students could get better jobs. While the educators at Wits foregrounded success 

with access as an indicator of equity, the educators at UWC foregrounded better 

job prospects as a sign of equity through RPL. 

RPL is pedagogically challenging 

The academics felt that RPL, like any innovation in the practice of teaching and 

learning, is challenging. The challenge related to enabling adult students to 

function effectively in an environment that is designed mostly for school-Ieavers. 

For academic staff the pedagogic challenges relate to having learners in class from 

whom lecturers could learn a thing or two. Academic staff in this case expected 

and accepted RPL to be problematic, messy and challenging. Like life and life 

experience, they expected unclear boundaries and narratives that did not have a 

neat beginning, middle and end. Like the academics at Wits in adult education, 

the academics at UWC foresaw the challenges for the candidate, the academic 

department and the institution's administration. Unlike the Wits project in teacher 

education, the academics in the UWC RPL pilot did not experience the same 

dilemmas on the question of assessment and the conflicting role of the academics 

as assessors and mentors. 

RP L, like any other teaching and learning activity, is challenging, 

more so if you wish to bring it into the mainstream. (N) 
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Experiential learning and academic learning 

The lecturers did not see academic learning as being on a collision path with 

experiential learning. They suggested that although they started on the RPL 

process at UWC with a principle that experiential learning should be seen as 

worthwhile on its own without having to be comparable to academic learning, 

they have changed their position and are looking for ways in which the two 

knowledges could interface but also to show the power-laden nature of 

knowledge. They believed that experiential knowledge could not oust academic 

knowledge, and that RPL students wanted access to, and valued, academic 

knowledge. The academics seem to be caught in a tension of having to valorise 

experiential knowledge over students' needs and desires to access academic 

knowledge. Their experience with RPL seems to have convinced the academics 

that both knowledges are important, and if they over-value experiential 

knowledge, this move could exclude and distance students even further from 

academic knowledge. They seem to be struggling with the knowledge paradox - if 

they value experiential knowledge only they marginalise the students in a 

university environment where academic knowledge is powerful. If on the other 

hand they render experiential knowledge invisible then they are contributing to the 

dominance of academic knowledge in the academy. 

I found that RP L candidates want access to academic knowledge. 

They are not setting up their knowledge in opposition to academic 

knowledge. When I started out on this RP L project I was interested 

in indigenous knowledge, now I am more interested in the way 

different know ledges talk to each other. (T) 

The two can and should complement each other. RP L is not about 

denying academic forms of knowing and learning, rather it's about 
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exploring ways in which experiential learning can also be part of 

the repertoire of students' learning within the university. (N) 

5.6 SUGGESTION FROM ACADEMICS FOR THE PRACTICE OF 

RPL 

The academics were vocal about what could inform future RPL practices at UWC 

and in higher education generally. They made suggestions that related strongly to 

the implementation of RPL at the institutional, administrative, staff and student 

levels. 

The expenence of staff at UWC shows the contextual nature of RPL. They 

suggest an understanding of the context and of winning support before 

implementing RPL. In the words of one academic at UWC: 

Get to know the institution. Learn to strategise and form alliances 

with senior members of faculties as well as academic planners 

within the university. (N) 

A similar suggestion was made by one educator in the Wits teacher education 

project. 

Any RP L venture has to be quite sure that they know all the 

regulations of the institutions and they do everything by the book. 

(C) 

The lecturers pointed out that RPL should be a mainstream activity of the 

university, although they recognise that advocacy plays a crucial role in this 

regard. 
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Advocacy is very important in the early stages of implementation of 

RPL. (N) 

There is clearly a need to develop an advocacy strategy among 

academics at uwc. (T) 

With regard to the Portfolio Development Course, one academic said: 

I would like to give voice to collective knowledges in the PDC 

before we go into individual knowledges. In fact RP L provides a 

space to examine localised, situated and contextual knowledge as 

worthwhile knowledge. (N) 

We need to seek answers to the language question, that is what do 

students need, especially those who do not speak English as a first 

language? We found many students dropped out of the P DC once 

they realised that English was the main language for mentoring 

and assessment and they realised they would not cope. (N) 

With regard to the administration system of the University, one respondent said: 

We need to create an administrative system that allows RP L 

students on the same database as mainstream students, just to 

ensure that future disputes within the university or with students, 

can be resolved with all the information at hand. Presently 

information relating to RP L students is being recorded on a 

separate database in the DLL. (N) 

On the need for staff development both academics pointed out: 
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RP L needs staff development for both support staff and 

administrative staff, something that needs attention at UWc. (N) 

Staff development is vital to institutionalise RPL. (T) 

Interestingly, the issue of staff development did not come up as a suggestion at 

Wits. One could speculate that the staff do not think of staff development as an 

important ingredient for RPL, or that staff development is not part of the overall 

ethos at Wits. 

5.7 ANALYSIS OF STUDENTS' EXPERIENCES OF RPL AT UWC 

The capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

Students expressed confidence that RPL would deliver on equity and access. This 

was in contrast to the views of students in both Wits projects. There could be a 

variety of reasons for this view, ranging from the age and sophistication of the 

students at UWC, the belief and orientation of the lecturers, the status and support 

that the RPL project received within the institution, and finally to the type of 

portfolio development course that students experienced. 

I think most definitely, RP L can bring about equity and access. (D) 

Yes, through RP L, people can improve academically as well as 

their lifestyle as well as the community they find themselves in. (E) 

It's a tool for access, and can bring about equity. (T) 

It most certainly can provide equity and access. In my case all I 

needed was access. (G) 
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It can do both. (Z) 

RP L gave me a chance to improve myself, it gave me access and 

equity. (B) 

RPL for access and credit 

It was interesting to note that RPL students at UWC, like their counterparts at 

Wits, were not uncritical of RPL for access and credit. Their responses show an 

awareness of the complexity of RPL. They point out that credit should only be 

awarded if the prior learning is relevant to the qualification that the student wishes 

to access. They also point to the need for quality assurance when prior learning is 

recognised and accredited. 

RP L is a great key for access into the university, but it must have 

checks and balances. (T) 

I think a person with the necessary prior learning should gain 

entrance to the university. However he should only get credit for 

diploma or certificate courses done that are relevant to subject he 

wants to do. (D) 

RP L for credit must be investigated carefully and I also realise that 

RP L for credit will be difficult because how do you value a 

person's learningfrom experience? (G) 

I think RPLfor credit must take place. (B) 
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Most valued experience 

The students in this case pointed to the process being valuable personally, 

academically and for developing a future career path. Like the students in the 

Wits teacher education project, the UWC students valued the RPL process for the 

academic benefits it afforded them. 

The orientation to the portfolio development course, such as 

critical thinking and basing your argument on solid evidence 

prepared me and made mefocused and motivated. (D) 

The portfolio course was a good initiation into academic life. It 

showed the importance of writing in a university setting. (G) 

The portfolio development course really prepared me for university 

life, something I could not and did not have from experience. (B) 

Like the students in the Wits adult education project, the UWC students valued 

the process because it improved their confidence and sense of personal identity. 

I found the building of my own profile in the portfolio development 

course a valuable exercise. (E) 

The portfolio course made me realise that I could have a chance to 

further my studies. The RP L process has given me a sense of hope. 

m 

I have become a lot more conscious about my prior learning. The 

portfolio made me select important aspects of my prior learning 

and this made me feel confident about myself and my learning. (G) 
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The students in this case felt that the RPL process enabled them to plan a career 

and learning path for themselves. 

The portfolio development course makes you see who you really 

are and where you're heading. It helped me to put my life and 

career back into perspective again. (D) 

I always knew who I was, but the portfolio connected for me where 

I wanted to go. (G) 

I made me decide clearly what I wanted to do. (T) 

It assisted me in deciding what was important to me. (Z) 

Barriers encountered 

Some of the RPL candidates experienced difficulty m gathering evidence for 

portfolio assessment. 

The only real difficulties I experienced is finding the correct 

documents from institutes that I was employed at 5-6 years ago, 

and also from places that I worked at for short periods of time. (£) 

Evidence is not always easy to get hold of (D) 

Going back, finding evidence was difficult. (G) 

All the students, like those in the adult education case, were conscious of the 

heavy demands of university life and of portfolio courses, as two students pointed 

out. 
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J found the portfolio course intimidating and heavy in the 

beginning, but this was professionally eased off by good 

facilitators. (T) 

There were a lot of assignments to finish and this was sometimes 

frightening with work, family and university. (D) 

5.8 SUGGESTIONS FROM STUDENTS FOR THE PRACTICE OF RPL 

Unlike the students at Wits, who had many suggestions to make, the students in 

this case made few suggestions and the suggestions were specific and directed to 

the portfolio course. Students agreed that the RPL portfolio course gave them a 

chance to present their prior learning effectively and that they were provided with 

the necessary support to complete their portfolios. Suggestions for improvement 

centred around the portfolio: 

J would extend the duration of the portfolio course, as time was too 

short. (D) 

Would test for a person's knowledge of prior learning because it is 

not always possible to get proof from a company that states a 

person's knowledge capabilities. (E) 

Use students who have experienced the RP L portfolio course to 

mentor new RP L students. This can be valuable to the new student 

and it assists the experienced student because it involves you in 

campus life as an adult learner. (G) 

Give students some academic guidance but also financial guidance, 

because after access you have to see if you can financially afford to 

come to the university. (T) 
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5.9 CONCLUSION 

In the words of one of the academics interviewed in this study: 

The RP L programme at UWC was conceptualised as an 

intervention to contribute to social transformation and aimed to 

increase student numbers by widening access to higher education. 

(N) 

In the words of the coordinator of part-time programmes at the university: 

For the survival of the institution, it is vital to extend the intake of 

students beyond the traditional borders of the intake of fitll-time 

school-Ieavers. (Koetsier, 1998: 63). 

These positions clearly describe the major factors shaping RPL at UWc. While 

these were the forces shaping RPL, they operated in a contextual environment that 

was conducive to the uptake of RPL. UWC is well known as a community­

oriented university, which has openly committed itself to a flexible admissions 

policy, to social justice and to equity in education. Furthermore, it has an 

ideological orientation that has characterised it as the "university of the left". 

These contextual influences coupled with the factors described earlier have 

worked together to shape UWC's response to RPL. The University has taken RPL 

head-on when compared with the University of the Witwatersrand. UWC has 

experienced a decline in student numbers, but it developed a vision to open access 

to previously disadvantaged students into higher education, and RPL created the 

space and the opportunity to deliver on both these imperatives. 

RPL is being implemented as part of a three year rolling plan for the years 2000-

2002. The leadership at the university tasked the DLL to formulate an RPL policy 
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as well as design and implement a portfolio development course. An important 

feature of the plan is that it aims to introduce RPL at the level of administration 

and at the level of individual departments. This two-pronged approach attempts to 

ensure that RPL policy and practices permeate all the levels of the institution, and 

that the channels of communication are open to all. The "strategy for channelling 

RPL communication through the offices of the Vice-Rector, Academic Affairs 

facilitated the smooth introduction ofRPL at UWC" (Hendricks, 2001: 55). 

In addition to ensunng that there was a free flow of information and 

communication on RPL and its policy process within the university, the UWC 

RPL Forum ensured the free flow of information to outside constituencies, like the 

unions, the department of education, prospective RPL students and other 

interested parties. The policy, procedure and practices relating to RPL have been 

strongly linked to the admissions requirements of the university as well as in 

quality assurance procedures. Furthermore, UWC has undertaken to market RPL, 

recruit students, and develop capacity among academics and administrators around 

issues of RPL implementation. Importantly, UWC is on an advocacy drive to 

make students and staff aware of RPL and the possibilities it offers to both 

students and staff alike. 

A major challenge to the university is implementing the policy across the whole 

institution and getting commitment from departments who do not have to attract 

students. 

The success or failure of RP L is dependent on the support of the 

academic staff members, and support needed was definitely not 

universal amongst academic staff. (N) 

There is clearly a need to develop an advocacy strategy amongst 

academics at UWc. (T) 
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A second challenge is to facilitate success once students have gained access to the 

institution, and this challenge is intensified since UWC has committed itself to 

becoming an institution of lifelong learning and such a commitment promises to 

bring in diverse students with varying needs. 

We [in the DLL} worked with the assumption that students need 

assistance, guidance and support, [but} most academics seem not 

to have read or engaged with what the RP L policy might mean for 

their practice and there is very little interest shown. .. in developing 

expertise in RP L assessment. (T) 

An associated challenge is to explore RPL for credit at UWC. Thus far UWC has 

engaged in RPL for access only. Although its policy document is explicit about 

RPL for credit, UWC still has to tread this path. This path will be complicated 

because UWC has managed to accept "other knowledge" as valuable and valid for 

access, will it be able to accept such knowledge as valid for academic credit? 

There is evident reluctance to move from RP L for access to RP L for 

credit or advanced standing. (T) 

A final challenge is to see if the university can sustain the pace of change that 

lifelong learning and RPL demand when its funding from external" agencies 

declines. It is at this point that the power of the DLL for change and 

transformation will be put to the test: 

While it is clear that the JET / SANTED project can make a 

significant contribution to the implementation of lifelong learning 

and RPL at UWC, it remains to be seen whether practices 

established can be sustained. .. when the project comes to an end. (T) 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING (RPL) AT THE 

JOHANNESBURG COLLEGE OF EDUCATION27 

Equity is a tall order. If your heart as an institution is not in it, 

don't do RP L because it will be resisted and equity will evade you. 

(Wilhelm, Academic staff: 2002) 

6.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE JOHANNESBURG COLLEGE OF 

EDUCATION (JCE) 

The Johannesburg College of Education (lCE) was a well-established English­

language teacher education college. The Higher Education Act of 1997, which 

aimed to transform the higher education terrain into a lean grouping of 

institutions, stipulated that all single focus institutions, like the college, should 

close down or merge with existing universities. In view of this regulation the 

College Council investigated the possibilities for JCE to merge with the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), an institution with which it had enjoyed a 

long and "cordial" relationship (Boyce, 1999). 

In 1999 a Joint Working Group made up of representatives from Wits and JCE 

explored the possibilities for such a merger. The researcher was a member of this 

Joint Working Group. After long deliberations, the Joint Working Group 

acknowledged that the Faculty of Education at the University of the 

Witwatersrand and the Johannesburg College of Education jointly would be able 

to offer valuable programmes in education. 

27 Material from this chapter is forthcoming in 'The recognition of prior learning: An emerging 
field of enquiry in South Africa'. In Mandell, A and Michelson, E (Eds) (2nd Ed) Portfolio 
Development and Adult Learning: Purposes and Strategies, in press. 

165 



To this end the Joint Working Group recommended that the Wits Faculty of 

Education should be reconstituted to consist of two separate entities, a College of 

Education and a School of Education, with the former focusing on pre-service and 

in-service teacher education programmes and the latter focusing on postgraduate 

studies in education, adult education and teacher education. 

During this same period Wits University was engaged in an internal restructuring 

process and the Faculty of Education was incorporated into the larger Faculty of 

Humanities. It became the School of Education in 2000. Following the 

recommendations of the Joint Working Group, JCE was incorporated into the 

University of the Witwatersrand and in particular into the Faculty of Humanities, 

and was renamed the College of Education at Wits, in 2001. Both the College of 

Education at Wits and the School of Education are now housed on the former JCE 

campus in Parktown, Johannesburg, and this campus has been renamed the 

Education Campus of the University of the Witwatersrand. 

INSTITUTIONAL SNAPSHOT 

Founded 

Location 

Number of students in 2002 

RPL policy status 

Highest qualification offered 

Web page 

RPL pilot 

1909 

Johannesburg 

1213 

No policy 

Bachelor of Education 

www.Jce.ac.za 

1999-2001 

In its early days the Johannesburg College of Education (lCE) was a college of 

education catering to the teacher education needs of white students, as legislated 

under apartheid. The college has always had teacher education as its core 

business, and was opened in 1909 as the Johannesburg Normal College in 

downtown Johannesburg, boasting just 67 students and three academic staff. 
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From these humble beginnings the college grew in student numbers, necessitating 

a move to larger premises in downtown Johannesburg. 

The late 1930s and early 1940s saw yet another move and two name changes. 

This time the move was to Braamfontein and the name changed to Johannesburg 

Teachers' College, and later in that decade to the Johannesburg College of 

Education (lCE). The move to Parktown occurred in 1978 and the present 

campus has been the home of teacher education ever since (Boyce, 1999: 75). 

The college academic programme changed from a two year diploma, to a three 

year diploma to a four year diploma and degree, with the latter being a combined 

qualification taught by Wits and JCE staff on the Parktown Campus. 

Before its incorporation into Wits in 2001, the college always enjoyed a mutually 

beneficial relationship with Wits (Boyce, 1999). The two institutions had jointly 

issued teaching diplomas from the 1970s and college courses had always been 

recognised for degree purposes at the University. Furthermore, a Bachelor of 

Primary Education degree introduced at Wits in 1980 has been taught by college 

lecturers on the college campus since its inception. The college, which operated 

as an institution of the then provincial Department of Education, was restricted in 

its intake of black students, since it was set up to serve white students. The first 

black student was admitted to the Bachelor of Primary Education in 1982.28 The 

college was reprimanded by the white provincial department for diverging from its 

policy of separate education for separate races. As time wore on more black 

students registered at the college, but it was only in 1994, after the democratic 

28 The Bachelor of Primary Education (BPrimEd), a degree designed specifically for the teaching 
profession, was introduced at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) for the first time in 1980. 
Because Wits and the Johannesburg College of Education (lCE) were already collaborating in the 
field of teacher education and were issuing diplomas jointly, it was decided that the BPrimEd 
degree was best suited to be taught at JCE. The Education Department at Wits has always 
collaborated with the Education Department at JCE in the teaching of educational theory in the 
BPrimEd, but all the other courses in this degree have been taught by the staff at JCE. In 2003 the 
BPrimEd and the Higher Diploma in Education (HDE) are to be phased out and replaced by a 
Bachelor of Education, once again to be taught mainly by the staff of the College of Education at 
Wits, with some input from the staff of the School of Education. 
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general elections, that the Johannesburg College of Education became a non-racial 

college for teachers (Boyce, 1999). 

The college offers a Higher Diploma in Education (HDE) for in-service and pre­

service teachers as well as a Bachelor of Primary Education (BPrimEd) for pre­

service teachers only. The HDE is offered in two modes, part-time and full-time. 

In both programmes there has been an increasingly diverse student body, not only 

in terms of students' racial and linguistic backgrounds, but also in terms of their 

previous qualifications and work experience. The HDE in-service programme has 

approximately 200 students registered and of these about 180 are black. In this 

programme a growing number of students are practising educators who choose the 

two year part-time, in-service HDE programme over the traditional four year full­

time pre-service mode of study in order to upgrade their existing qualifications. 

In terms of opportunities for upgrading, the college has entered into an agreement 

with the provincial Department of Education to upgrade teachers' qualifications in 

the province. In all three programmes, HDE (full-time), HDE (part-time) and the 

BPrimEd, students specialise in primary school education (foundation, 

intermediate, and senior phase) or secondary school education (further education 

and training). Students in the part-time HDE are experienced working adults who 

hold a previous two-year teaching diploma. These teachers are considered 

underqualified by the South African Council of Educators (SACE), which has 

pegged qualified teacher status to a four-year qualification. It was in this HDE 

part-time programme that RPL was piloted, in Educational Studies and Studies in 

English. 

Educational Studies and Studies in English are courses in the HDE, pre-service 

and in-service and the BPrimEd. In both courses students undertake to study a 

variety of topics, which are equally weighted in terms of contact time across the 

years of study (four years for the full-time programmes and two years for the part­

time programme). In-service teachers who already hold a previous two year 
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teaching diploma may enter the third year of the HDE and complete their HDE 

over two years of part-time study and thereby obtain qualified teacher status. 

The curriculum of the HDE is not modularised and has very little space for free 

modules or elective study. In such a tightly structured curriculum there are few 

possibilities, if any, for experiential learning or learning acquired elsewhere. It is 

also a complex task to match students' prior learning with course structures that 

are composite and hierarchically organised. In addition to the constraints of a 

tightly structured curriculum, RPL raised the issue of alternative pedagogies and 

the discourse of adult learning and development, a discourse that is unfamiliar to 

the some of the staff at the college who have been teaching pre-service 

programmes mainly to 18 year old school-Ieavers. This overall lack of experience 

with adult learners, with RPL and a tightly structured curriculum resulted in a 

small scale investigation in two departments described below. 

6.2 RPL RESEARCH INITIATIVES AT JCE 

In 1999 and 2000 the concept of RPL was still very new to the college. Attempts 

to develop an RPL policy were not actively taken up, because this was the period 

in which the Joint Working Group was exploring incorporation possibilities with 

Wits. An RPL task team at the university was already working on a draft RPL 

policy (discussed in Chapter Four under RPL initiatives at Wits). Working on a 

policy at JCE would have been futile in the face of its imminent incorporation into 

the university. So at the policy level, the researcher, a representative from the 

college, served on the university's RPL task team. 

Thus the RPL pilot project at JCE focused on the practice of RPL, in the absence 

of an RPL policy, and a pilot project was initiated within two departments at JCE, 

Education and English. As was the case with the pilot projects at Wits, the Joint 

Education Trust (JET) funded this project as part of a larger national research and 

development project. Unlike the Wits projects, where projects in adult education 
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and teacher education were conceptualised, implemented and managed separately, 

the leE project in two departments was conceptualised and implemented as a 

single project. 

Because RPL was new and untested, the intention was to develop a departmental, 

rather than an institutional, approach to RPL since such a devolved approach 

would allow for in-depth exploration of practice within small units of the college. 

The overall collaboration between the two departments could be attributed to a 

variety of issues, ranging from the fact that the project was overseen by a single 

coordinator and a single site manager. The coordinator had to lead the 

developments, conceptual and practical, in both departments, and the site manager 

had to oversee this process. Another reason was that some of the individuals 

involved in the RPL projects had a history of collaboration in other research 

activities. A further aspect that facilitated this collaboration was that while 

Educational Studies was a compulsory course in the HDE, Studies in English was 

not, and all the students who enrolled for English were Education students. Such 

an arrangement facilitated collaborative sessions in the RPL portfolio course, to be 

described in detail below. 

6.3 AN RPL PORTFOLIO DEVELOPMENT COURSE 

A portfolio of work experience was implemented in both departments. Although 

some of the sessions were shared, such as mapping of previous learning from 

formal, informal and non-formal contexts, other sessions which required students 

to relate learning from experience to theory were done in separate sessions, where 

Studies in English and Education were treated as separate areas of study. 

The aim of the portfolio of work experience was to record learning experiences in 

order to reflect on and integrate these experiences with other ideas about teaching 

and learning. It aimed also to encourage personal growth and nurture professional 

consciousness. It was an attempt to validate private personal thought that could 
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become part of teach'rs' professional education and practice. The approach 

embodied in this portfolio course provided an opportunity and a means for RPL 

students to express themselves in a creative, narrative mode, which is different 

from conventional modes of assessment such as essays and examinations. It also 

distinguished itself from other forms of teaching and assessment in that it had a 

strong commitment to in-depth reflection on past experiences. 

The academics, Dirk, Marian, Rene, Viv and Wilhelm, who implemented the RPL 

course at lCE, like their counterparts at Wits and at the University of the Western 

Cape (UWC), were well-versed in the issues surrounding RPL. During the pilot 

period they met once a month to discuss issues surrounding the conceptualisation 

and implementation of RPL. These discussions were led in part by the RPL 

coordinator and in part by facilitators from lET, on topics related to portfolio 

development. It was from these discussions that the two departments decided to 

pilot a developmental portfolio of work experience in 2000. 

As practising teacher educators, all the educators who designed and implemented 

the portfolio course also taught on the HDE and the BPrimEd. These are 

undergraduate teacher programmes that have a strong emphasis on teaching 

practice or school experience. Student teachers go out twice a year for three 

weeks at a time to complete a school experience session. 

The teacher educators at lCE are required to supervise students at schools during 

these sessions. These teaching practice sessions generally result in close teacher­

student relationships and dialogical pedagogy, with blurring of academic and 

experiential learning. As academics they go into schools and observe and mentor 

students in a different site of practice from their own, recognising that teaching 

practice provides students with an opportunity to learn experientially. 

The seventeen students who participated in the portfolio of experience were all 

practising teachers. Four who had English and Education as their common 
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courses were interviewed in this study. They were also the only four students who 

did not meet national and college requirements for access into the HDE 

programme. All the other learners had diplomas as their previous qualification 

and were accessing the Higher Diploma by meeting all the entry requirements. 

From this perspective they most certainly were traditional students in that they had 

previous qualifications and previous exposure to tertiary study. 

Morgan, Emma, Salma and Himla, however, did not possess diplomas and 

therefore could not proceed to the HDE. Although they had exposure to tertiary 

study, they had not completed their previous qualification, the diploma, and 

therefore could not access the HDE. Himla and Salma complicated the picture 

more because they were attempting to access the HDE and the college without a 

senior certificate (matric), which is the minimum admission requirement for both. 

All four are practising teachers. While Emma, Salma and Himla are primary 

school teachers, Morgan teaches in a high school. While Morgan and Emma 

obtained their senior certificates (matric) through adult night schools, Himla and 

Salma obtained junior certificates (standard eight) only?9 

Born in two different decades, Himla in the 1940s, Morgan, Emma and Salma in 

the 1950s, all four students showed similarities in terms of attempting to obtain 

their initial teacher qualifications through distance study, a form of study requiring 

discipline, motivation and commitment. Emma started her diploma at Lyceum 

College, which offers teacher education programmes through part-time study. She 

dropped out after completing four courses, because she felt completely isolated 

29 A junior certificate is an exit from formal schooling after 10 years whereas a senior certificate 
(matric) is an exit after 12 years of schooling. Generally, under apartheid an exit with a junior 
certificate (standard eight) enabled black students to pursue a profession in nursing and teaching, 
which were low-paying jobs with few opportunities for upgrading these qualifications. Hendricks 
points out that because the majority of black students lived in poverty and in families with high 
unemployment, they grabbed these opportunities to obtain qualifications in nursing and teaching so 
as to alleviate the socio-economic circumstances that faced them. He argues that the apartheid 
regime set "low targets by inviting citizens willingly to co-operate and remain poorly educated" 
(2001: 68). 
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and out of touch with the course. She pointed out that she was in search of a 

programme that would offer her opportunities to interact with fellow students and 

staff. She took leave of one year from her school, to be able to study at lCE. 

Himla and Salma started their teacher qualifications with SACTE (South African 

College for Teacher Education), also a distance study institution, and like Emma 

dropped out after completing some of the courses. Like Emma the isolation 

associated with distance, part-time study became unbearable. They saw an 

opportunity for RPL at lCE and decided to complete the last few outstanding 

courses of their diplomas there. Morgan completed most of his courses with Vista 

College, on the East Rand, and decided to take up the option of RPL offered at the 

lCE to complete the last few courses in the Diploma in Education. Like Emma, 

he took a year off from his school. 

Given their chequered learning backgrounds it was a complex task to match 

learners' previous coursework with course structures at lCE, which are composite 

and hierarchically organised. This effort shows that even the credit exchange 

model of RPL (discussed in detail in Chapter Two) which merely compares 

qualifications obtained at one institution with another for purposes of credit is not 

a straightforward process in South Africa3o. And this was only the starting point 

of RPL at lCE. Also the qualifying requirements for obtaining qualifications at 

lCE were different from those at Lyceum, Vista or SACTE. For Emma, coming 

to lCE to complete her qualification put her in a worse position because at lCE 

she was required to complete more courses than she would have at Lyceum to 

obtain a Diploma in Education. 

30 The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) as a reform strategy in South Africa, is an 
accreditation framework designed to facilitate learner mobility and course transfer within a single 
integrated system of education and training (Christie, 1997). Yet, the courses that Emma brought 
to JCE from another institution were not easily recognised at the receiving institutions, showing 
clearly the resilience and even the resistance of academic structures and courses to the NQF, 
signalling that an integrated framework is no guarantee for learner access and mobility. 
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In many ways each one of these students required a customised learning path, 

something that was very difficult to achieve in the context of the programmes at 

JeE. So much so that only two of the four students (Himla and Morgan) met the 

requirements of the diploma and were awarded this from JeE. Salma and Emma 

completed the courses that they could in one year of study at JeE and went back 

to Unisa and Lyceum, respectively, to try once again to complete their diploma 

studies. While Salma is in the process of completing the courses required for the 

award of the Diploma in Education, Emma has not managed to summon up the 

energy to complete her diploma. 

All four RPL students lived and worked in urban areas for most of their lives, 

Salma and Himla in Johannesburg, and Morgan and Emma on the East Rand. The 

RPL portfolio course and their subsequent registration at JeE would be the first 

time that they studied in a face-to-face programme that provided opportunities for 

group work and support groups, sorely absent when studying through distance 

education institutions. 

As one of the students said: 

The reason I came to JeE was to be able to talk to students and 

lecturers - something I missed when I studied at Lyceum. (E) 

All four students were black, three of them were women and one was male. 

The portfolio of work experience consisted of a series of activities, which required 

students to articulate, analyse and reflect on their work experience. To enable 

students to do this staff and students met for two hours a week over seven weeks, 

and in addition to this, staff consulted with students individually if students so 

desired. 
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During the first seSSlOn of the course, students were introduced to the RPL 

research proposal that had been submitted to JET. They were informed of the 

research agenda and what this meant for them in terms of their coursework, that 

they would be doing a portfolio of experience in place of the regular course 

scheduled for that term. Students were also introduced to the notion of RPL as a 

new policy imperative emerging on the educational scene in South Africa. 

In the second session students were invited in pairs or individually to map their 

previous learning from formal, informal and non-formal contexts in the form of a 

mind map or time line. In the third session students identified and expanded on 

the learning associated with each item on the map, or each bold heading in the 

narrative, whichever mode the student preferred. The students who chose to talk 

through their experiences were encouraged to make notes under relevant sections 

that would be more telling than the headings identified. Throughout these 

sessions staff worked with students as a group, and students were always 

encouraged to consult staff for private tutorials. This offer was actively taken up 

by the students, and staff spent many hours assisting students with writing skills 

and refining their maps of experience. Like the academics at Wits, this additional 

student support placed a heavy burden on staff, who were also teaching other 

programmes and had other students to supervise. 

In the fourth and fifth sessions students were asked to pair off with a c1assmate or 

to continue to work individually. In pairs or individually they were encouraged to 

share their maps or narratives with each other. One person in each pair then 

reported to the larger group on the work experiences of their partner. Those that 

worked on their own reported on themselves. This emphasis on biography 

assisted students to reflect on the significance of their past experiences in the 

construction of their present professional identity. It also affirmed their 

competencies in teaching and learning, especially in the classroom. Support was 

provided to students in the form of individual and group tutoring, with an 

emphasis on social and oral history as significant approaches to developing 
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narratives. The mapping of personal histories, whatever the mode selected, was 

carried out by all students with relative ease and confidence because of the 

supportive group context. 

In the sixth session students were asked to relate this learning from experience to 

theory, especially theories related to studies in Education and English. The 

activity aimed to enable students to critically reflect on their learning from 

experience and to do so in the context of relevant theories. This was very difficult 

because the discourse of learning from experience did not resemble theories of 

education either in terms of language or coherence. 

Given the challenges encountered with this activity, m the seventh seSSIOn 

students were encouraged to make connections between everyday situations and 

classroom theory and to relate theory to practice. Students analysed critical 

incidents drawn from their classroom experiences, and were asked to select an 

issue that emerged in their practice on a daily basis (Osman, 2000). 

This time students worked individually on their critical incidents. Each student 

described a critical incident and then subjected it to "why" questions to analyse 

aspects of the incident. Students were then given readings relevant to the issues 

they had selected. These reflective activities also encouraged teachers to generate 

their own views on what it means to teach well, and created opportunities for them 

to express their thoughts about teaching and learning. 

6.4 AN ANALYSIS OF ACADEMICS' EXPERIENCE OF RPL AT JCE 

An institution in the midst of incorporation into a research university provided the 

institutional backdrop for this analysis. 
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Institutional context and support from administrative structures 

The academic staff experienced relatively few problems from the administrators at 

the college, especially when compared with the problems experienced at Wits. 

Like UWC, the RPL project enjoyed the support of senior management of the 

college. This could be attributed to the fact that the pilot project was initiated by 

the deputy head of the college, who was also the overall project manager. 

I had no problems with the administrative structures at the College. 

(V) 

Certainly, no problems at a departmental or administrative level. 

(M) 

One lecturer pointed out that RPL and adult education uphold different values 

within the institution, for example concerning the significance of experiential 

learning. 

Administrative issues are one side. We [also} need to look at the 

philosophy of the institution. RP L must be reflected in this 

philosophy. Generally, the values here and in higher education are 

not responsive to RPL and to its implications. (D) 

RPL for access and credit 

The responses from staff reflect both sides of the debate on the question of RPL 

for access and credit. Like their counterparts in the adult education project at 

Wits, some respondents at JCE suggested that RPL for access would be more 

beneficial to students than RPL for credit, because access offered the students an 

opportunity to go through the process that built both the knowledge and skills 

necessary to function effectively in higher education. 
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Access is the key. And if credit is given it must be in line with GBE 

principles and therefore demonstrated performance. (V) 

Rather access because it introduces them [RPL candidates] to new 

models of practice, new models of teaching and learning. Access 

also gets the student into the process of academia. (R) 

1 find these difficult to separate, but access is more valuable for the 

student and the institution. (M) 

Like their counterparts at UWC, others at lCE presented a position which 

suggested that RPL for access and credit can and should be explored because RPL 

candidates are different from each other, in that some would qualify for credit and 

others not. And like their counterparts at UWC, they espoused RPL for credit, but 

this did not emerge in their practice. 

In principle 1 think for both because RP L candidates are not all at 

the same level in terms of experience. (D) 

Both. There are people out there who can provide you with 

evidence for credit and they should get it. Then there are those 

who cannot and they should not get credit. (WJ 

Capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

The academics interviewed were confident that RPL could increase access. Like 

their counterparts at Wits they were not confident about equity, because equity 

implies significant changes to existing support structures for students as well as 

changes to teaching and learning, career guidance and financial support. 
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Access is possible, but equity places enormous responsibilities, 

financial, academic and otherwise on the institution. (V) 

Another academic pointed out that RPL can deliver on equity to students only if 

the RPL process is a swift and efficient one that benefits the student. 

If it is to redress inequalities, it can't be as time-consuming as we 

experienced in the pilot project. (D) 

Finally, another lecturer pointed out that equity is difficult but it could be achieved 

if the institution was committed to the redress agenda of RPL. This remained a 

crucial ingredient for being able to deliver on equity. 

Equity is a tall order. If your heart as an institution is not in it, 

don't do RP L because it will be resisted and equity will evade you. 

(W) 

RPL is pedagogically challenging 

The responses indicate that the challenges faced were not around the issue of 

knowledge equivalence, but more on the issues surrounding the articulation of 

experiential learning, and the capacity of students to be able to write narratives of 

experience. This challenge was compounded by the dilemma of some academics 

who were unsure about the kinds of experience that could be recognised. 

One lecturer said, about the challenges associated with articulating prior learning 

if such learning was matched with mainstream courses: 

Identifying areas in which knowledge and learning can be 

articulated is a problem because I was trying to match this with 

pre-defined existing courses. (D) 
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Another member of staff pointed to the challenges that students faced in the RPL 

process when she said: 

1 found that RPL students were not always able to examine their own 

experience in the context of a particular perspective. I acknowledge that 

this is skilled work, and I may have thrown them a curved ball. (M) 

This academic reflected on the pedagogical dilemma she encountered when she 

tried to work with prior knowledge and future learning at the same time. She 

raised concerns about the validity of RPL from a more leamer-centred perspective. 

She pointed to her need to balance recognising the prior learning of students with 

improving their educational practices, given that they were all experienced, 

practising teachers. 

I was always concerned that by recognising learning from 

experience, I could inadvertently recognise experience in bad and 

ineffective teaching practices. So I was continuously challenged to 

find the balance between recognition of prior learning and 

reconstruction of new learning. (V) 

This pedagogical dilemma contrasts with the teacher educators at Wits who 

experienced an "academic struggle" when they had to play dual roles of assessor 

and mentor, and also when RPL required them to bridge epistemological chasms, 

as set up by themselves, between experiential and academic learning. 

Still other staff in the leE pilot project commented on the challenges associated 

with the additional support that students needed, and the associated burden on 

staff and student alike. Their involvement in the RPL pilot was in addition to 

their regular course loads, which added significantly to the demands on them. 
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1 assumed that they [RPL students] knew more than they did, that 

is, 1 assumed that they could do critical reading of texts, but then 1 

had to teach this skill. In view of this 1 found it difficult to lay bare 

what they lacked without impacting on their self-esteem. (R) 

1 had to mentor students with writing skills and 1 had to put them 

through a portfolio process in a short period of time. All of this 

without access to the facilities of a writing centre which could 

support students and ease the burden on me. (T¥) 

Experiential learning and academic learning 

Like the staff at UWC and those in adult education at Wits, the lCE staff were 

comfortable with the idea that experiential learning had a place in an academic 

institution, and that there was a relationship between the two kinds of learning and 

knowledge. 

We must acknowledge the difference between the two firstly, and 

that the two can work together. We need theoretical academic 

learning to make sense of experiential practical knowledge. But 1 

think what we usually do is to judge their [students '] experiences 

as somehow inferior. (D) 

1 feel the two can interface, and we see it in teaching practice. Our 

own mainstream students say that they learn very little, until they 

get out there [in the schools]. So there is a case for experiential 

learning having a place in academia and in teacher education. (V) 

1 feel the two kinds of learning can work together and should work 

together, it's just that as academics sometimes we are not 

comfortable with working with learning that has occurred 
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elsewhere simply because we don't know the site [of the learning] 

well. (W) 

6.5 SUGGESTIONS FROM ACADEMICS FOR THE PRACTICE OF 

RPL 

The academics' suggestions refer to the institutional philosophy, to the curriculum 

and to the importance of staff development. Like their counterparts at Wits in 

adult education, some academics also felt that it takes a particular type of 

institution and person to engage in RPL and its associated activities. 

If peoples' minds were to change, then I think practices or the rules 

or regulations or structures can always be changed. (D) 

It takes dedication to RP L students, and I think an RP L unit could 

fulfil this role of dedication to RP L. (W) 

This academic pointed to the complexity associated with having to match 

students' prior learning with the HDE course structures that are composite and 

hierarchically organised. His experiences made him aware of the importance of 

making curriculum content and processes transparent and flexible so that the prior 

learning of students and the college courses could interface and be responsiv.e to 

each other. 

The RP L process should be standardised if we want to extend it to 

more people. It [the RPL process] should be explicit to the 

students. RP L requires a curriculum to be quite flexible. What we 

then need is to compare our curriculum with what practitioners 

need or have and to be able to incorporate it into the curriculum. 

So I would suggest an opening up of the curriculum. (D) 
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This academic made a clear suggestion from expenence that RPL must be a 

mainstream activity of the institution, an activity which recognises the work of the 

academics and the contributions of the RPL students. She said: 

RP Lean 't be latched on [an add on). It must be part of the 

institution. RP L students and staff must have a place or a unit from 

which they do their work. They must have a spot where they meet, 

have their resources, a place that gives them a sense of well-being. 

That's how you institutionalise RP L. (R) 

Like their counterparts at UWC, the staff at lCE also pointed to staff development 

as another crucial ingredient for the institutionalisation of RPL. 

We need staff development in terms of how to assist learners with 

experiential knowledge and this has implications for both the 

ability and the mindset of the staff. While this has financial 

implications, to ignore RP L is to turn your back on an enormous 

bank of resources. (V) 

Like their counterparts at Wits, lCE academics found that RPL had placed many 

additional burdens on them as academics and suggested the commitment of 

resources was vital: 

As academics we need support for RP L in the form of a writing 

centre and access to tutors who are able to assist both the RPL 

student and the academics engaging in RP L. (fV) 

6.6 ANALYSIS OF STUDENTS' EXPERIENCE OF RPL AT JCE 

Like their counterparts at Wits and UWC, the students at lCE were well-informed 

about RPL and its implications for them as adult students in the university. 
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Capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

The students at the College of Education, like those interviewed in both Wits 

projects, were sceptical about the capacity of RPL to deliver on access and equity. 

RP L can't bring equity or access if you are going to look only at 

paper qualifications like certificates. (M) 

RP L can bring equity and access, but it depends whom you consult. 

There needs to be a fundamental framework in colleges which is 

clear for management and students. (M) 

Maybe access, but equity, no! (E) 

They were despondent about the institution's emphasis on formal qualifications 

and valuing of formal knowledge. This contrasted sharply with students' 

experiences at Wits in teacher education, who read academic ways of knowing as 

a given and did not challenge the power implications of such valorisation. In the 

words of one student: 

You see this academic record that they want at JCE, this 

certificate, this matric, you are no longer in line with the actual 

meaning of RPL. You are doing something else which is parallel to 

RPL. (M) 

Students also pointed to the potential of the college to design and implement a 

framework of RPL that could clarifY the equity and redress agenda of RPL. As 

students pointed out: 
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There needs to be a jimdamental framework in colleges, which is 

clear for management and students. (M) 

They made suggestions about how such a framework could be implemented when 

they said: 

It was a problem for me not to know t~e exact courses you need to 

meet the requirements of the qualification. So it would be 

important that future RP L projects are clear about what students 

need to meet the requirements of your qualifications at JeE. (S) 

I would have been happy to know the courses I need to qualifY. (£) 

RPL for access and credit 

Students had similar views to some of the students at UWC, who felt RPL should 

be used for both credit and access. They pointed out clearly, like the students at 

UWC, that if RPL for credit is used there needs to be a process of quality 

assurance in that the evidence would have to be checked for validity. Their 

responses also suggested that if RPL for credit was used then the process for 

seeking credit must be explicit to the student and the institution alike. 

For both access and credit. But you need to check my evidence and 

my abilities. You can give me an oral on a particular concept or a 

particular subject and see whether I can perform. If I can't well 

and good no credit. But if I can, why should I stay here and spend 

the whole year doing what I know? (M) 

For both. But when it's for credit we need to know what we need to 

show the college that will allow us to get credit, what is the process 

and how to go about it. (£) 
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Most valued experience 

Like the students at Wits and UWC, the students at lCE valued the RPL process 

for the personal benefits it afforded them. 

1 found the RP L process helped me to understand myself better and 

even people at home. It really empowered me. (H) 

RP L gave me more confidence in myself and in my studies. (S) 

Barriers encountered 

Students in this case were vocal about the barriers they encountered. They 

showed clearly they understood the institutional requirements and experienced 

them as barriers, and they challenged them. This contrasts with the students at 

Wits in teacher education. The teacher education students were aware of the 

institutional requirements, but they read these as given and complied with the 

requirements. 

The problem at JCE is that you focusing too much on paper 

qualifications and you did not focus on the experience. (M) 

Collecting evidence is sometimes difficult, why not give me an 

oral? (M) 

Guidelines for a framework for RP L were not clear at the level of 

administration. (M) 

It was a problem for me not to know the exact courses you [the 

student} needed to meet the requirements of the qualification. (S) 
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These experiences of RPL students were also echoed by a staff member who said: 

At the moment we are locked in a qualification, a certificate and 

formal requirements. We are still ruled by paper qualifications 

rather than by good practice. (V) 

6.7 SUGGESTIONS FROM STUDENTS FOR THE PRACTICE OF RPL 

The suggestions made by students in this case were specific and related mostly to 

the RPL process. Firstly, they suggested that RPL requires a range of assessment 

methods so as to be responsive to students' needs. 

Oral examinations and interviews are very important for RP L. 

These give you a chance to show yourself to the institution in a 

more confident way. (M) 

Sometimes, I need to meet you informally before I get assessed. (E) 

Like a student at UWC, one RPL student felt that if the RPL assessment process 

required testimonials from colleagues or seniors as evidence, then these 

testimonials needed to be monitored and controlled for their validity and 

relevance. 

When you use referees, that is those who work with you daily, 

evaluate these too. Don't just accept them. (M) 

Another student felt that RPL was particularly valuable for teachers who did not 

have opportunities in the past to upgrade or further their studies. She commented 

thus: 

Keep RP L open especially to teachers. (S) 
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One student felt strongly that RPL was useful and the RPL course at college had 

the potential to meet the needs of adults if it was designed with a specific group of 

RPL students in mind, and if it was marketed to the appropriate target group. 

You need a framework for RP L and you need to market it to people 

out there. If the college can make a course or product specifically 

for people who must undergo RPL, they market that product and 

then they put all those students together to work on their RP L 

portfolio. (M) 

6.8 CONCLUSION 

What do the experiences of the respondents, both staff and students, tell us about 

RPL at the Johannesburg College of Education? 

The academics interviewed in this study generally expressed positive views about 

RPL. They perceived support from the management as represented by the Deputy 

Head of the College, but experienced the institutional philosophy, orientation and 

curriculum to be at odds with RPL. The RPL project explored RPL practices with 

no policy in place. The downside of going without a policy has meant that there 

was no overall strategy to communicate about the RPL project across the college, 

nor to extend the pilot to other departments in the college, resulting in a marginal 

project. 

These issues appear to be aggravated by a tightly structured curriculum governed 

by fixed national norms, and interpreted in a way that has made the HDE at JeE 

difficult to obtain and with few spaces for recognising prior learning. While the 

college has a supportive work and managerial environment, it has now been 

incorporated into Wits, where the environment at faculty level is experienced as 

less supportive and encouraging, as discussed in Chapter Four. 
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The students interviewed in this study expressed concern at the college's 

preoccupation with formal qualifications. They seem critical of the privileging of 

certificates and previous formal learning. This contrasted sharply with students in 

the teacher education pilot at Wits, who were grateful to get an opportunity to 

study at a "world class" institution, and in an RPL programme that essentially 

prepared them for their future studies at Honours level. The lCE students' open 

criticism of the college's preoccupation with formal qualification also contrasted 

with the view of the academics, who seemed not to allow themselves to be critical 

of this preoccupation, except for one of the academics who said clearly: 

At the moment we are locked in a qualification, a certificate and 

formal requirements. We are still ruled more by paper 

qualifications than by good practice. (V) 

And another who said: 

We need to look at the philosophy of the institution. RP L must be 

reflected in this philosophy. Generally, the values in higher 

education are not responsive to RPL and to its implications. (D) 

The students' experiences made them acutely aware of how the RPL process could 

and should be improved, and they remained pessimistic about RPL delivering 

equity and redress in education. Although they spoke about the potential of the 

college to design and implement a framework for RPL, they appear not to be 

convinced about the capacity of the institution in this regard. 

As noted in the case study of UWC (discussed in Chapter Five), RPL was 

experienced as a process that requires a supportive environment, wherein the goals 

of RPL are integrated with the overall institutional goals and vision. It also 

requires a commitment to staff development and curriculum change. What are the 
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chances that RPL can be developed beyond the pilot phase within the College of 

Education at Wits, given the rigours of incorporation and imminent restructuring 

of course offerings and departments? 

The academics that were involved in the RPL pilot project did so without 

reduction in their course loads, which added significantly to the time demands on 

them. It appears unlikely that staff would involve themselves in RPL in future if it 

was not factored into their workloads and was not considered in performance 

appraisal. This is not likely to happen given the incorporation of the College into 

Wits, where the experiences of academics has indicated that RPL is a marginal 

and contested activity. 

Another challenge that may prevent the college from moving beyond the pilot 

phase is that the college has merged with a university that is regarded as a research 

university, which privileges contributions to practice through academic research 

and publications. The work of the college in undergraduate studies, and its 

practical work in schools, still needs to prove and establish itself as valuable in an 

environment and culture that seems to regard academic work as separate from 

practical work. In view of this orientation of the university, the teacher educators 

at lCE may decide that RPL is a practical and unrewarding enterprise at the 

university, while academic research is privileged and rewarded, resulting in few 

academics who may be interested in future RPL projects. Involvement in RPL 

seems to suggest that the risks far outweigh the rewards. 

In terms of developments at the national level, the government has introduced a 

variety of changes to teacher education, ranging from how teachers are educated to 

the funding of teacher education programmes. One such change is to convert all 

Higher Diploma programmes for teacher, into Bachelor of Education degrees by 

2003 and 2004. This implies major restructuring of existing courses, 

accommodating present students in the new qualification and admitting new 

students. Between 2002 and 2004 the college will be involved in this 
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restructuring, which will have to meet national imperatives as well as the 

imperatives of the university with which it has merged. These processes promise 

to absorb vast resources of time and money, leaving very little of either for taking 

RPL ahead in the college. 

RPL may suffer yet another blow at the college. Access into the HDE 

programmes at the college was pegged at a senior certificate (matric) level, unlike 

the university sector which requires a matric with exemption to gain access. The 

incorporation of the college into the University may mean that some of the present 

and future college students will not meet the requirement for admission to the 

university. The College needs to make a case for the eligibility of its present and 

future students, once again leaving the case of admitting RPL students in 

abeyance. 

The college, like Wits, has not allocated any funding to RPL projects. The pilot 

projects were funded by donor money and the additional work, in terms of 

teaching, assessing and support of RPL students, was carried by the individuals 

who participated in the pilot projects. The college has not been forced to re­

examine its philosophy about adult learners with prior learning and experience. 

The experiences of staff and students suggest that the chances of RPL moving 

beyond the pilot phase seem slim at the College of Education at Wits. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING (RPL) AT THE 

UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE 

The power to know one thing [academic knowledge} is never the 

power to know all things. 

(Foster, 1994: 129). 

7.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE 

(UFS) 

Approximately five years older than the Johannesburg College of Education 

(JCE), the University of the Free State had humble beginnings in 1904 with just 

six students and a two-roomed building on the site of Grey College, a 

Bloemfontein school. This was the first time that students could register for a full 

Bachelor of Arts degree course. Two years later, in 1906, the institution was 

known as the Grey University College (GUC) and this separated and distinguished 

it from the school. As the number of students grew so did the academic 

programmes offered. By 1910 the university had courses in science and by 1945 

faculties for the study of law, education and social sciences were established. By 

1958 GUC had established a Faculty for Agriculture. 

During this time the institution was moving rapidly to becoming an Afrikaans 

language institution and eliminating English in the institution. The first step 

towards making the institution more Afrikaner oriented was to change its name to 

the Universiteitskollege van die Oranje-Vrystaat (University College of the 

Orange Free State) and the language medium to Afrikaans. This name was later 

changed to the Die Universiteit van die Oranje- Vrystaat (University of the Orange 

Free State) and again in 1999, after the first democratic elections, to the University 

of the Free State (UFS) (Van Schoor, undated). Each name change has brought 
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with it a change in the overall identity of the institution, from a "Christian 

Afrikaans" university to a "democratic plural university" (UFS Prospectus, 2001), 

with the last name change implying a transformed, open and non-racial university 

in South Africa. 

INSTITUTIONAL SNAPSHOT 

Founded 

Location 

Number of students in 2002 

RPL policy status 

Highest qualification offered 

Web page 

RPL pilot 

1904 

Bloemfontein 

15362 

Draft 

PhD 

www.uovs.ac.za 

1999-2000 

Presently, the University of the Free State is a parallel medium institution, 

meaning that tuition is provided in English and Afrikaans in its six faculties. The 

university has shown unprecedented growth in student numbers since the late 

1990s, and presently has an equal number of black and white students emolled. 

The first black students were admitted only in the late 1980s. Unlike the 

University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) that has been consistent in adopting 

research as its major function, the UFS has taken more of an entrepreneurial 

stance. According to its prospectus the university "adopted an entrepreneurial 

approach in order to face the challenges of the current South African higher 

education market. Through marketing ... the university has positioned itself to 

promote academic entrepreneurship" (UFS Prospectus, 2001: 1). 

Unlike Wits and UWC, which have long histories of resisting apartheid, the UFS 

was perceived as epitomising apartheid institutions. It educated many of the 

apartheid politicians and members of the public service and toed the line rather 

than resisting the apartheid regime. Presently, it is repositioning itself to become 
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"a multicultural" university that has opened its doors to black students, and has 

even appointed a black chancellor who also happens to be the Premier of the Free 

State. The correct positioning and stance coupled with correct timing has enabled 

the UFS to reinvent itself. It seems to have managed to adapt itself to the changes 

that confront it rather than succumb to them. As one student said: 

It could be seen as an institution that hunts with the hounds and 

runs with the rabbits. 1, however, have immense respect for those 

academics who were able to make major shifts in their attitudes 

and approaches to work in this multicultural university. (J) 

During the apartheid era (from 1948) in South Africa, the UFS was the intellectual 

home to many Afrikaner politicians. Now, since 1994, with the ushering in of the 

African National Congress (ANC) government, it has become the intellectual 

home to many of the black politicians serving the Free State province. 

This ability of the UFS to change with the times is reflected starkly in the names 

of the various student residences on its campus. While one residence is named 

after Braam Fischer, a committed communist, another is named after Hendrik 

Verwoerd, the architect of apartheid, and another is to be named after Nelson 

Mandela, a freedom fighter charged with treason by the apartheid government and 

later the first president of a democratic South Africa. 

7.2 RPL POLICY AND RESEARCH INITIATIVES AT UFS 

The UFS, like JCE, has neither an RPL policy nor a draft RPL policy. Policy 

initiatives are just beginning to emerge, with the university management having 

scheduled its first meeting to discuss an institutional RPL policy in June 2002. 

However, in the absence of an RPL policy, the School of Management, in the 

Faculty of Economic Management Science, piloted an RPL portfolio course as one 
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in a suite of courses in the first year of study in the Bachelor of Management 

Leadership (BML). The portfolio course was a compulsory course for all 

students, and it was only after successful completion that students could proceed 

to subsequent courses. The BML has multiple exit points, which enables students 

to obtain a Certificate in Management Leadership after the first year of study, and 

a Diploma in Management Leadership at the end of the second year of study. The 

third year of study is the final year of study towards the Bachelor in Management 

Leadership (BML). 

The BML course was set up in collaboration with academics from the School for 

New Learning at DePaul University, Chicago in the United States of America 

" ... specifically to provide leadership training to adult learners" (Anderson and 

Maharasoa, 2002: 19). This institutional partnership was further strengthened by 

partnerships with large businesses in South Africa, which employed many of the 

students registered in the BML programme. 

As one of the academics pointed out: 

The BML is a working partnership between the university, the 

world of work and the students. (B) 

One of the students said: 

The BML gave me a true feeling of owning my learning and of 

being in charge of my future learning path. (AT) 

Like the RPL pilot projects at Wits, UWC and lCE, the RPL pilot at UFS was 

funded by JET. While Wits and lCE (discussed in Chapters Four and Six 

respectively) explored the possibilities of RPL within existing academic 

programmes, and UWC (discussed in Chapter Five) explored a stand-alone 

portfolio development course, the UFS set up a portfolio development course 
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which was a compulsory course for all students registered in the Bachelor of 

Management Leadership (BML). Unlike the BEd (Honours) at Wits and the HDE 

at JeE, the BML degree course was set up specifically for adult learners who had 

experience in management and leadership, but who did not possess a senior 

certificate with exemption, a prerequisite for entering any South African 

university. 

In addition, the BML degree is moduralised and consists of courses that are not all 

hierarchically organised, thus facilitating elective study. This flexibility in the 

structure of the degree and the courses allowed for students' prior learning to 

become part of the curriculum, in that the portfolio which was part of the BML 

curriculum created a space for students to document their learning from 

expenence. 

Because of the adult orientation of the BML, it is possible that RPL was seen as a 

logical component of this qualification and an uncontroversial practice. The 

academics Benny, Alta and Mana seemed to work with the assumption that there 

can be a conversation between different ways and cultures of knowing. By having 

a portfolio course as a credit-bearing course within the BML degree, academics at 

UFS faced head-on the dilemma of knowledge equivalence experienced by the 

teacher educators at Wits. 

The approach of academics at UFS suggests that for them RPL did not present an 

"academic struggle" to find valid procedures for assessing knowledge from other 

fields of practice. Instead their approach was to recognise that students have 

learned from experience, and that this learning could be accredited. It could be 

seen as an honest acknowledgment of difference, and an honest way of 

acknowledging that experiential learning was new to them as academics. The 

only way they seemed to make sense of such learning was by acknowledging the 

learning in a compulsory course for all students, where credit could be obtained 
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once students had met course requirements - an acknowledgement that seems less 

invasive on students' lives. 

What appears to emerge is that the portfolio course was not an access course (as at 

UWC) or a provisional, experimental arrangement within professional 

programmes (as at Wits and lCE), but rather a commitment to admitting and 

developing a curriculum for a group of adult learners. 

7.3 AN RPL PORTFOLIO DEVELOPMENT COURSE 

Eighteen students successfully completed the compulsory portfolio development 

course in RPL in 1999, and six of these students, lanet, Albie, Deon, Thato, 

Bobby and Dion, were interviewed for the purpose of this study. All six students 

interviewed hold senior managerial positions in companies, such as Dulux (Deon), 

Telkom (Bobby and Dion), and government departments such as the 

Communications Department (Albie), the Department of Agriculture in 

Bloemfontein (Thato) and Musicon, a music academy, with links to the 

Department of Arts and Culture (Janet). Many of the students manage and lead 

departments or divisions with between five and 25 people. 

Like the students in adult education at Wits, the students at UFS were born 

between 1952 and 1962. Unlike the students in adult education, all of the UFS 

students interviewed completed their schooling with few, if any, interruptions. All 

the students interviewed had senior certificates (matric), but not with the 

mandatory exemption required for admission to university. 

The learning paths of two students showed certain challenges and obstacles. Albie 

was educated at a farm school. This meant that he spent a lot of his time at school 

in large classes that usually catered for children of different ages and standards 

within the same room. He remembers his first year at school, which he spent with 

children who were four and five years older than he was, because his particular 
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class catered to children from grade one through to standard three, a common 

occurrence in farm schools. Albie left school when he was sixteen years old. He 

obtained his senior certificate (matric) by studying through correspondence. 

Thato remembers schooling being a scarce commodity, as her parents could not 

always afford to send all their children to school. Her schooling was punctuated 

with periods of unpaid fees and absence from school, but hard work, dedication 

and financial assistance from the extended family enabled her to obtain her senior 

certificate (matric). 

All the students have found studying at UFS invigorating but demanding. They 

expressed difficulties with the volume of work associated with the BML 

programme and the impact of this on their personal and work lives. All of them 

found that once they had established a pattern in the first year of study they 

managed to balance the demands made on them by home, work and university 

more effectively. Like the students in the RPL programmes at Wits, UWC and 

lCE, motivation, focus and dedication are traits that characterised the RPL 

students at UFS. 

The expenences and words of three of the students point clearly to these 

personality traits. These words and experiences also point to the different ways in 

which they managed their lives as working adults and students: 

I learnt quickly that 'if I was to ensure that my family life, work life 

and university life did not suffer, I worked with a routine which 

usually required that once I was home from work I would spend the 

hours from six to nine in the evening with the family. No reading 

the paper or watching television - strictly with the family. By nine 

everyone in the family had enough of me so the next three hours I 

spent either completing assignments or reading for my next 

lectures, or doing some workfrom the office. (DN) 
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Another student organised his life in this way: 

Because my children are a bit older, I could spend every free 

moment I had, in the evening, doing reading for my courses or 

completing assignments. The first year was the most difficult, but 

thereafter I got used to the pace of things - studying, working and 

family. (AT) 

And another student in this way: 

I would spend every Friday and Saturday on university work. 

Sundays was for family, unless I had a major assignment to hand 

in, and Monday to Thursday was for work. After the first year of 

study this became my routine and my family also began to work 

with it. (BB) 

Of the six students interviewed two were white and four were black. Two of the 

six students were women. All of the students interviewed have graduated from 

the BML degree and one of them (Deon) has been accepted for a Masters 

Programme in Business Administration, at UFS. 

The procedure for admitting students into the portfolio course begins with a 

compulsory interview, the aim of which is to inform the student about the 

portfolio course and the BML. An associated aim is to enable learners to assess 

their own readiness for the tasks ahead. Once admitted, the student registers for 

the portfolio course. All the administrative tasks associated with student 

registration are done in the School of Management, and in particular with the 

coordinator of the BML programme. This means that first-time students do not 

have to engage with general university or Faculty administrators who have many 

other students to attend to. Instead students register directly with the BML 
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coordinator, who knows the status and profile of each of the students. This 

specialised approach to admission is also used for paying of fees and the use of the 

library and other resources, all located in the School of Management. In the words 

of one of the academics: 

The coordinator's office is the one stop shop for the RP L students. 

(B) 

This supportive and tailored approach seems to make the UFS's approach to RPL 

unique, and it contrasts with the approaches taken at Wits, UWC and lCE 

(discussed in Chapter Four, Five and Six respectively), where the approach was 

more on access for the students, and once they were in the university the students 

were on their own and had to navigate their own paths in the institution. While a 

tailored approach appears supportive, it could inadvertently segregate students 

from the rest of the university and even from other students. 

The portfolio development course consisted of four modules. Module one was at 

the heart of the portfolio and focused on reflective activities that enabled students 

to articulate their prior learning. Module two focused on academic skills such as 

those for the development of language and problem-solving skills. Module three 

introduced students to a Management Leadership Model. The aim was to enable 

students to get exposure to the content of some of the subsequent courses of the 

BML. This module also enabled students to assess themselves, set goals and plan 

their learning paths in relation to the certificate, the diploma or the degree in 

Management Leadership. This was an opportunity for students to decide which 

exit they wished to pursue. The fourth module provided opportunities for students 

to develop numeracy skills. 

The portfolio course ran for six months and students and staff met every Friday 

afternoon for four hours and on Saturdays for six hours, to complete the 

requirements of the portfolio (Anderson, 1999). 
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Module one of the portfolio course, which was essentially the main part of the 

portfolio course, consisted of eight units. In unit one (Who am 1j, students 

completed activities that enabled them to find out more about themselves. In this 

unit students worked in groups and individually to define their learning needs, 

their personalities and their learning styles and how these three variables 

intersected and facilitated effective future learning. 

Armed with such self-understanding, which was considered by academic staff to 

be crucial to future success, students proceeded to unit two (Understanding the 

BML Programmes), which introduced the BML programme and how the 

individual fitted into it. In this unit the aims and objectives of the BML 

programme were made explicit to the students, as was the curriculum and the 

assessment requirements. This unit presented activities that enabled students to 

evaluate themselves against the demands of the BML course. The unit served as 

an effective reality check for students about their strengths and weaknesses on the 

one hand, and the demands of the BML degree on the other hand. 

Unit three (Exploring my prior experience) provided opportunities for learners to 

explore their prior learning. Students were invited to state what work experience 

they had and to extract what they had learnt from this experience. The whole of 

this unit privileged learning from experience and made students feel confident 

about such learning. The portfolio course manual contained statements such as: 

As an adult who is contemplating entering or returning to 

university, you should know that one of the advantages you have 

over traditional aged students is your life experience (Anderson, 

1999: 36). 

Further on: 
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UFS values and awards credits for things you have done or learned 

outside the classroom (Anderson, 1999: 36). 

Unit four (The portfolio process) introduced students to constituent parts of the 

portfolio, which students could compile so as to claim credit for prior learning. 

This unit alerted students to four important tasks that needed to be completed if 

they were to request credit for learning. Of interest is that the portfolio to seek 

credit for prior learning is part of a larger portfolio development course. The 

constituent parts of the portfolio for credit are: 

Identification and definition of specific prior learning for which 
credit is being requested. 

An essay or narrative which explains how this prior learning was 
gained and how it relates to the student's future learning path. 

Documentation or evidence of learning acquired. 

A credit request which states clearly the areas of credit being 
sought. 

Students were guided through this process by mentors who had staff training in 

portfolio development and experiential learning. A major part of the staff 

development was facilitated by academic partners in the School for New Learning 

at De Paul University in Chicago, which is well known for its experiential and 

adult focused programmes in Management. 

Mentors also provided students with sample portfolios, as a way to get them 

started on this task. In some ways this portfolio was similar to the one presented 

by the DLL at UWC (discussed in Chapter Five). Both the UWC and the UFS 

portfolios had sections in which students could identify prior learning and provide 

evidence of such learning. Where they differed was that at UWC students had to 

do a critical reading of two self-selected texts, whereas at UFS students were 

required to make requests for credit in various courses and to provide evidence for 

such requests. Another difference is that at UWC the portfolio course in its 
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entirety was simply a unit in a module at the UFS. It is important to note that the 

UWC portfolio was for access or admission in the university. At UFS the 

portfolio is module one of the portfolio development course, and credit is obtained 

in the BML degree for those students with a matriculation exemption. For those 

without a matriculation exemption, who therefore did not qualify for admission, it 

is an alternative means of access to the university. The UFS portfolio 

development course has been accepted by the Matriculation Board as an 

alternative to the matriculation exemption, a regulatory requirement for access 

into a university in South Africa. 

Unit five (Relating my learning experience to the BML Programme) required 

students to determine a link between their experience, as defined and described in 

unit three, and the domains in the BML programme. The BML programme 

consists of four domains or learning programmes: environmental issues; skills in 

management; leadership; and lifelong learning, such as computer and 

interpersonal skills. In unit five students are required to take stock of their prior 

learning and to fit it into these domains. This exercise enabled the learner to see 

areas of strengths and weakness in relation to the BML programme, and to decide 

whether the BML degree suited their educational plans and goals, or if they should 

do the certificate or the diploma. This unit therefore required students to examine 

their strengths and their weakness and to plan their career path with this 

information. 

The next activity III this unit required students to map their career path by 

examining not only what they had (their strengths) but also to examine what they 

needed to improve on (their weaknesses) to succeed in their selected paths. This 

activity can be seen as yet another opportunity for students to do a reality check 

and to ensure for themselves that the learning path they chose, be it the certificate, 

the diploma or the degree, was appropriate for them. There was a strong 

acknowledgement in the activity that students could and should determine their 
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own career paths, and there was a strong sense of agency on the part of the 

students. 

In the words of students: 

The PDC enabled me to explore myself! I realised who I was. 

(BB) 

It [the P DC] was an opportunity for self discovery. (AT) 

The PDC taught me a great deal about myself and my relationships 

with others. (J) 

In unit six (Defining my learning portrait) students defined who they were as 

learners by exploring a variety of learning strategies that they were most and least 

comfortable with. This units culminates with students writing down examples of 

their most and least preferred learning strategies, and ways in which they could 

develop a positive approach to the least preferred learning strategies. 

After students had defined themselves in terms of preferred learning strategies, 

they were required to do a critical reading of a variety of academic texts, selected 

by the academics. In particular the emphasis of the activity was on getting 

students to articulate the main argument in the articles. After the activity on 

critical reading, students had to write a competence statement about themselves, a 

statement which said what they could do and what they knew in relation to the 

text. Students were guided throughout this activity by mentors who also provided 

examples of competence statements. Here it is interesting to note that while the 

critical reading of texts was an integral part of the PDC at UWC, at UFS the 

critical reading of texts was linked to competence statements that students 

generated about themselves. At Wits in teacher education, critical reading of texts 

was the basis of the entire portfolio course. 
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After this competence statement, students were required to write a learning 

autobiography, in which they described their current educational goals and what 

contributed to their decision to study in higher education. Once again the purpose 

was to enable the learners to understand themselves as learners and to select 

learning programmes appropriate to their style and attitudes as individual learners. 

Autobiography was an important component in the PDC at UWC as well as in 

adult education at Wits and at lCE. Academics there used biographical maps as a 

tool for learners to reflect on prior learning. At UFS the focus of the 

autobiography was more on enabling students to choose a career path and less on 

reflection of prior learning. 

Unit seven (Assessing my learning experience) focused on students assessing their 

academic skills in the context of the four domains (Environmental, Management, 

Leadership and Lifelong Learning) within the BML programme. In contrast to 

previous units, which explored work and personal experience, this unit required 

students to explore the experience they had with specific competences like 

reading, using English as the language for writing, basic mathematical skills, 

academic essay writing, note taking, taking exams and critical reasoning, and how 

these fit the competences relevant to the four domains in the BML programme. 

From this assessment of their academic competences students were required to 

formulate a goal statement which makes explicit what the student wishes to derive 

from the three years of study. 

Unit eight (My educational goal) is the final section of the reflective component 

of the portfolio development course. This unit requires students to formulate a 

plan that enables them to achieve the goal statement formulated in unit seven. At 

this point students decide if they wish to exit at the certificate level or if they wish 

to complete the three year degree programme. At this stage they have a good idea 

of who they are, what they can do and what is needed to succeed in the BML 

programme. 
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Part of the plan requires students to consider how they will finance the study 

option they have selected as well as the articulation of the plans required for 

balancing their studies with their home and work lives. While students at UFS 

had to device an explicit plan on how they would manage their lives as adult 

students, this issue was also a component of the portfolio course at UWC. At 

UWC students were allocated to a mentor who advised them about the 

compilation of the portfolio and how to manage their time, taking home, 

university and work into account. 

Module one, which is the basis of the portfolio development course at UFS, takes 

the student full circle, starting with "who am I" and ending with "how do I 

navigate my life as an adult student"? Students who drop out of the portfolio 

development course, which is a compulsory component of the BML degree, are 

allowed to register for the course again, with a new fee payable. The overall cost 

of the portfolio course stands at five hundred and sixty five rands, an amount 

which contrasts with the cost of the portfolio development course at UWC which 

was one hundred rands during the pilot phase and three hundred rands from 2002 

onwards. Of significance is that the portfolio development course at UFS is a 

credit-bearing course, and the fees paid for RPL could be seen as an investment in 

the degree, whereas the portfolio course at UWC is a stand-alone generic course. 

7.3.1 ASSESSING RPL CREDITS 

At the end of the six months, when the portfolio course has been completed, 

students submit a portfolio that consists of the requests for credits (unit four 

discussed earlier). A review committee made up of the director of the BML 

programme, the presenter of the course in which credit is being sought, the 

administrator of the course and the student advisor, evaluate the portfolio. They 

make a recommendation that either awards or denies credit. Students are able to 

appeal against an unsatisfactory outcome. 
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Interestingly, all of the students interviewed received credit for courses done 

formally in other programmes and there was a relatively straightforward process 

of exchanging credits. It is instructive that none of the students applied for credit 

for learning from experience. Some of the students pointed out that they did not 

know how to articulate their prior learning into outcomes, as one student said: 

Actually, I simply did not know how to put my experience into 

outcomes, and by the time I knew how to do this I was way beyond 

the portfolio development course and well into the BML. (BB) 

Another student felt he needed all that the university had to offer and did not want 

to lose out on any new learning that might corne his way, and he said: 

I did not want to request credit because I felt every course was 

going to offer me something new and I did not want to miss out on 

this new learning even if I had experience in that area. (DN) 

Yet another student pointed to the importance of allowing time and information 

before students request credit: 

It is very difJicult to request credit in such an early phase of the 

programme [the portfolio development course}. Most of the time 

you get an idea of the courses that you can request credit in, but 

you don't have a detailed idea of the course. It is only once you 

are sitting in the course later in the year do you realise "hey, I 

know this stuff". (DD) 

The positions that these students have taken suggest that the process for requesting 

credits needs to span a longer time than what was offered in the portfolio course. 

It also suggests that students need a detailed account of what courses entail to be 
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able to make a request for credit. This detailed account may give students the 

confidence to take on the challenge of requesting credit for learning from 

experience. Like the students in the teacher education pilot at Wits, the position 

of some of the students at UFS shows that academic learning is valued over 

experiential learning, and this learning is something students want. As one 

student said: 

I believe if I got credit I will be poorer in the end. (DN) 

Another student framed his position similarly when he said: 

By not asking/or credit 1 was richer in the end. (AT) 

7.3.2 STAFF DEVELOPMENT 

Staff development is a consistent feature of the portfolio development course and 

the BML. Staff are trained in assessing portfolios and experiential learning. Staff 

cannot hold a permanent teaching position on the BML if they have not 

participated in staff development. De Paul University in Chicago and the Council 

for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) facilitated major staff development 

workshops for staff teaching on the portfolio course and the BML degree as a 

whole. 

While staff development has been a consistent part of the portfolio course, such 

development was wanting at JCE, Wits and UWC. While UWC has committed 

itself to staff development in its three year rolling plan, in the pilot phase of the 

RPL project staff development was not a consistent component of the project, and 

it seems to be weakly conceptualised, with senior management hoping that it will 

happen rather than creating conditions and a climate for staff development to 

happen (Volbrecht, 2002). 
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7.4 AN ANALYSIS OF ACADEMICS' EXPERIENCE OF RPL 

Academics' experience of RPL is analysed against the background of a specialised 

degree programme, specifically designed for adult learners. 

Institutional context and faculty support 

Like the academics in the DLL at UWC, academic staff in the BML at UFS 

appeared to have enjoyed the support of senior management. It seems this support 

created the space in which a handful of academics were able to explore the 

promise and the challenges associated with the implementation of RPL. In the 

words of one academic: 

I had the complete support of the Senate of the University as well 

as the leadership within the University to pilot the Bachelor in 

Management and Leadership and the portfolio development 

course. This support was vital to the implementation and the 

success of the RP L project at UFS (BJ 

Also, like the academics at UWC and Wits, academics at UFS experienced a 

degree of inflexibility from administrative staff. In the words of the coordinator of 

the BML: 

Administratively, nothing was geared for RP L. Any process of 

admission that was different to the traditional way of admissions 

was a threat [to the Faculty administrators). (M) 

The administration of our university is not suited for the 

individualised and accreditation and developmental nature of the 

programmes, leading to frustrations. (AJ 
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This inflexibility played out quite differently from that at UWC and Wits in that 

the BML staff were able to establish an autonomous unit which was specifically 

geared to accommodate adult learners. The administrative unit was able to deal 

with applications to the BML efficiently; it was able to provide the necessary 

information to students timeously and generally was able to implement RPL 

smoothly with relatively few administrative hitches. The staff were able to 

sidestep administrative procedures that were not supportive of RPL largely 

because of the support from senior management within the university, and also 

because they enjoyed a commitment of resources - financial in particular. As one 

student said: 

I always felt that I was treated like an adult and that the 

administrators of the BML knew we had jobs and a life, we were 

not these youngsters who only had university to think about. (BB) 

RPL for access and credit 

The academics were vocal about RPL for credit. They felt that RPL for access 

was not appropriate for adults who had vast experience. Merely giving access to 

these adults would be a failure to recognise who these adults were and the 

experience they brought in to the university. The felt strongly that RPL should be 

implemented for credit. 

As one academic pointed out: 

RP L for access is an insult to adult students with experience. It's 

telling them that all your experience is worth to the university is to 

give you entrance and nothing more. Your experience is worth 

nothing more than a matric exemption to the university. (B) 

The coordinator of the BML felt that both types of RPL served different purposes. 
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Both are important to us because those with less than matric need 

and get access, those with more learning get credit. (M) 

It is interesting to note that even though the lecturers were supportive and 

affirming of RPL for credit, very few students obtained credit for informal 

learning. Credit was largely given for formal courses and learning. Even though 

students point out that they did not apply for credit because they did not know 

how to convert experiential learning into outcomes, it is also possible that students 

did not apply for credit because they did not think that their prior experiential 

learning was related to their new qualification or that it was valuable. 

Capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

The academics pointed out that although at this moment in the history of South 

Africa equity and redress issues frame policy initiatives, in RPL there is a need to 

move beyond equity for historically disadvantaged students and rather to use RPL 

as a tool to facilitate equity and redress for all adult learners. They cautioned that 

if RPL was a tool for equity and access of the historically disadvantaged only, then 

few years from now, the very students who got access and credit on the basis of 

RPL would once against be disadvantaged and stigmatised because it could be 

construed that RPL was a form of affirmative action and an "easy way" for 

students to get into university. In spite of this caution they believed that RPL has 

the potential to deliver on equity and access. 

Let RPL be for the benefit of adult learners. Let it be a tool to 

facilitate access and credit thereby bringing equity to all adult 

learners who never had the opportunity to go to university for 

whatever reason. (B) 
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RP L should be about individuals taking control of their lives as 

adults, whoever that adult is. (B) 

J think it can deliver on both, especially if we can facilitate a 

change in our educational practices. (A) 

RPL is pedagogically challenging 

Like the academics at UWC, the academics at UFS experienced RPL as 

challenging because it forced them to engage with students who were well versed 

in their fields of practice. Unlike the teacher educators at Wits, the academics at 

UFS did not seem to experience a conflict with assessing and mentoring, nor the 

"academic struggle" of recognising learning from a different site of practice. As 

one of the academics stated: 

My major pedagogical challenge was that J had students in my 

class who knew much more than J did about certain issues. (B) 

The course co-ordinator pointed out that it was a challenge for her to get students 

to understand that it was learning that was being accredited and not experience, 

and that students found it difficult to distinguish between the two. 

Sometimes making learners understand the difference between 

experience and learning was a challenge for me. (M) 

It is important to note that the BML is an undergraduate qualification and the 

qualification at Wits was a specialist postgraduate qualification. This difference 

in level appeared to have contributed to the Wits academics' "struggle" of having 

to mentor and support students who they believed should have had the literacy 

skills associated with study at a postgraduate level. 
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Experiential learning and academic learning 

The staff felt strongly that the dichotomy between experiential and academic 

learning was a false one. They believed that it was a lack of knowledge and 

understanding of experiential learning that led to such distinctions. 

I don't see these forms of learning as incompatible. All I see is 

learning, learning and learning. If anything I would admit that as 

academics we don't know what kind of learning we are dealing 

with when we deal with experiential learning. (B) 

I don't think in the academic field experience is excluded. (M) 

Many academics make experience out to be something hanging in 

the air. To me experience is demonstration of learning. (B) 

We see them as compatible. The student brings to the classroom 

competencies developed from experience, whilst the lecturer brings 

foundational academic competencies. Together through a process 

of collaborative learning, the reflective competencies of the learner 

develop, and this reflective learning is university learning. (A) 

One of the academics also questioned the assumptions and rights of academics to 

value one kind of learning over another. 

You [the academic} don't know what you are dealing with 

[learning from experience} yet you want to go to the learner with 

preconceived ideas and expect to match the learners' learning with 

your academic outcomes. (B) 
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7.5 SUGGESTIONS FROM ACADEMICS FOR THE PRACTICE OF 

RPL 

Although the academics did not have many suggestions to make, all the 

suggestions related to enabling students to meet the imperatives of life rather than 

the imperatives of a qualification. Their suggestions were about students' all­

round well-being and not only their academic well-being. 

We need to find ways in which more students can participate in 

RP L programmes. (B) 

RPL programmes must be holistic. They [RPL programmes} must 

account for students as people who have lives and jobs and who 

want to further their studies as well. The support we give to the 

student to balance these aspects of their lives remains a crucial 

ingredient for success at university and of RP L programmes. (B) 

The coordinator of the BML suggested a need for a flow in communication about 

RPL: 

We need a constant flow of information both inside and outside the 

institution as to what RP L is about. (M) 

7.6 ANALYSIS OF STUDENTS' EXPERIENCES OF RPL AT UFS 

The capacity of RPL to deliver on equity and access 

Students were explicit that equity and access were not the automatic or guaranteed 

outcomes of RPL. Their responses show that they understood the complexity 

associated with access, and that access without support and success is worthless. 

Their responses suggest that students need more than RPL to cope at university, 
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and only if one could cope and succeed at university was equity a possibility 

through RPL. If access did not facilitate success then there was no equity for 

those entering the university on RPL. A similar point was made by the teacher 

educators at Wits who distinguished between physical access and 

"epistemological access" and pointed out that RPL did not necessarily facilitate 

the latter even if its equity agenda facilitated physical access. 

As one RPL candidate questioned: 

Access does not guarantee equity. We started out on this 

programme with 40 students, but we have J 8 students now. Why 

did those students drop out? Maybe because university requires 

research skills, writing skills, computer skills... and they did not 

have these. Where is the equity for those who got access? (BB) 

And another RPL candidate pointed out: 

Universities need to clearly differentiate between students who can 

cope at university and those who can't. So there is access but it's 

limited, because there is not necessarily equity! (DD) 

Another student pointed out that equity will evade black students in particular, 

because apartheid and job reservation policies ensured that they were usually 

employed in low-skilled and low-paying jobs which were not always conducive to 

acquiring valuable experience that would be recognised by the University. 

J don't believe that RP L can really give equity and access for past 

historical disadvantages, because it was the historically 

disadvantaged persons who did not get an opportunity to study or 

learn and participate in training courses. The same applies to 

experience. They were kept at lower positions and so would not 
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have gained the necessary learning from experience to advantage 

them now at University. (1) 

RPL for access and credit 

Like the students at Wits, UWC and lCE, the responses of students reflected both 

sides of the debate pertaining to RPL for access and credit. Their responses 

showed a sophisticated understanding of the implications of credit and access for 

students and their future learning. One student felt that RPL should be used for 

both access and credit, and that if students had relevant learning they should get 

the credit after such learning was assessed. This view of credit for relevant 

learning and for such learning to be assessed was also raised by students at UWC 

and lCE. 

J think it should be for both, but if RP L is used for credit, the 

experiential learning must be assessed and tested against criteria 

set by the university. After all we are competing with international 

universities, so whatever knowledge you accredit, you must assess 

so that such knowledge is on par with academic knowledge. (AT) 

Two other students pointed out that RPL for credit disadvantages the learner 

because it prevents them from new learning. 

J think it should be for access, because when you give credit to the 

student for his prior learning you actually disempower him because 

you prevent him from access to new learning. (DN) 

J think access is important. Although J could get credit for my 

learning from experience, J did not apply for because J would 

regret getting credit. J think by not applying for credit J would 
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have a much richer academic knowledge by attending the courses 

[for which I could get credit]. (AT) 

And still another student felt that students should get credit only for courses that 

they have done formally. 

You should get credit for courses you have done. (T) 

Most valued experience 

A common experience among all the students interviewed was that the portfolio 

development course was of immense personal value and that it enabled them to 

explore their strengths and discover who they were as individuals. This 

experience is expressed in different ways by each student interviewed in this case. 

The P DC enabled me to explore myself! I realised who I was. The 

leadership skills made me change as a manager completely. (BB) 

I learnt to understand myself and how to work with others. More 

importantly, previously studying was seen by me as an obstacle, 

now after the portfolio development course I see further study as 

something that is achievable. (DD) 

For me the P DC brought a paradigm shift. I was brought up in a 

conservative Afrikaans background, but after the P DC I had a shift. 

Here I saw people from different racial and cultural backgrounds 

with whom I had a lot in common. The P DC made us work 

together and this gave me an opportunity to see that all this time I 

was thinking about others in a very narrow way. (DN) 
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The portfolio development course made me discover myself. It 

made me find my strengths and weaknesses. It was an opportunity 

for self discovery. (AT) 

The portfolio development course gave me an opportunity to paint 

a picture of my life, of where J am and where J am going to and of 

my future learning and goals. (DN) 

The portfolio development course taught me a great deal about 

myself and my relationships with people. (1) 

My biggest gain has been confidence because I got to know myself. 

J now participate with confidence in work meetings. (T) 

Another general expenence among all the students interviewed related to the 

support they had received from lecturers, referring to their availability and 

accessibility. 

Our lecturers began their lectures by giving you their phone 

numbers, both home and office as well as their email addresses. 

(DN) 

The support we got from lecturers was very motivating. We could 

call them at home and even in the evening. They acknowledged that 

we had our jobs in the day and that the evening was sometimes the 

only time we had to contact them. (AT) 

On many occasions J had to consult my lecturers in the evening or 

at home. J always had the opportunity to do so. (BB) 

Our lecturers were always available, even at home. (DD) 
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Our lecturers treated us as adults, as their equals. I found them 

very accessible. (J) 

They were available when I needed them. (T) 

Barriers encountered 

Interestingly, in stark comparison with students at Wits and leE, the students at 

UFS experienced no barriers in the portfolio development course, nor in the BML, 

such as insensitivity from faculty, difficulty with obtaining evidence from 

prevIOUS employers and the preoccupation of valuing formal learning over 

experiential learning. One student referred to the duration of the BML as an 

irritation more than a barrier, when she said: 

I really felt that the portfolio course did not have to be for so long -

six months is a long time. (J) 

7.7 SUGGESTIONS FROM STUDENTS FOR THE PRACTICE OF RPL 

The students in this case made a variety of suggestions. These ranged from ideas 

for enabling students to master the process required by the university to request 

credit, to marketing RPL, to validating experiential learning. About the process 

for seeking credit the students had this to say: 

Teach new RP L students how to present their prior learning, 

especially if it's informal. Remember we don't have formal 

learning in the first instance, yet we are required to present our 

prior learning formally! (DD) 
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People don't understand and know how to apply for credit for 

experiential learning, so you may need to show the process to 

students. (BB) 

When applying for credits guide people through this process. Show 

clearly what the modules contain so people can see if they can 

apply for credits. I sat in two courses for which I could have 

applied and got credit if I knew more about those courses. (DD) 

On the issue of receiving credit for experiential learning, students felt strongly that 

experiential learning must be assessed before it can be accredited. They also felt 

that the university should be setting the criteria for such assessment. 

As two of the students suggested: 

If a person gets credit for experiential learning this learning must 

be assessed by the university against some standard set by the 

university. (AT) 

All learning whether it's experiential or academic must be tested 

before you can get credit for it. (DN) 

A student, like the one at JCE, suggested that there are many people who could 

benefit from the opportunities that RPL offered, but that RPL must be marketed 

and more people must get to know about RPL. 

The portfolio course and the BML programme must be marketed so 

more people can benefit from it. (DN) 
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7.8 CONCLUSION 

What do the experiences of academics and students say about RPL at UFS? 

In the absence of a policy at UFS, RPL is being implemented in a specialised 

degree programme. The programme seems flexibly designed for adult learners 

and provides multiple exit points. The programme has been designed in 

partnership with an international university that has experience in the design and 

implementation of adult focused programmes. This partnership and collaboration 

is extended to include industries in the Bloemfontein region that employ the BML 

students. 

The RPL portfolio course is a compulsory component in the BML programme, 

and appears to have the explicit support of the senior management of the 

university. Academics teaching the BML have managed to create what seems like 

an enclave in the School of Management where the BML and the needs of the 

adult students are the main focus. Such is the focus that RPL students are able to 

register with the coordinator of the BML programme and pay their fees at this 

office. The researcher's impression indicated that this self sustained and 

independent functioning of the BML appears to have ensured that students do not 

have to suffer administrative inflexibility at the hands of faculty staff, who usually 

see their jobs as upholding the rules rather than working with the rules in a 

flexible way. 

In addition to this special approach to administration, the RPL students have 

access to an in-house library as well as to a writing centre and computer facilities. 

This means that staff are relieved of the burden of mentoring, teaching and 

assessing the RPL students - a common occurrence at Wits and leE and a 

"pedagogical challenge" for some. 
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Staff development is perceived to be an important element in the RPL pilot at 

UFS. Staff received training from RPL practitioners from the School for New 

Learning at De Paul University as well as the Council for Adult and Experiential 

Learning (CAEL). 

Given this relatively smooth passage for RPL in the BML programme, can the 

university replicate this experience in other faculties, schools or qualifications, 

and what are the associated challenges ahead? One of the immediate challenges 

facing the university is to begin to grapple with an institutional policy on RPL. 

This implies that the university may need to begin to examine its own vision and 

mission in terms of RPL and how this interfaces or collides with national policy 

goals framed around issues of equity and redress. It may need to question its own 

commitment to widening access and the concomitant acceptance of providing 

support structures that facilitate success after access, across the whole institution. 

An associated challenge is the capacity to replicate the portfolio development 

course, across other faculties, schools or qualifications. While the BML was a 

specific response to a specific need expressed by big business and in partnership 

with big business, a similar lever may not be the impetus in other faculties or 

schools. Furthermore, the demand for RPL in the BML, essentially driven by the 

demand of big business, may not be the same in other qualifications. It may 

happen that other qualifications or faculties will never experience the demand that 

the BML experienced. 

Since 2000, the BML with the portfolio development course is part of a standard 

qualification on offer at UFS, and has approximately one thousand students 

registered. As a qualification within the university it has qualified for government 

subsidy that has accrued to the institution. In contrast to Wits and to a lesser 

degree lCE, RPL at UFS has the potential to bring a large number of students into 

the BML, and to enhance the university's ability to compete effectively in the area 

of management and leadership, the key focus of the BML. However, the 
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university is not likely to be able to "piggy back" on the BML and declare itself an 

institution committed to widening access to disadvantaged students - a key 

imperative in national policy in 2002. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

RPL AS AN EMERGING FIELD OF ENQUIRY AND PRACTICE: 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS3
! 

In the final analysis, the problem of access is not one set of 

procedures as against another but about attitudes and orientations. 

(Usher, 1989: 77) 

RP L is about my knowledge and experience, but it is also about 

what you [the academic 1 think is the value of my knowledge and 

experience. 

(Gregory, RPL student: 2002) 

8.1 INTRODUCTION 

The recognition of prior learning (RPL) is a tool for individuals to receIve 

recognition and accreditation in formal education for learning acquired in such 

contexts as work and civil society. While RPL is well established in North 

America, the UK and to a lesser degree in Australia, it is new and untested in 

policy and practice in South Africa. 

In such policy documents as the National Plan for Higher Education (DoE, 2001), 

the Education White Paper 3: A programme for the transformation of Higher 

Education (DoE, 1997) and The White Paper on Education and Training (DoE, 

1995), RPL is represented as a way to increase the participation of black students 

in higher education, and to improve the knowledge and skills base of the 

workforce in the interest of global competitiveness. 

31Material from this chapter has been published in The Recognition of Prior Learning: a soft 
option in higher education? South African Journal of Higher Education, 16 (2) 2002: 63-68. 
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This particular policy position links RPL to issues of equity and redress, which are 

both part of an overall aim to transform education and training, encapsulating 

visions of a particular moment in the history of South Africa. To date RPL is an 

emerging field of inquiry and its practice is developing unevenly across the higher 

education sector. 

Few South African institutions have designed and implemented RPL portfolio 

development courses, and even fewer have students who have been the recipients 

of such courses. A survey by Breier and Osman (2000) showed that only three of 

the 36 institutions of higher education had draft RPL policies. There is a dearth of 

research and information on existing RPL projects, and published research on the 

experiences of people who participated in such initiatives, that is both 

implementers and recipients of RPL. Although the international trend in 

educational policy and educational theory is to put learners at the centre of change 

and transformation (Erikson and Schultz, 1992), very little is done in South Africa 

that places participants' experience at the centre of such change and reform. This 

is true for school and university reform. 

This study has responded to this gap by asking both recipients and implementers 

about their experiences of RPL in higher education. These experiences were 

documented as institutional case studies, which show clearly how different 

institutions anticipated and interpreted these policy positions in a variety of 

contextual circumstances and visions. These case studies represent the handful of 

initial RPL initiatives implemented as experimental projects in higher education in 

South Africa. In constructing the case studies, the researcher asked among other 

things about the institutional environment in which RPL was located, and how this 

shaped the practice of RPL. She also probed the epistemological and 

philosophical ideas that propelled such practices. She asked whether RPL could 

deliver on the policy goals of equity and access, and if so, who were the likely 

RPL students and what was the nature of their inclusion. Finally she inquired into 

participants' suggestions for developing the practice of RPL. 
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The timing of this study is useful in that links and gaps between policy and 

practice can be envisaged and explored. It makes available empirical data 

generated at the level of RPL implementation. 

Such an inquiry seeks to understand and give voice to individuals and practices 

that are at present marginal in higher education. It is consistent with critical 

education theory, which seeks ways to understand how individuals can transform 

the contexts in which they find themselves, so that ... "possibilities may be sought, 

reflected upon transformed and deepened" (Taylor, 1985: 139). Critical 

education theory intersects and is compatible with a qualitative research paradigm 

and these together provide the research framework for this study. The researcher 

developed a qualitative research design and conducted interviews with 37 

respondents, 14 academics and 23 students, from five RPL pilot projects in four 

institutions of higher education in South Africa. The experiences of academics 

and students in the five projects were examined as valuable sources of information 

in a field that is embryonic and "under-researched" (Harris, 2000) 

The research findings have been presented in Chapters Four to Seven of this 

thesis, as institutional case studies at the level of implementation. This final 

chapter looks across the case studies to see how the empirical findings of this 

enquiry relate to models and practices of RPL developed in earlier research and 

literature. The research questions will be used as an organising device to discuss 

the participants' personal experiences of RPL, the capacity of RPL to deliver 

equity and access, and finally the suggestions that participants made for the 

practice of RPL in higher education. 
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8.2 PARTICIPANTS' PERSONAL EXPERIENCES OF RPL 

This study started with the premise that the experiences of individuals who were 

the implementers and the recipients of RPL may have much to inform the policy 

and practice of RPL in higher education. 

In Chapter Three competing concepts and models of RPL were reviewed, and 

these will be used to describe the practices that have emerged in this study. It was 

also pointed out that irrespective of differences in the philosophical and practical 

orientations of these models, certain essentials needed to be in place when 

implementing RPL in an institution or organisation. Most writers (Lueddeke, 

1997; Thomas, 1998) point out that RPL requires commitment from senior 

managers within the institution and that such commitment must be part of the 

institution's vision to broaden access. Another essential is to develop policies and 

practices for the consistent implementation of RPL across the institution. Thirdly 

RPL requires staff development because of the "insecurities for staff whose 

traditional role has been that of teacher" (Challis, 1993: 117-118). These writers 

also emphasise the importance of a champion for RPL, more so when the practice 

is new and contested (Thomas, 1998). On the question of champions, Merrifield 

et aI, point out that " ... much can happen in institutional niches by committed staff 

as long as there is no active opposition from above" (2000: 15). The essentials 

outlined above seem appropriate and logical for the implementation of RPL. 

By way of contrast, this research showed that in three of the four institutions 

studied many of the essentials were not in place. Not surprisingly, RPL is being 

implemented unevenly in the four institutions studied. The following section 

discusses variables which have contributed to success or failure in RPL 

implementation in these institutions, as experienced by respondents. 
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Policy framework and vision 

Explicit policies and practices that link strongly with institutional VISIOn and 

mission are cited as one of the key variables for RPL implementation (Lueddeke, 

1997; Thomas, 1998). Explicit policies and practices, it is argued, are not only 

essential for consistent implementation of RPL, but also for communicating a 

broad rationale for such a project and the roles and responsibilities of all the 

actors. This research has found that RPL pilot projects were being implemented 

in the absence of clear institutional policies on RPL, and without a coherent vision 

of where the projects were going and how they related to the overall mission of 

the institution. Where the pilot projects were implemented in the absence of 

support from senior management and a clear policy framework, the work has not 

extended beyond the pilot phase, so much so that research and development in 

RPL has stalled. 

In contrast, where RPL was part of an institution's broader aim and vision (as at 

UWC) and where the pilot project was guided by a policy, the pilot project has 

shaped the institutional response to RPL and broader educational reform around 

access. These combined moves, of linking RPL to its vision and having an 

institutional policy, signal that the institution has a clear and coherent strategy and 

a long term commitment to RPL. At the time of writing in late 2002 the RPL 

portfolio course at UWC was part of the undergraduate curriculum at UWC, and 

RPL is strongly linked to its admissions policy and overall mission of lifelong 

learning. 

Support from senior management 

Strong and open commitment from the top levels of management is one of the 

commonly cited requirements for RPL projects (Merrifield et aI, 2000; Thomas, 

1998). Firm support not only affects the allocation of resources, but also 

influences the status and visibility of RPL within the wider institution. This in 
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turn can determine whether RPL is a minor intervention in the institution, or 

potentially a major force for institutional reform. The research has found that 

senior management support (administrative and academic) for RPL and visibility 

of research and development in RPL varied sharply between institutions. 

In two institutions (Wits and leE), RPL was peripheral, a minor experimental 

intervention, which was externally funded and researched by a handful of 

individuals. These RPL projects were outside the institution's core business of 

catering to 18 to 24 year-old school-Ieavers. They did not enjoy institutional 

recognition or support from senior administrative managers within schools and 

faculties (as experienced at Wits in particular). This made these projects 

vulnerable in that they could easily be brushed aside. Testimony to this 

vulnerability came from several academics who said: 

A project like this should enjoy a higher profile and more status to 

make it more credible. (D) 

It felt a bit lonely sometimes - it seemed we were sort of 

marginalised. (G) 

It is important to point out that support from management at faculty level was also 

hampered by massive internal restructuring at Wits and continual movement of 

administrative managers from one position to another, which could have resulted 

in RPL "falling through the cracks". 

At UFS, although it was a project in one department and could be construed as a 

peripheral activity, RPL enjoyed strong support from senior management within 

the university and the faculty. This RPL project, and the academics in the project, 

could be likened to what Merrifield et al call "institutional niches ... [ with] ... no 

active opposition from above" (2000: 15). The significance of senior 
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management support in RPL cannot be over-estimated, and such support was a 

crucial variable for success or failure in the institutions in this study. 

Mixed aims 

A striking finding is that where the pilot projects were marginal and tentative, they 

were exploring many issues and hence did not set clear outcomes. Firstly, the 

pilot project framework designed by WHEP at JET was extraordinarily inclusive. 

Besides identifying more than 50 research questions and sub questions, JET 

envisaged that the research and development projects in RPL would give it [RPL] 

credibility in higher education in South Africa. This agenda was somewhat 

different from that of the academics themselves, who signed up with JET to be 

researchers, teachers and perhaps assessors but not institutional policy-makers. 

Secondly, coupled with the outcomes foreseen by JET, the projects aimed to 

explore the possibilities of RPL within existing qualifications rather than to 

develop new courses or qualifications. This hampered creative curriculum 

innovation on the part of the academics, who were constrained by the rules 

governing the qualifications. Thirdly, through a single portfolio development 

course academics were exploring the possibilities of RPL for access and credit, 

resulting in many pedagogical tensions. As two of the academics at Wits in 

teacher education said: 

It was a complete confusion about whether we were teaching or 

assessing. (C) 

We were too close, too internal to what we were doing. Also we 

did not really know in advance how to structure a portfolio to be 

able to tell them [the students] about it. We structured it as they 

brought the drafts in. m 
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An important implication from this finding suggests that because RPL can be used 

for a variety of purposes, academics and institutions implementing RPL may need 

to consider the purpose of RPL before considering the methods and tools for its 

development and assessment. If RPL is to remain even vaguely true to its origins 

in educational equity and redress, these purposes become extremely significant. 

By way of example, if RPL is to be used for access, it seems appropriate to assess 

the students' potential to succeed in higher education rather than actual academic 

ability. In this instance a generic portfolio, as practiced at UWC (discussed in 

Chapter Five) could be a useful method. This portfolio created a space in which 

prior learning could be presented, and it used this prior learning as the text to 

assess potential. One of the indicators of potential was academic literacy, since 

students who were going to access the university would need to have the potential 

to develop this skill in order to succeed in such a textual environment. Also in 

this instance students were allowed to select their own texts which were used to 

assess academic potential. As Luckett suggests " .. the purpose should define the 

tool, rather than allowing the tool to determine the purpose ... " (1999: 69). 

Another implication of this finding is that RPL project aims need to be discussed 

widely and explicitly across the institution as well as within the department or 

school concerned, or such projects will be vulnerable, lack credibility and fail. In 

addition, such openness can bring a variety of interests and perspectives to bear on 

RPL, rather than the orientations of a few. The project needs to be situated within 

the broader framework of the institution's plans and priorities. This type of 

communication and planning around RPL could assist in clarifying the aims of the 

RPL project as well as informing the implementation and monitoring of such a 

project. 
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RPL champions 

Only two (UWC and UFS) of the four institutions had an RPL champion or 

produced a champion through the course of the pilot project. Thomas (1998) and 

Merrifield et al (2000) consider a champion essential for RPL implementation, 

more so when RPL is contested. This research has showed that the pilots at Wits 

and lCE were perceived as research projects belonging to individuals, projects 

that did not attract the attention of management or others in the institution. This 

position was further weakened by the divergent philosophical and pedagogical 

orientations of the academics (to be discussed later in this chapter). None of these 

projects was able to produce an RPL champion who could advocate RPL either in 

select programmes within their faculty or even across the institution. 

In contrast, with support from senior managers within the university, and with 

RPL an explicit part of their job descriptions, champions at UFS were able to lead 

developments in RPL at the university by mounting a challenge to the restrictive 

national regulatory requirement of matriculation exemption as the criteria for 

admission into university. This initiative resulted in the RPL portfolio course 

within the BML at UFS obtaining recognition by the matriculation examinations 

board as an alternative to matric exemption. 

Similarly, at UWC RPL was championed among academics and administrators, 

resulting in RPL being strongly linked to the admission procedures of the 

university. At the time of writing, late in 2002, RPL champions at UWC and UFS 

had successfully negotiated with senior university administrators to incorporate 

student data relating to RPL onto the central student database. This enables RPL 

activities and the performance of RPL students to be subjected to the same 

planning, monitoring and evaluation procedures that govern other university 

activities. 
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RPL at UFS started in a purpose-built niche programme - the Business 

Management and Leadership degree. Staff had connections in industry and were 

able to seize opportunities to introduce the BML degree with RPL as a key 

component. Here we have a good example of how support from senior 

management enabled a group of academics to champion RPL in a small area, with 

the potential to increase in volume and scale across the institution. 

Staff development 

This research has shown that RPL presents formidable challenges for academic 

staff and requires deliberate action. It brings with it moments of self-doubt about 

pedagogy and epistemology. Staff development has long been considered 

essential for RPL implementation (Butterworth and McKelvey, 1997; Challis, 

1993; Evans, 2000; Merrifield et aI, 2000; Trowler, 1996), yet it featured strongly 

in only one of the four institutions examined in this research. It appears that 

investment in staff development can have the effect of strengthening the hand of 

both RPL as a pedagogy and of those academics and administrators who are open 

and willing to engage in RPL. 

Related to the previously expressed need for clearly identifying the aims of RPL 

projects is the necessity for planning on the issue of staff development. RPL 

projects may need to incorporate a strategy for staff development, which in turn 

should be part of the overall teaching and learning plan of the institution. Such an 

approach may provide a useful and safe environment in which academics can 

explore creative responses to the epistemological and pedagogic challenges that 

RPL poses. Merrifield et al urge that staff access to expertise within or outside the 

institution can go a long way to overcome some of the pedagogical dilemmas and 

detours that staff encounter when implementing RPL (2000: 51), and Evans states 

emphatically that staff development should be prioritised as a "requirement" rather 

than "an optional extra" (2000: 19). 
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We turn our attention now from macro issues relating to RPL implementation at 

an institutional or organisational level to the micro level. In particular, we 

examine the ways in which different academics' philosophies and epistemologies 

impact on the practice of RPL, and we try to understand why some academics 

were "emboldened" and others were "overwhelmed" by RPL. 

A recurnng Issue that confronted the researcher throughout was whether 

differences among academics related mainly to epistemological and philosophical 

differences, or whether they related to awareness about the purpose and aims of 

RPL and academics' own prior experiences of exclusion from education. Was 

RPL about finding or not finding equivalence between different knowledges, or 

was it about widening access, about personal development and changing 

institutional cultures? The researcher began to understand that academics' 

sensitivity and openness to the diverse ways in which knowledge is understood 

was often limited by their own notions of knowledge, and their own 

epistemological preferences. And, intentionally or not, the portfolio courses they 

developed reflected their ideas about ways of knowing, what it means to be a 

knower and how learning happens. To some degree every choice or move made in 

the portfolio course reflected their ideas about knowing and learning. 

Contending versions of RPL 

The research found that the portfolio courses across the five pilot projects 

(discussed in Chapters Four to Seven) varied widely in their aims and approaches. 

In contrast to the three models or perspectives of RPL which seem quite clear cut 

and distinct in the literature (reviewed in Chapter Three), the RPL practices 

described in this study are characterised by their hybridity. While this is not 

surprising, the practices show that different models of RPL prevailed in the same 

institution, and that in real life settings divergent interpretations of 

"developmental RPL" were possible. The study is revealing of practices with 

developmental intentions having technicist effects (Wits teacher education and 
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ICE), and radical rhetoric and intentions resulting in and co-existing with more 

developmental practices (UWC); while still others implemented relatively pure 

developmental practices and were strongly text based (Wits adult education and 

UFS). 

The experiences show that while some of the academics were "emboldened" by 

the RPL initiatives, others felt they were "drowning" and experienced intense 

"pedagogical struggles". The main area of contestation and debate rests on the 

epistemological challenges that RPL throws up in higher education. Following 

Harris, it appears that the "epistemological contours of formal knowledge" (2000: 

48) were drawn in varied ways by the different academics in this study, showing 

clearly that "the academy" is not as homogenous and monolithic as it is sometimes 

made out to be. First, we tum our attention to the portfolio development courses, 

and then we examine the epistemological positions that propelled such courses. 

Generally, across the five projects, there was a trend for academics to design and 

implement portfolio courses that were developmental in their orientations. As 

discussed in Chapter Three, these approaches revolve around personal statements 

of learning which encourage RPL students to reflect on their experience and to 

extract and articulate learning from it. Usually, this learning is presented in a 

format that relates fairly closely to the academic learning in the course for which 

access or credit is being sought (Harris, 2000; 1999a; Butterworth and McKelvey, 

1997). In addition, experience is valued only to the extent that it can act as a 

resource for learning (Challis, 1993; Butterworth, 1992; Evans, 1992; Simosko, 

1988). 

In this perspective it is the learning acquired from experience that is valued, rather 

than the experience itself. Framed in the discourse of liberal humanism, one of 

the strengths of this approach is that students are supported and guided throughout 

the reflection process. The study found that variations to this approach occurred 

in two instances. In one case transformational intentions were driven by more 
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developmental practices (UWC). In another, more technicist approaches were 

used with more developmental intentions (at Wits in teacher education and JCE). 

How did such hybridity occur, what is the nature of such hybridity, and how did 

students' knowledge fare? 

RPL practices at UWC clearly show a developmental rather than a transformative 

stance, in that project leaders were not able to apply pressure for curriculum 

change within the wider institution, or even within courses and qualifications that 

students were attempting to access. 

However, some of the practices in the portfolio course were influenced and shaped 

by the transformational model of RPL discussed in Chapter Three. In this model 

or perspective of RPL individual and collective experience is made visible, and a 

space is created in the portfolio for such experience to be articulated and valued" 

.. .in and of itself rather than solely in terms of its degree of fit with existing 

standards or curricula ... " (Harris, 1999a: 135). Such experience does not have to 

be reflected upon, nor does learning have to be extracted from experience. Instead 

learning and experience are seen to be "always found together" (Usher and 

Johnston, 1996: 3-4). The one cannot be distanced from the other as required in 

the process of reflection. 

UWC thus practised a hybrid form of RPL which drew on developmental and 

transformational RPL. The portfolio development course provided a space for 

knowledge created in community, organisational work and social knowledge 

created in the workplace to be presented and counted as valid or "legitimate" 

knowledge. Students did not have to represent their learning in the context of 

competences (as seen at UPS) nor in the context of particular theories (as seen at 

Wits in Adult Education and JCE), nor in the context of particular texts (as seen at 

Wits in teacher education). 
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The approach taken by the academics at UWC reflected their awareness that 

learning and experience are steeped and structured in inequality (Hendricks, 

2001), and that such learning and experience have been shaped by a history of 

deprivation, disadvantage and exclusion in South Africa. Furthermore, students' 

experience was " ... given its own sense of certainty, pace and place" (Preece, 2000: 

8), and academics began to share their "epistemological authority" with students 

(Michelson, 1996a) even if only for a short time. Is it a coincidence that this 

orientation was adopted at UWC - an institution with first-hand experience of 

exclusion and disadvantage? Does this history and experience predispose 

institutions and individuals to particular positions on RPL? 

Another hybrid form that drew on the developmental and credit exchange 

approach to RPL was practised in the Wits teacher education pilot project and at 

lCE. Both RPL projects had imported some aspects of the technical model of 

RPL into their practices. As discussed in Chapter Three, the technical perspective 

of RPL requires a prospective candidate to provide evidence of having achieved 

the skills and the knowledge prescribed for a university course, and the institution 

then assesses the adequacy of the evidence supplied. In this perspective of RPL, 

prior learning is only valued to the extent that it matches the skills and knowledge 

of a curriculum for which access or credit is sought, and assessment of prior 

learning rather than student development is foregrounded. 

The academics who designed the RPL portfolio development course in teacher 

education at Wits started out with the intention to explore the nature of students' 

prior learning. Students were required to reflect on their prior experiences in the 

context of two academic texts selected by the academics. As the academics read 

these reflections they were overwhelmed by the "messy" nature of such experience 

and reflection. They experienced these reflections as unstructured, personally 

situated learning that did not match the learning expected of students in a BEd 

(Honours) course. 
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Not being able to epistemologically access the experiential learning of students, 

they turned the portfolio course on its head. Instead of attempting to recognise the 

prior learning of students (in terms of what they had) the lecturers recognised 

what prior learning the students did not have, and accordingly decided to give the 

students "epistemological access" to the BEd (Honours). They resorted to 

teaching and socialising the students in the demands and rigors the qualification 

that students were seeking access to, and the portfolios were assessed for 

academic literacy rather than prior learning. In this way the technical perspective 

or approach to RPL was recruited by the academics into a developmental model. 

This approach was valued by the students in terms of the academic literacy it 

provided them with, and the confidence it gave them to take on the academic tasks 

that lay ahead in the BEd. But at the same time they became less confident about 

the value of their own prior learning. So while an academic skills programme is 

valuable for RPL students entering the university, the purpose of the programme 

needs to be clear, otherwise the prior learning of students is rendered invisible and 

even "distorted" (Usher, 1989) when academics are unable to access such 

learning. 

leE, like the teacher educators at Wits, also had a leaning towards a technical 

approach to RPL with developmental intentions. While the portfolio course 

allowed students to reflect on prior learning for access to English and Education, 

for all the other courses in the HDE it required students to meet both the college 

norms and the national norms for teacher education. These norms emphasise and 

value formal courses over informal courses and formal learning over informal 

learning. Thus in one qualification prior informal learning was both valued and 

devalued, resulting in confusion and mixed feelings among students about the 

intentions of the institution. 

You see this academic record which they want at leE, this 

certificate, this matric, you are no longer in line with the actual 
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meaning of RPL. You are doing something which is parallel to 

RPL. (M) 

It is worth noting that the academics at lCE adopted a technicist leaning, which 

was not arrived at from their epistemological positions, but more from the 

constraints of a fixed curriculum dictated in part by prescriptive national norms 

for teacher education (an issue taken up in the next section, below). 

In contrast, Wits (adult education) and UFS practised developmental portfolios 

which were strongly text based. While the adult educators required reflection and 

then analysis and articulation of learning in the form of reflective essays, the 

academics at UFS required students to reflect on their prior learning and to 

represent this learning in a way that would be comparable to competences set for 

the courses for which credit was being sought. The two approaches to portfolio 

were practised as described in the developmental model of RPL (reviewed and 

discussed in Chapter Three). 

A question of knowledge equivalence? 

This section of the chapter now turns to the epistemological positions that 

propelled the variety of approaches to RPL that were implemented by academics 

in this study. While there is no single approach that can be deemed most 

appropriate, this study suggests that academics who intend to implement RPL may 

find it helpful to conduct what the researcher would call an "epistemological 

audit". This implies that academics start by questioning their own epistemological 

orientations as part of this audit. Such a review will also require institutions and 

academics to be aware of and transparent about the purpose and aims of RPL. 

They may need to ask whether RPL is about assimilating students into existing 

programmes in an existing institutional culture where the knowledge boundaries 

and disciplinary bases are fixed, or about a space in which new forms of 

scholarship about knowing through experience and knowing through action are 

explored. Such new forms could complement academic ways of knowing which 
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try to breach sedimented intellectual boundaries and overcome binary oppositions 

that seem to be largely ideological. An audit ultimately raises personal questions 

about academics as raced, classed and gendered actors. 

This study shows that RPL has aroused concerns, and has the potential to divide 

the academic community between those who welcome the destabilisation of 

traditional knowledge boundaries and those who fear it for weakening the 

university and the specialist role of the pedagogue. For the academics at Wits 

(teacher education), experience of implementing RPL sharpened the distinction 

between academic and experiential learning rather than blurring it. Drawing on 

two key concepts from Bernstein, namely "vertical" and "horizontal" discourse, 

they point out that academic or university knowledge is characterised by a vertical 

discourse (which is characterised by a systematic structure), while students' prior 

experiential knowledge is characterised by a horizontal discourse (which is oral 

and tacit). 

Different forms of knowledge emerge from the two discourses. RPL requires 

academics, who are steeped in vertical discourse, to recognise students' prior 

learning, which is immersed in horizontal discourse. The dilemma for some 

academics is that because the discourse of the communicants (academic and 

student) are different, academics cannot hear or recognise students' accounts of 

prior learning. They argue that even if they wished to recognise students' 

learning, they are constrained by the tools of their discourse and practice which 

prevent this act of recognition. 

How did these academics extricate themselves from this bind? Starting out as 

they did, by dichotomising the experiential and the academic, left them with few 

moves. The boundary they set around knowledge and academic ways of knowing 

exalted their epistemological preference. This preference prevented them from 

sharing their "epistemological authority", and this authority in tum impacted on 

their capacity (or willingness) to epistemologically access the prior learning of 
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their students. Starting out with an essentialist perspective, which highlighted 

fundamental differences between knowledges and between assessing and teaching, 

resulted in the design and implementation of a portfolio development course in 

which the pervasive power of academic knowledge prevailed. The academy, its 

specialist discourse and the assessment process in RPL were fore grounded in this 

approach to RPL. The belief that academic discourse "gives coherence, gives 

order and gives meaning" (as stated by Y) prevented them from exploring the 

experiential or practical discourse, which is "segmental", situated and real. Apple 

points out that such dichotomies and distinctions are "a fiction that we tell to 

make our lives as educators simpler" (1994: x). 

How did the academics in Wits adult education, UWC, UFS and JCE look beyond 

particular legitimised forms of knowledge? Why did they not experience such 

intense struggles as their colleagues in teacher education at Wits? Their strategy 

of analysis seems to be one that did not dichotomise knowledges. Their starting 

point was to acknowledge " ... the primacy of vagueness ... as the aboriginal stuff of 

reality" (Chia, 2000: 515). These academics started out with an epistemological 

standpoint that drew on theories of adult learning and adult development in which 

adults' prior experience is valued and central. 

They were informed by epistemologies where knowledge cannot be separated 

from expenence, and practice-based knowledge is seen as having a 

complementary role to play with academic knowledge. This way of theorizing is 

exerting its influence in varied arenas from work place learning to service learning 

to education (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule, 1986; Collins, 1986; 

Chiseri-Strater, 1991; Michelson, 1996a, 1998; New London Group, 1996; Usher 

and Johnston, 1996; Usher, 1999). The lecturers in Wits adult education, UWC, 

JCE and UFS argue that this inclusive and complementary approach need not 

compromise the assessment process, nor the specialist role of the pedagogue. 

Instead this wider view of relevant knowledge resonates with the broader 

epistemological possibilities associated with adult education theories and 
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practices, where knowledge and learning from different sites of practice are 

treated in a more fluid and permeable way. It is instructive to note that theories of 

adult learning and adult development are absent in theorising about RPL in the 

Wits teacher education project and to a lesser degree at JeE. 

This study shows that for some academics permeable orientations to knowledge 

resulted in a theoretical impasse, paralysing their work and interest in RPL. For 

others such permeability allowed them to venture beyond "legitimised" notions of 

knowledge and to make alternate epistemological choices. It offered them more 

choices for an emancipatory view of knowing. 

While these debates and positions are valuable and necessary, more so because 

"the practice is under-researched" (Harris, 2000: 127) and under theorised, the 

challenge in South Africa is to move towards complementary rather than insular 

ways in which to theorise knowledge. While such an approach to theorising is not 

without its critics (Moore and Muller, 1999; Muller, 2000), the researcher would 

argue that this approach is crucial to the discourse community, because insularity 

at this early moment of implementation could compromise future RPL initiatives 

in higher education in South Africa. A complementary approach is useful in that 

it acknowledges academic knowledge as a powerful form of capital, which 

students need, but such an approach also acknowledges the validity of other 

knowledges and epistemological resources that RPL students bring to the 

institution. This would imply that while we engage with questions relating to 

giving students "epistemological access" to the discourse of the institution, as 

academics we may need to learn how to epistemologically access students' 

knowledges. This means we may need to " ... refuse to take 'authorised' knowledge 

as a given ... to acknowledge that we don't always know what is worth knowing ... " 

(Michelson, 1999: 102). 

As Zeichner comments, "there can never be a grand synthesis that washes away 

ideological differences" (1993: 9). But in South Africa entrenched educational 
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inequalities compel educators to create alternatives to the logic of academic 

knowledge, to engage in such a process with integrity and to work responsibly 

with claims and rhetoric about RPL. The experiences of the academics indicate 

the usefulness of an epistemological audit, mentioned earlier, and such a review 

becomes crucial if the practice of RPL is to remain even vaguely true to its origins 

in the struggle for access and equity. It is instructive that although South Africa 

presents a rich site for exploring other and indigenous knowledge systems, the 

take-up of this exploration is slow and cautious (see Higgs, Vakalisa, Mda and 

Assie-Lumumba, 2000). 

Implications for curriculum change and student knowledge 

In South Africa higher education in the main is offered in residential campuses 

with full-time study as the dominant mode (Castle and Attwood, 2001: 62). The 

curriculum in such a model is arranged with broad and foundational courses on 

offer in the first year of study, and applied courses with a specific focus toward the 

end of the qualification. At an RPL workshop at Wits (1998b) Michelson argued 

for a more flexible and appropriate curriculum logic for adult learners with prior 

learning, with learning from experience and applied knowledge to be located at 

the entry level of the qualification, and for the broad theoretical knowledge to be 

located at the end. In this wayan RPL student would be able to apply for credit in 

courses which are at the entry level rather than the end of the qualification, 

facilitating student access and student mobility within a qualification. 

Implicit in this approach to curriculum change is the need for courses to be 

structured on a modular basis, and an equal weighting system allowing for 

learning from different sites of practice " ... to be treated comparably" (Luckett, 

2001: 58). In addition this curriculum arrangement would require a wide range of 

options from which RPL students and staff could make informed selections. 
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RPL projects in this research have had mixed effects on curriculum design and 

organisation. Wits and JCE were piloting RPL within existing qualifications. 

They were cautious about RPL and not surprisingly, had not altered the range of 

courses offered to reflect the nature of these learners. RPL has not influenced the 

curriculum in these institutions, but rather an attempt has been made to absorb and 

assimilate RPL students into mainstream institutional offerings. The emphasis has 

been on access with scant attention to post-access support. At JCE the trajectories 

of individual students shows that a "lock step" hierarchically organised curriculum 

prevented the academics from recognising formal learning acquired elsewhere, 

because the core components of programmes could not be matched. The 

trajectories showed further that even though academics were comfortable with a 

blurring between experiential and academic learning, this did not emerge in their 

practice of RPL; that is, what they espoused and what occurred in practice were 

quite different. 

The curriculum at UWC, like those at Wits and JCE, has not changed in a way 

that reflects the nature of adult students or their participation. The equity mission 

of the portfolio course and of RPL is not matched by an "adult friendly" 

curriculum. Like Wits and JCE it may allow for access, but is not geared to 

awarding credit for prior learning. 

This research has shown that only one of the institutions (UFS) developed an adult 

focused curriculum in terms of design, delivery, structure, teaching and 

assessment as well as support services. The UFS offered RPL within a specific 

qualification designed specifically for adult learners, and this curriculum did 

account for adult learners and adult learning in terms of content, structure, support 

and delivery. Despite this adult focused context, students found it difficult to 

request credit in some instances, because they were not familiar with the process, 

or perhaps because they did not think their prior learning was valuable enough. 

Could it be that some academics have a way of dressing up their courses so that 

students cannot recognise their prior learning in such courses? 
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In addition to positing an alternate logic for adult learning and RPL, Michelson 

urges strongly that RPL requires academics and institutions to critically examine 

and challenge what is included in and excluded from the curriculum, and why 

(1999: 102). She points out that such a review will reveal that students' 

knowledges can become a resource for curriculum development and not just for 

access, and that students' knowledges can tell us about the knowledges that are 

excluded from the curricula in various fields. Michelson's approach firmly links 

RPL with curriculum change, which resonates with the principles of learner­

centredness and the significance of learners' life experience that guide curriculum 

development in adult education (Usher et aI, 1997). 

In the majority of the portfolio courses in this research students' knowledge did 

not fare well in relation to what was in the curriculum. Their knowledges were 

largely invisible and were not really used to interrogate theory. Instead other texts, 

written by authorities in the field, were used for such interrogation. A mild 

exception to this was the portfolio course in adult education at Wits that drew on 

students' knowledge both as RPL practitioners and RPL students. Similarly, the 

portfolio course at UWC created a space for students' learning to become visible 

and for such learning to be used as a text for thinking about experience, albeit for 

a short while. 

Arguing in a similar way, Harris (l999a: 137-138) points out that most RPL 

practices have the potential to be inclusive if there is an attempt by academics to 

allow students' knowledge to stand beside the knowledge "enshrined in curricula". 

Implicit in this assertion is a need for an institutional culture, which values 

learning derived from experience. At the time of writing in late 2002, such a 

culture was largely absent in the institutions examined for this research. Even in 

the presence of a national accreditation framework designed to facilitate learner 

access, mobility and course transfer between institutions and across different 
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sectors, little happened in this regard, hinting at the resistance of academically 

orientated higher education to the NQF. 

Academic value of the portfolio development courses for students 

How have the students experienced practices that are divided philosophically, 

epistemologically and even practically? And of what use are such experiences to 

institutions and policy makers? 

In contrast to the academics, RPL students did not identify or refer to the 

contestable nature of knowledge. While students recognised that some institutions 

(like Wits and JCE) were not responsive to adult learners, they believed that they 

as students should be the ones to adapt rather than the institution. In addition, 

some of the students felt that even an academic development course, such as that 

developed at Wits in teacher education, was useful and valuable because the 

course prepared them for university life: 

For me this RPL programme really helped me to write my 

assignments correctly. I was not going to make it [at university J 

without this RP L programme. (1) 

RP L assisted us to know the standards of the university. (T) 

Preece (2000: 3) points out that students and individuals rarely question or 

challenge a system from which they have been excluded, especially if they are 

attempting to access such a system which privileges the dominant class. 

A consistent finding, particularly when the approaches were developmental and 

transformational (Wits adult education, UFS and UWC respectively) was that 

students experienced the portfolio development courses as opportunities to find 

themselves, to build their confidence and to map their learning and career paths. 

246 



The portfolio development courses provided students with intrinsic value, and this 

related to opportunities that the portfolio created for candidates to find out who 

they were. 

Where portfolio courses had a leaning to more technicist approaches (particularly 

in Wits teacher education), students valued these for the academic skills they 

learnt and the confidence that these skills gave them to undertake their studies in 

higher education. Students at Wits valued these skills even more than their own 

prior learning, and an opportunity to study at Wits was especially prized. In the 

words of one of the students: 

The RPL programme assisted us to know the standard of Wits 

university. It assisted us with academic writing, on how to 

approach assignments, on avoiding plagiarising and so on. It 

contributed to my broader understanding of what is needed at Wits. 

(I) 

This research has shown that RPL holds promise for the personal development of 

adults entering higher education institutions in South Africa. RPL was 

experienced as a valuable process that affirmed them as individuals, and in which 

they learnt about themselves and felt confident as learners and as human beings. 

This finding is corroborated by similar findings in RPL research conducted in 

England (Butterworth and McKelvey, 1997; Hull, 1992), and in Canada (Aarts et 

aI, 1999). In South Africa, where education under apartheid was synonymous 

with skewing children's sense of themselves as human beings and as learners, 

individual development through RPL holds promise and should be one of the 

thrusts for equity in education. At the same time we may need to heed Fraser, 

who cautions that individual empowerment should not be an end in itself, 

otherwise we may be guilty of "". adhering to individual empowerment at the 

expense of social change" (l995b: 190). 
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Demands of the portfolio courses 

A consistent finding was that RPL is not a soft option. Students across the 

institutions found that the demands of university, home and work called for 

"sacrifice" and usually it was the family that sacrificed the most. The students 

found the volume of work in the portfolios academically demanding, especially 

when the portfolios were highly textual (as at Wits and leE). Furthermore, 

learning had to be reorganised and restructured to make a coherent and 

comprehensive portfolio. This was particularly challenging when "evidence" for 

learning was difficult to obtain, especially if it meant having to refer to previous 

. employers. . Accumulation of evidence was also identified as an obstacle in 

England in research conducted by Blackman and Brown, who are sceptical and 

question whether evidence of past achievement is easily collected and collated 

(1992). 

Besides the intellectual demands of portfolio courses, students experienced 

reflection to be emotionally demanding, finding it difficult to identifY and select 

which learning was valuable and which was not. It was emotionally wrenching 

when they had to cast aside that learning that was deemed less useful for academic 

learning, but which was valuable to them in everyday life. As one student said: 

I found it traumatic to classify what was valuable experience and 

what was not valuable. (G) 

I needed to say something in my portfolio, but I needed the courage 

to write down some of the personal things. One has to debate with 

oneself whether to write it or not. After all this debating I came to 

the conclusion that what people have learnt in life is important 

even if it is not certificated. (ML) 
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These experiences were similar to those of students at the University of Kent who 

participated in a prior learning programme aimed at facilitating access in higher 

education. Like the South African students, the students at Kent also experienced 

anxiety and were concerned " ... that the academics would sit in judgment on what 

they, the students had only recently discovered, and valued, in themselves" (West 

and Fraser, 1995: 157). 

These difficulties are highlighted by Stuart, who advises both RPL practitioners 

and student always to " ... speculate about what is left out of an account. It is here 

that we come upon the hidden work of everyday life" (1995: 168). Similarly, the 

New London Group point out that pedagogy should " ... develop an epistemology 

of pluralism that provides access without people having to erase ... different 

subjectivities" (1996: 72). 

Academic and emotional demands were aggravated when faculty administrators 

were inflexible and insensitive. Students felt alienated by administrators who did 

not know them as students, and were not able to provide them with general 

information on matters relating to outstanding fees, registration dates, university 

calendars, publication of results and the like. The lack of availability of 

procedural information was frustrating for the students concerned, and is similar 

to the experiences of RPL students elsewhere (Butterworth and McKelvey, 1997; 

Merrifield et aI, 2000). 

Some students found it demanding to analyse their experiences in order to match 

them with learning outcomes of modules (as at UFS). This may have been more 

than a procedural problem as suggested by some writers. Like Michelson (1998a) 

and Usher (1986), Butterworth and McKelvey offer an alternate point and suggest 

that this difficulty may be " ... related to the deeper issue of the extent to which 

experientially acquired knowledge, developed outside the confines of formal 

education, can be matched with ordered presentation of the same knowledge 

expressed as formal learning outcomes" (1997: 162). 
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The experimental nature of the portfolio development courses also caused anxiety 

among students (particularly at lCE), who encountered some confusion and even 

an absence of feedback in terms of the exact requirements of the portfolio and 

how this would be evaluated. They also experienced difficulties in accepting that 

a portfolio which was reflective, in which they did most of the work, could be as 

rigorous as an examination set by the "expert" academics. This made a few of 

them question the value of a portfolio over an examination. This difficulty was 

also experienced by students in the study of four universities in England 

conducted by Butterworth and McKelvey (1997: 162). With hindsight, the 

unsuccessful candidates at lCE may have been better off doing an examination, 

which might have been less invasive in their lives. 

8.3 DOES RPL DELIVER ON ITS POLICY GOALS OF EQUITY? 

We turn our attention now to the second research question that will be explored by 

examining the main characteristics of the RPL students who participated in this 

study. National policy (DoE, White Paper on Education and Training, 1995: 5) 

emphasises the social imperatives of RPL to bring about equity and access for 

those who were needlessly prevented from following a study or career path. Were 

the students in this study such students? 

There is much that is sociologically interesting about the students in this study. It 

is in knowing these students that one may begin to grapple with the question 

posed above. The students in the various RPL projects came from rural and urban 

areas in South Africa. The majority of them were the recipients of inferior formal 

education opportunities available to black children under apartheid. Their school 

education and their educational paths tell similar stories of poverty and 

disadvantage, structural elements that characterised the material realities for the 

majority of South Africans under apartheid and which still linger today. 
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Born between the 1940s and the early 1970s, most of the students had to leave 

school early and start working in order to contribute to the family income, which 

was already under pressure from unemployment and job reservation. So while 

some dropped out and never obtained a senior certificate (matric) (particularly 

students at UWC and some at lCE) others completed their matric using the adult 

night school system. Of those that dropped out and never completed their matric, 

all passed their final year of study, suggesting a major loss of potentially good 

students from the school system. A striking aspect about all the students was the 

motivation, focus and the discipline that characterised their lives as adult students 

at university. Each of them spoke about the heavy demands of balancing their 

lives as workers, parents and students, but in each student's life and educational 

path there was a strong sense of personal agency. Hull (1992) wonders 

provocatively if such commitment is not in itself proof of potential for academic 

study. 

RPL for credit and access 

Higher education, as represented by the institutions in this study, has responded to 

RPL primarily in terms of granting access rather than credit. The analyses of the 

experiences of academic staff show that there is support for RPL both for access 

and credit. While some of the academics expressed reservations about RPL for 

credit because it precludes learners from participating in and contributing to new 

learning, others believe that credit is a viable option for students who have vast 

levels of learning from experience. It is instructive that none of the institutions 

explored in this research have implemented RPL for credit. This finding takes a 

particularly interesting turn when one looks to institutions like UWC and UFS. 

Academics at both these institutions espoused RPL for credit, yet RPL for credit 

did not materialise in practice. At UFS a handful of students requested credit and 

even fewer received it. At UWC, although RPL for credit is mentioned explicitly 

in its policy document, it has not been explored because of lack of experience and 

capacity within the institution to accredit prior learning. 
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Students, in turn, across the institutions were not uncritical about RPL for access 

and credit. They pointed out that if credit was sought, the onus was on students to 

provide evidence and that such evidence had to be checked by assessors for 

validity. A surprise finding across all the projects was that despite affirmation and 

support of RPL for credit, the students in this research were satisfied with RPL for 

access and did not request RPL for credit. What are the reasons for such a 

finding? 

Firstly, it could be that students lacked confidence as learners in higher education. 

They were grateful to gain access to institutions that are seen to represent the 

dominant culture and which reserved places for hand-picked matriculants. On 

another level, but related to the question of confidence, is the timing of the 

portfolio courses and the timing of opportunities for requesting credit. With the 

exception of the portfolio course in adult education at Wits, all the other portfolio 

development courses presented the students with their first encounter with the 

institution. The portfolios were also presented within particular periods (usually 

before entering the qualification) and once the portfolio course was completed 

students proceeded to their desired programmes if access was obtained. So 

although through time they may have grown in confidence as learners in higher 

education, the opportunity to request credit was long past. As one of the students 

pointed out: 

It was only once I was sitting in the lectures for the courses that I 

felt I know enough about this course and I could have asked for 

credit, but by then it was too late. (B) 

A third issue related to the question of confidence (or lack of it) is the suggestion 

that students did not request credit because they did not know how to go about 

applying for it. This process of requesting credit becomes more complex when 
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course outcomes are not explicitly stated and students have to guess what to 

include in such an application. As one student said: 

When it [RP LJ is for credit we need to know what we need to show 

that will allow us to get credit, what is the process and how to go 

about it. (E) 

Conversely, students may have felt that asking for credit might exclude them from 

acquiring valuable theoretical knowledge and they wanted everything the 

university had to offer. As one student put it: 

When you give credit to the student for prior learning you actually 

disempower him because you prevent him from access to new 

learning. (DN) 

Or it may be that students did not feel that their prior learning was relevant to the 

courses they wished to access. One could speculate that students were realistic 

and concluded that since obtaining credit for formally acquired courses was 

complex and time-consuming (as at lCE), what chance would experiential 

knowledge have? They may have reasoned that it was best to start afresh and 

ignore rather than recognise their prior learning. 

Finally, perhaps the central issue in RPL is really about widening access. Given 

that access has been denied to the majority of people in this country, RPL for 

access offers the space for transforming and providing redress for past educational 

deprivation and injustices. Students' experiences of RPL for access seem to 

suggest that it has the potential for being a strong version of RPL, if it is 

accompanied with a change in orientation and if it challenges fixed ideas about 

knowledge, as Hooks suggests: 
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To teach in varied communities not only our paradigms must shift 

but also the way we think, write, speak. The engaged voice must 

never be fixed and absolute but always changing, always evolving 

in dialogue with the world beyond itself (1994: 11) 

Equity and socially inclusive portfolios 

As discussed in Chapter One, RPL in national policy is framed in the discourse of 

equity, redress and social justice on the one hand and economic development and 

global competitiveness on the other, leading the researcher to question its capacity 

to deliver on these policy goals. National policy around RPL has not 

distinguished between RPL and RPEL, that is between recognition of prior 

learning as a form of credit transfer between institutions and recognition of prior 

experiential learning, that is recognition of learning from non-formal and informal 

sites of knowledge and learning (discussed in Chapter Three). 

Policy underestimates both the process of recognizing an individual's pnor 

learning and the fact that adult learners represent a highly diverse constituency. In 

addition, rhetorical assertions about "opening doors of opportunity" (DoE, 1995: 

15) may need to take more account of the material realities of context, as seen in 

this study. 

The majority of the RPL portfolio courses (discussed in Chapters Four to Seven) 

were not explicitly designed to enable students' knowledges to be exhibited (with 

the exception of the portfolio course at UWC). Students' knowledges were not 

used as texts to be explored, or even explored for the ways in which such 

knowledge could enrich academic ways of knowing. It is therefore not surprising 

that the majority of students believed that RPL could not deliver on equity and 

access. Some were hopeful about access, but views on equity were coloured by 

pessimism. Harris (2000) cautions that promises of redress and equity are asking 

too much of RPL and that RPL on its own cannot deliver on these goals. 
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While RPL has partly "opened doors of opportunity for people whose academic or 

career paths have been needlessly blocked" (DoE, 1995: 15), a major challenge to 

the universities is to sustain this commitment to keeping the doors open once RPL 

for credit is implemented, because it is here that the major challenges may be 

experienced. As Stuart points out "tutors will have to engage with a greater 

variety of student experience and students themselves will be challenged to see 

their learning as being far more their responsibility" (1995: 169). The issue of 

student responsibility is crucial because it alerts us to the interplay between 

individual agency, institutional will and national policy imperatives in the RPL 

process. As one student pointed out: 

1 think a lot depends on the person, the individual rather than a 

policy coming in saying we have to do that and that and that [to 

achieve RP L}. (ML) 

Research in the workplace has shown that unless RPL processes are deliberately 

conceptualised, designed and supported to meet social redress and equity 

purposes, RPL can end up working against its own transforrnative aims (Lugg et 

aI, 1998). 

Equity and race profile of the students 

The profiles of the majority of students who participated in the RPL pilot project 

suggest that RPL could contribute to equity and redress in that the majority of the 

students were black (See Table Three, Chapter Four). Of the 23 students who 

participated in this study, 21 were black and all of them were over the age of 

thirty. This suggests that the pilot projects largely, though not exclusively, 

involved students who had been disadvantaged through apartheid education. 

Educational and structural inequalities in apartheid South Africa shaped the lives 

and learning paths of students who participated in this study. The profiles of these 
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students attest to the discrimination and educational disadvantage suffered by the 

majority in South Africa. It could be argued that RPL at all the institutions 

examined in this research contributed to equity and redress by providing access to 

students whose educational paths were "needlessly blocked" (DoE, 1995: 15). 

Equity and gender 

The representation of women in the pilot projects is less promising in that the 

majority of RPL students were men. This is contrary to international trends 

(Clancy, 1997). The absence of women may be attributed to the fact that the RPL 

pilot projects with large numbers of students were in the field of management 

(UFS) and law and to a lesser extent arts (UWC), which continue to be male 

dominated. Women students were strongly represented in RPL projects that 

focused on education, and adult education (Wits and lCE), but these projects had 

small numbers ofRPL students (See Table Three, Chapter Four). 

Equity and success with access? 

It was often pointed out to the researcher by both academics and students that real 

equity meant that once students had obtained access, they should and could 

succeed in an academic environment that was assumed to be new. One academic 

said: 

It's about physical and epistemological access. (1) 

A student said: 

Access leads to equity when you can cope at university. (B) 

Have students enjoyed success after access? 
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Local literature (Breier, 1999, and Luckett, 1999) cautions about the literacy levels 

of RPL students, pointing out that many students who were competent in 

workplace discourses are unable to represent their knowledge in environments 

where academic discourses are dominant. Surprisingly, students in this research 

who were admitted under RPL at UWC have performed as well as mainstream 

students, with none of the RPL students failing more than one course in their first 

year of study (Hendrick, 2001). A similar trend is noted for the students at UFS 

(personal communication with course coordinator, October, 2002). The students 

at Wits in teacher education are in their final year of study, having met all of the 

course work and examination requirements for the BEd (personal communication, 

course coordinator, June 2002). The two students who succeeded in obtaining 

their qualifications at JCE met all the course and examination requirements for the 

Diploma in Education successfully (Osman, 2000). All the RPL students in Wits 

adult education were successful in obtaining a BEd in the stipulated time period 

(two years). As was pointed out in the institutional case studies (Chapters Four 

and Seven respectively), some students from Wits adult education and UFS have 

since entered Masters degree programmes in Adult Education and Management. 

The performance of students in this study generally and at UWC in particular 

challenges the matriculation exemption as the key mechanism to determine 

readiness for university study, or the key mechanism for excluding students 

deemed unqualified for access to the university. As Usher points out, such formal 

admissions requirements "select out rather than select in" (1989: 74). At the 

same time it confirms findings elsewhere that adult learners have the potential to 

perform well academically (Flint and associates, 1999; Merrifield et aI, 2000) and 

that they are committed and focused learners. In addition they are loyal to their 

institutions and bring the world of experiential learning into the world of academic 

learning, thereby enhancing the quality of interaction in class (Hull, 1992). 

Are these students successful because of their prior learning, or does their success 

relate to qualities that adult students bring to the university which compensate for 
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the weakness or the absence of a vertical or academic discourse? Is RPL only a 

question of knowledge equivalence, or is it a question of "multiple intelligences"? 

The success of students in this study alerts us to the need to begin to grapple with 

and develop more sophisticated and less essentialised understandings and analyses 

of knowledge - especially knowledges that are not considered in the debates on 

knowledge equivalence (Breier, 2001; Muller, 2000; Shalem, 2001). Educators 

who research and write about RPL may give heed Forster who states, "the power 

to know one thing [academic knowledge] is never the power to know all things" 

(1994: 129). 

8.4 PARTICIPANTS' SUGGESTIONS FOR THE PRACTICE OF RPL 

The expenences of participants show that RPL is indeed a new and untested 

policy. Both academics and students are wrestling with tensions inherent to the 

practice of RPL. The upshot of this is that RPL creates a space for innovative 

approaches to both institutional policies and practices around RPL and lifelong 

learning. Although the RPL models (reviewed in Chapter Three) provide insights 

into ways to conceptualise RPL, suggestions from academics and students who 

participated in contextualised and local RPL projects point to a variety of issues 

that need attention - issues that go beyond the conceptual and epistemological. 

Create opportunities for more students to participate 

A consistent suggestion, made by students, was that RPL should be made 

available more widely and to more students. RPL projects need to be 

implemented with sufficiently large numbers of students (as at UWC and UFS) to 

ensure that such projects are part of the institutional offerings and a visible part of 

daily business. Sufficiently large numbers of adult learners also serve to bring out 

into the open questions and issues surrounding adult teaching, adult learning and 

adult development. This may prevent RPL projects becoming marginal and 
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experimental initiatives by a few academics and may attract the attention of other 

academics in the institution. 

Related to the issue of student numbers is the question of where RPL projects are 

located in the institution. This research shows that location is crucial to the 

viability, visibility and future sustainability of the RPL project. Location 

determines the kind of attention the project may or may not attract from senior 

management, but location also determines whether the project will be responsive 

to the needs of adult learners. The Wits Plus Centre for Part-Time Studies is a 

case in point. This centre is beginning to enjoy support from senior management, 

has a strong champion and seems to be moving towards adult education practices 

in terms of course design and delivery. This change in location may allow RPL to 

fare better than it did in the School of Education at Wits. However, if RPL is not 

a subsidy-earning activity of the institution it will be compromised, even if the 

location is appropriate and conducive. 

Student support 

Lecturers suggested that institutions needed to make a firm commitment with 

respect to academic development and support needs of the students in the RPL 

portfolio courses. This suggestion implies that the institutions in this study may 

need to re-examine the commitments they make in their mission and vision 

statements as well as their strategic plans. In the main, the strategic plans of all 

the institutions in this study commit themselves to improving student access, to 

promoting flexible curriculum design and being responsive to diverse student 

popUlations. These commitments resonate with the commitments identified by 

academics in this study, as necessary for the implementation of RPL. Student 

support and academic development are not unique to RPL provisioning, but have 

long been recognised as a need in higher education, though not always fulfilled 

adequately. A substantial body of literature and research in South Africa (Mehl, 

2000) attests to the need for such provisioning, and to the problems associated 
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with such provlSlonmg m higher education. Given higher education's erratic 

performance in the area of student support and development, what are the chances 

that this suggestion will be taken up? 

Presently, one could point out that higher education institutions in South Africa 

have no enforceable obligation to the Department of Education or the Ministry of 

Education with respect to activities around student development, student support 

and responsiveness to student diversity. This is true even in 2002, in a period 

characterised by a deluge of educational policies, plans and proposals for 

"transforming" higher education. More optimistically, one could point out that 

structures for academic development and support already exist in higher education 

in South Africa, at least in part, and effective RPL would require that they be 

organised to include support for RPL students. 

Make information about RPL widely available 

A frequent suggestion made by students was that written information about RPL 

should be made available more widely so that more students could participate in 

such initiatives. In particular, students suggested that RPL processes should be 

made explicit so that the students can decide from the outset if they wish to 

participate. A practical suggestion such as this could be implemented by 

institutions disseminating written information to prospective RPL s!udents VIa 

workplace organisations such as unions and professional organisations. 

Students suggested further that if RPL for credit were offered, the process related 

to making a claim for credit should be made explicit so students know what the 

demands are and if this process is indeed worthwhile. International practice alerts 

us to the importance of such a suggestion. Hull points out that when the 

information relating to making claims for credit is explicit, students have an 

opportunity to plan their future learning in an informed way (1992). By way of 

contrast, in none of the five RPL projects was information about the process of 
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making claims for credit explicit. This, however, should not be surprising given 

that these were the first projects of their kind in South Africa, in embryonic stages, 

and lessons are still being learnt in the implementation of RPL. 

RPL to be factored into the workloads of lecturers 

A regular suggestion made by staff and some students (at Wits) was that the RPL 

activities of lecturers should be factored into their workloads. Staff experienced 

RPL activities as placing additional demands on them, and this was acute at Wits 

and leE, where the projects were the initiatives of individuals, with little 

recognition from institutional management. The RPL activities of most the 

lecturers were added to their teaching, research and administrative loads. One of 

the ways for RPL to be factored into lecturers' work loads would be for the 

portfolio courses to be integrated into degree qualifications, as seen at UFS in the 

BML degree. Again, international practice makes a strong case that the workloads 

of academics who are involved in RPL must be considered in the overall 

implementation plan of the institution (Evans, 1988, in Nieman, 2001: 153), 

thereby making work in RPL a mainstream issue within the institution, and 

possibly a credible teaching and learning endeavour as well as a worthy field of 

research and scholarship. 

Whether these suggestions are meaningful to institutions of higher education 

remains to be seen, but what must not be overlooked is the opportunity that RPL 

has created for individuals to become aware of their roles and responsibilities as 

educators, and of the tensions and dilemmas that such awareness generates. 

8.5 CONCLUSION 

This research project has offered the researcher a rare opportunity for 

communication and conversation across multiple arenas, between scholars, RPL 

practitioners and RPL students alike. It has made the researcher aware of the 
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diversity of students and of experience that RPL brings into the university. It has 

also brought a recognition that RPL is not inherently good and could be used 

either to maintain or challenge inequality in education and in society. Through 

this research she has become cognisant that there are no readymade models to 

guide future conversations about RPL. 

Conversations about RPL cannot be driven only by questions about competing 

epistemologies and about the equivalence of practical and academic knowledge. 

In South Africa there need to be conversations and actions that deal with the 

inequalities that characterise our society. RPL creates the space in which 

educators can examine entrenched educational inequalities and develop 

alternatives, and for institutions to derive an understanding of themselves and their 

place within a transforming society. 

The expenences of the various pilot projects show that RPL is dependent on 

institutional and individual will and capacity. McLaughlin (1987) warns us that 

while capacity can be harnessed, attitude, motivations and beliefs cannot be 

bought. As one academic in this study confirmed: 

RPL must be reflected in this philosophy [of the institution]. 

Structural problems can be overcome if people share a vision. (D) 

In many ways, will is demonstrated in how an institution has assessed the policy 

imperatives implied by RPL and the value of these imperatives for the institution's 

vision and mission. Will is also demonstrated by the vision and support provided 

by institutional management. In the institutions examined in this research, 

political will was affected by competing epistemological orientations (at Wits), by 

restructuring and rationalisation (at Wits and lCE), by market forces (at UFS), and 

by a decline in student numbers (at UWC). To date the quest for social justice on 

its own has been an inadequate lever to influence the development of RPL. 

262 



Although equity and social justice did not provide the impetus for the RPL pilot 

projects, the notion of "small wins" is appropriate here. To the students in this 

research, RPL offered access opportunities as well as opportunities for personal 

development, and in this way contributed to important educational and equity 

goals. For some of the academics in this study, RPL provided an opportunity to 

re-examine and validate their epistemological and philosophical orientation as 

educators. Small wins enable individuals or groups of people to "identify a series 

of controllable opportunities of modest size that produce visible results" (Weick, 

1984: 40). Small wins also contribute to individuals and groups feeling confident 

about their work, and this has the potential to impact on the environment in which 

such work takes place. 

Applied to RPL, small wins in some projects could give participants confidence to 

continue their work in RPL and widen support for RPL in institutional 

environments that are still suspicious and doubtful of RPL. Small wins, such as 

those experienced at some of the institutions examined in this research, such as 

moving towards widening access and designing portfolios that created 

opportunities for personal development, remain vital to future RPL initiatives in 

higher education in South Africa. They also warrant a move in our conversations 

about RPL from a "language of critique" to the "language of possibility" (Giroux, 

1992). 
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APPENDIX ONE: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

<IJ 
Q,I 

STUDENTS ACADEMICS 
E Questions that explored the students' Questions that explored the 
Q,I 

-= experience of RPL academics' experience of RPL ~ 

1 How would you describe your understanding of Tell me about the RPL portfolio 
RPL? development course that you designed 

and implemented 

Tell me about the RPL portfolio development What was the nature of this course? 
course that you participated in at this university. 

What was the nature of this course? Some assert that portfolio courses 
make particular knowledge claims 
that favour academic knowledge. 

What kind of knowledge was your portfolio How would you describe the 
course attempting to recognise? epistemo logical orientation of your 

course? 
How do you think your prior knowledge fared in 
this portfolio development course? 

How would you describe the orientation of the What kind of knowledge was your 
portfolio course 111 relation to your pnor portfolio course attempting to 
knowledge and learning recognise? 

Literature on RPL hints at portfolio development Literature on RPL hints at portfolio 
courses being pedagogically demanding and development courses being 
challenging for students pedagogically demanding and 

challenging for academics 

Tell me about the demands you encountered. Tell me about the demands you 
encountered. 

How did you get around these challenges? How did you get around these 
challenges? 

Were there other demands? Were there other demands? 

Do you think the portfolio course was of value to Some writers, 111 South Africa 111 

you, professionally, personally and particular, have distinguished 
academically? between RPL for credit and RPL for 

access. What do you think of this 
distinction? 

Some writers, in South Africa in particular, have In your experience should there be 
distinguished between RPL for credit and RPL this distinction in the practice of RPL 
for access. What do you think of this in higher education? 
distinction? 

2 Does RPL deliver on equity, access and redress in education? 

3 Tell me about the ideas you have for RPL practices in higher education. 
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