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1

Introduction and evaluation

1.1

Abstract
Since the 2014 update was carried out, there are positive developments both at national and
institution level towards the development of system-wide capacity for the recognition of prior
learning (RPL), although there is no overarching national policy in this area. In February
2015, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) hosted the inaugural meeting of the national
Recognition of Prior Learning Practitioner Network. This network has been established to
provide a coherent voice and a peer support environment for practitioners, including the
objective that they may shape and inform policy relating to RPL. In parallel, the Department
of Education and Skills (DES) are considering the establishment of a Working Group to
support national development of RPL.
In January 2016, Ireland’s National Skill’s Strategy 2025: Ireland’s Future was published
(DES & DSRI, 2016) and provides a strategic vision with specific objectives for Ireland’s
future skills requirements. The National Skills Strategy (NSS) includes a specific action for
greater recognition of workplace learning and capacity for RPL through a multi-agency
approach. The NSS is being implemented in the context of comprehensive reforms that are
underway in both the further education and training and higher education sectors.
A key strength of RPL in Ireland is that, traditionally, RPL practice has grown organically and
so is understood as a bottom-up approach. Although the manner in which RPL is applied
and understood on the ground is often varied, there is an energy and a deep seated
commitment to excellent practice and innovation in RPL. Nevertheless, promoting a common
understanding of RPL through the development of a national policy / strategy to span across
education sectors and workplace learning is desired. A more transparent, coherent and
consistent approach to RPL to guide future arrangements, build confidence and capacity for
RPL can be considered the key enablers to further development in this area.

1.2

Main changes since the 2014 update
Since the 2014 update was published, positive developments at national and institutional
level have been made towards the development of system-wide capacity for RPL. RPL is
referenced in a range of national strategy documents, including those that consider
education and training, employment and skills development, youth and community and
voluntary sectoral policies, among others:
■

National Skill’s Strategy 2025: Ireland’s Future

A key objective of the NSS (ibid) is to encourage people across Ireland to engage more in
lifelong learning – the NSS also references the challenge of working with people in
employment. With a focus on active inclusion to support participation in education and
training and within the labour market, there will be greater recognition of workplace learning
(e.g. in company training, on-the-job training and through less formal activities such as team
work) and capacity for RPL.
The NSS sets out the elements of a new skills architecture which includes the establishment
of a National Skills Council and new network of nine Regional Skills Fora. The key objectives
of the Fora are to foster greater engagement between the education and training system,
employers and other enterprise stakeholders in building the skills of each region. Through
the provision of a cohesive education led structure for employers and the further and higher
education system, there is potential to promote the use of RPL at a regional level.
■

The Further Education and Training Strategy: 2014-2019

The Further Education and Training Strategy: 2014-2019 (SOLAS, 2014), acknowledges the
role of RPL in enhancing employability and mobility and in driving the systematic
implementation of RPL in the FET sector. THE FET Strategy includes a projection that, in the
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context of a nationally approved RPL strategy, the development and implementation of a
QQI approved RPL system for FET programmes will be in place by 2018.
■

Higher Education Strategy to 2030

Building on the Higher Education Strategy to 2030 (HEA, 2011), the NSS (DES & DSRI,
2016) calls for the development and implementation of RPL across the HE sector, requiring
all HEIs to engage with QQI in the development of an overall RPL framework (see section
2.2).
■

National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education (2015-2010)

The National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education, 2015-2020 was published by the
Department of Education and Skills in December 2015. The Plan is intended to contribute
towards ensuring our higher education sector reflects the diversity of society as a whole. The
relevant commitment in the National Access Plan is that all Higher Education Institutions will
put in place an RPL policy and engage with QQI on the development of an overall national
RPL framework (HEA, 2015a).
Since the 2014 report was published, the QQI have also taken forward a range of policy
developments in this area. The QQI is currently examining RPL policy with a view to
providing a new national policy for providers in 2017, based on ongoing broad consultation
with stakeholders. In addition the QQI has republished the National Qualification Authority of
Ireland (NQAI) Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning in
Further and Higher Education in Ireland, (NQAI, 2005), so that these continue to be the basis
on which RPL practice is and will be developed.
The QQI has also issued a policy restatement on Guidelines for Access, Transfer and
Progression (QQI, 2015) in relation to learners for providers in further and higher education.
This is based on former policies, and thus the policies of the former Further Education and
Training Awards Council and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council which to
some extent placed greater restrictions on providers have been rescinded. Whilst the
restatement of the ATP policy has not led to any formal changes in terms of policies and
procedures for RPL at national level, it effectively softens some barriers to practice that
might have been there previously.
In April 2016 the QQI published comprehensive Quality Assurance Guidelines (QQI, 2016a)
and Validation Policy and Criteria (QQI, 2016b). The Validation Policy and Criteria requires
that the provider has suitable procedures and criteria for RPL for the purposes of access and
advanced entry to the programme and also for exemptions. Significantly, in ensuring there
are sound assessment strategies in place, the policy requires that there is a satisfactory
written programme assessment strategy for the programme as a whole and there are
satisfactory module assessment strategies for any of its constituent modules and if required,
that there is a contingent strategy for cases where learners claim exemption from modules,
including for RPL.
A key strength of RPL in Ireland is that, traditionally, RPL practice has grown organically and
so is understood as a bottom-up model of validation, strongly supported by stakeholders
from across the education and training landscape. Promoting the development of a common
understanding of RPL; greater recognition of workplace learning; dissemination of good
practice in RPL among practitioners; and further development of processes for RPL with
visibility at national level as recognised in the NSS (DES & DSRI, 2016), can be considered
as enablers to further development in this area.
Issues and challenges relating to RPL were highlighted in the 2014 update and reflected in
research carried out by the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning
(NFETL, 2015). Essentially these refer to gaps in information and communication on RPL;
lack of data on the costs, availability and outcomes of RPL; limited evaluation of practice;
lack of dedicated funding; and uncertainty around the relevant roles of actors - all
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contributing to a call for a national approach to RPL. The policy position presented above
technically provides for national implementation with education and training providers being
able to consider access to programmes and exemptions within or towards full or partial
award, it is however true that, for many reasons, this application by providers is uneven
nationally.
In terms of migrant learners, the NSS acknowledges that the numbers leaving and entering
Ireland are having a major effect on the country. It commits to attracting skilled migrants and
encouraging Irish emigrants to return home. Research carried out for this report, highlights
some examples of RPL-related initiatives at local levels to support migrant learners. Current
RPL arrangements apply universally in the national context - citizens from other EU
countries are granted the same rights to undergo validation processes as Irish nationals.

2

National perspective

2.1

Overarching approach to validation
Pending implementation of new quality assurance and validation policies, there is no single
national system or strategy for the implementation of validation. Different types of validation
are possible, as described in sections 2.2, 2.3 and 2.4 below.

2.2

Validation in education and training
The legislative framework for validation is rooted in the Qualifications (Education and
Training) Act of 1999 (Oireachtas, 1999). The Qualifications and Quality Assurance
(Education and Training) Act of July 2012 established the National Qualifications and Quality
Assurance Authority (QQI) (Oireachtas, 2012). This Act revoked the Qualifications
(Education and Training) Act 1999 and amended the Higher Education Authority Act 1971.
The 2012 Act means that QQI is responsible for establishing policies and criteria for access,
transfer and progression (ATP), including credit and RPL.
Current RPL practice continues to be based on the NQAI principles and guidelines (NQAI,
2005) where RPL is defined as: ‘the process by which prior learning is given a value. It is a
means by which prior learning is formally identified, assessed and acknowledged’. RPL can
be used by the learner to gain entry to a programme; gain exemptions within a programme;
gain credit towards an award: a learner may gain a credit towards an award using previous
certification and/or attain an Award: a learner may be awarded a Major or Minor Award on
the basis of previously acquired learning for which they do not have a formal certificate
(NQAI, 2005). It is noted however, the current practice orientation is towards education and
training awards and certification which does not necessarily meet other broader needs.
Under the QQI policy restatement on the Criteria for Access, Transfer and Progression, it
remains the case that providers are required to establish policies for ATP which QQI must
agree or approve, depending on the legislative status of the provider/institution (QQI, 2015).
Provider policies submitted for QQI approval must include arrangements for credit
accumulation, credit transfer and identification, and for the formal assessment of knowledge,
skills and competence previously acquired by learners, including arrangements for RPL.
Pending implementation of new quality assurance and validation policies, the arrangements
agreed with providers prior to the establishment of QQI in 2012 stand, but can be enhanced
by publicly funded providers, and all have been encouraged to work with the European
Guidelines for validation of non-formal and informal learning (Cedefop, 2015).
Under the NQAI principles and guidelines (NQAI, 2005), and now under the 2012 Act,
application for validation continues to be an individual entitlement; however, QQI suspended
direct awarding policies on establishment and continues to direct applicants and queries
towards providers with expertise in the relevant areas. A legislative amendment is pending in
this respect.
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■

RPL in the Higher education sector

Equity of access to higher education is one of a number of core national objectives for the
higher education system in the Department of Education and Skills Higher Education System
Performance Framework (HEA, 2014) and part of this objective is to develop pathways to
higher education, including systems for the RPL.
The System Performance Framework for higher education is the context for the agreement
by each higher education institution (HEI) of a performance compact with the Higher
Education Authority (HEA). In these compacts each institution sets out their key performance
indicators under each of the priority system objectives. These compacts are the basis of an
annual strategic dialogue process between the HEA and HEIs and for the allocation of
performance funding. Targets related to the recognition of prior learning have also been
included in a number of institutional compacts and progress has been reported on these.
The HEA provide an overall report on the performance of the higher education system to the
Minister for Education and Skills. The first system performance report was published in 2015
(HEA, 2015). The compacts that have been agreed by each HEI with the HEA have also
been published and are available (HEA, 2011). The second system performance report will
be published later in 2016.
Recognised as an opportunity to upskill the workforce and re-engage individuals in education
and training, the higher education sector has taken the lead on a number of initiatives
involving the use of RPL aimed at widening participation and promoting lifelong learning.
1
‘Springboard’ is an example of one such initiative to ensure that people out of work and in
receipt of unemployment benefit have access to skills enhancement as a means of getting
back into sustainable employment. Springboard has been running since 2011 and offers
free, one year part time higher education courses from levels 7 to 9 on the NFQ level.
Springboard courses have been developed around the needs of the economy and are
typically suited to people who have work experience but need a relatively short, maximum
one year, upskilling programme to be able to return to employment in areas of economic
growth. The providers are encouraged to use RPL processes to grant entry onto
Springboard programmes, where to do so would support the participant’s successful
completion of the programme. The summary evaluation report published in June 2015 notes
that a survey of all graduates 2011-2014 indicates that within two years of completing a
course 60% are employed or self-employed, with progression to employment steadily
increasing over time (HEA, 2015).
Importantly, to encourage and enable more people to enter or re-enter formal education,
each programme must include a statement on the use of RPL. As reported in the 2015
NFETL report, the Springboard process requires that participating institutions upload their
RPL policy at proposal stage to support widening participation in education and training.
Other initiatives to foster access and lifelong learning have included the Education in
Employment (EIE) (2006-2010) project, which focused on providing access routes to
education for those in employment but seeking up-skilling opportunities. In addition, the
Roadmap for Employment Academic Partnerships (REAP project) developed case studies
and practice exemplars of the development of customised learning opportunities in response
to new and emerging workplace learning needs.
■

Further education and training sector

Within the further education and training sector, the FET strategy acknowledges the role of
RPL in enhancing employability and mobility and is driving for systematic implementation of
RPL through its commitment to a national strategy for RPL. The strategy also recognises the
role of community education as “a critical access point for many adults who left school early”
,
1

https://www.springboardcourses.ie/
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and to enable those adults “to re-engage in civil life and /or prepare for mainstream further
education and training.” Indeed, within the FET Strategy, AONTAS (the National Adult
Learning Organisation) has been identified as a key support partner across four of the five
strategic goals in areas including community education, learner voice, literacy and
numeracy, RPL and promoting awareness of the value and benefits of further education and
training.
Since the 2014 update, there is also growing interest in the use of RPL in the Apprenticeship
programme, supported through the introduction of various SOLAS initiatives/policy
developments. Registered apprentices can submit an application for phase and/or time
exemptions in recognition of formal qualifications or trade related work experience.
There are also RPL opportunities for redundant apprentices. This particular initiative was
introduced following the collapse of the economy. As part of this initiative, redundant
apprentices can submit an application to have trade related work experience or formal
training for example, recognised as part of their apprenticeship thus enabling them to
complete the apprenticeship. In relation to Approved Employer Status, this
initiative provides a mechanism for uncertified employers to have their ‘suitability to train
apprentices’ assessed under RPL. When it comes to existing workers in new crafts, following
the launch of a new craft apprenticeship, SOLAS facilitates those already employed in the
industry to validate their competence through RPL. This process is reported to be working
well with the Electronic Security Industry. Lastly, in relation to time-served apprentices,
SOLAS currently offer time-served apprentices the opportunity to validate their competence
leading to the Record of Attainment or the QQI Advanced Certificate – Craft.
In addition to the existing 27 existing craft apprenticeships available in Ireland, two new
apprenticeship models have been developed: Insurance Practice (NFQ Level 8) and
Industrial Electrical Engineering (NFQ Level 7). According to SOLAS, the apprenticeship
development model for the new apprenticeships is a more flexible model and comprises; a
minimum of two years in duration, a wider range of delivery models, and NFQ Level Awards
ranging for NFQ Level 5 to 9. The recently published Core Statutory QA Guidelines (QQI,
2016a) and Topic Specific Quality Assurance Guidelines (QQI, 2016c) refer to Apprentice
recruitment and recognition for both new and existing apprenticeships.
■

The stages of validation

As reported in 2014, at national level, the stages of validation are outlined in the 2005 NQAI
principles and operational guidelines to which providers develop their own approaches. As
set out in the EGFSN report on developing RPL (EGFSN (2011), the stages of validation
typically include:
■

Identification: Identifying what someone knows or can do, and recording it (personal
stage, possibly with supervision);

■

Assessment: Establishing what someone knows or can do;

■

Validation: Establishing that what someone knows or can do satisfies certain
requirements (points of reference, standards);

■

Certification: Stating that what someone knows or can do satisfies certain requirements,
and awarding a document testifying to this (necessitates the involvement of an
accredited authority to certify performance and possibly its level).

These are consistent with the works of Cedefop and the EU Commission on the validation of
non-formal and informal learning.
■

Open Educational Resources

There is no specific strategy in relation to validation of learning undertaken by means of
open educational resources (OER) in Ireland. In the NFETL (2015), QQI acknowledges
uncertainty about how the development of MOOCs will impact on demand for RPL and
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accreditation – particularly in relation to questions MOOCs will raise in terms of academic
rigour, the resulting certification and how they fit within existing systems.
The 2014 country report for Ireland also provided a good example of the validation of OER at
a project level. The National Adult Literacy Agency (NALA)’s distance learning tool www.writeon.ie - is an interactive website, developed with the support of the European
Social Fund. The tool enables individuals to improve their basic (literacy, numeracy, IT and
interpersonal) skills online.

Box 1 Writeon.ie
The www.writeon.ie site is a web-based learning resource. It was developed in 2008 to provide free
online learning and to facilitate literacy development. Its purpose is to enable learners to improve
their reading, writing, numbers, ICT, personal development skills and to develop new digital literacies
and pursue accreditation if desired.
With demand for accreditation at Levels 2 and 3 on the National Framework of Qualifications (NQF)
of Ireland, there are 12 accredited awards at Level 2, and 14 at Level 3, mapped to the NQF
providing accreditation opportunities for individuals who have the knowledge, skills and competences
but with no way of validating these and achieving qualifications.
In terms of how it works, learners initially log on to writeon.ie with a unique password and select an
area of study. Learners then complete an initial assessment for each award area they wish to work
on. Where initial assessment demonstrates learners have met all standards in a particular award,
they may proceed directly to an on-line summative assessment for those awards. These are
identified as RPL learners. The website contains a skills checker which may be used to ascertain the
initial level of the learner.
Writeon.ie is used by practitioners and providers as a blended learning resource where learners are
supported by centre-based tutors and can use RPL to gain accreditation. Training is provided to
registered centres and providers to support blended learning approaches, including that of RPL.
To date, there are over 50,000 learning accounts created on writeon.ie. 26,000 minor awards at
levels 2 and 3 have been achieved by over 4,400 learners. This is a significant increase since the
2014 update that reported a total of 2,573 learners achieved awards using the site – this includes
12,045 minor awards and 1,216 major awards at Level 2 since 2009; and 2,434 minor awards and
172 major awards at Level 3 since 2011.
A total of 180 learning centres have registered to use the website for learning and accreditation including Education Training Boards (and previously VECs), labour activation programmes,
Community Training Centres, Community education centres, Traveller Education Centres, the
National Learning Network, Enable Ireland, and Rehab. NALA has also experienced an increased
interest from organisations representing and supporting learners with difficulties and disabilities, with
evidence that the website had been very effective with learners who had little success with traditional
learning approaches.
Research evidence (NALA (2011a,b; 2014) has shown that www.writeon.ie broadens access to
those in learning centres and working independently. Learners report benefiting from and enjoying
the combination of face-to-face learning and independent online work that has delivered results in
terms of literacy, numeracy and computer skills. In this respect, www.writeon.ie offers a new way of
learning for those who may have had difficulties with ‘traditional’ pen and paper approach. The
research also shows that learners can be provided with more targeted and individualised learning by
combining www.writeon.ie with other teaching methods in a blended learning context.
Source: NALA. Further information: http://www.writeon.ie/nala/student/index.jsp?2016

2.3

Validation and the labour market
Though the government is driving strong economic recovery, long-term unemployment
continues to present significant challenges for Irish society and economy. The Government’s
Action Plan for Jobs 2016 outlines a series of actions to secure the gains already made and
deliver the Government target to have 2.1 million people in employment by 2018, and to
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achieve the ambitious longer term goal of 2.18 million people at work by 2020, as set out in
the Government's Enterprise 2025 strategy (DJEI, 2015a).
Significantly, the Action Plan for Jobs 2015 (DJEI, 2015b) outlines measures to address the
challenge of long-term unemployment, to help people access the labour market and support
their career development. As part of this, the new Pathways to Work 2015 Strategy (DSP,
2015) to cover the period 2016 to the end of 2020 continues to enhance peoples’ prospects
for employment and support economic growth. Other initiatives include the JobsPlus
scheme, the aforementioned Springboard initiative, the implementation of the Momentum
programme and the roll-out of schemes such as Gateway and Tús, together with the reform
of the Community Employment programme. Significantly, the Action Plan for Jobs 2015
commits to progressing work on implementation of the 2012 Council Recommendation on
the validation of non-formal and informal learning (Council of the European Union, 2012) in
consultation with relevant Government Departments and other stakeholders.
The sectoral activities of Skillnets in the private sector, continues to have a prominent role in
up-skilling the labour market and in sustaining Ireland’s national competitiveness and
economic recovery. Through the work of Skillnets there is growing evidence of employers
working with providers to raise the skills level of employees in their sectors, increasingly
including through the use of RPL. The EGFSN recommends that enterprises and trade
unions should explore, in conjunction with Skillnets and education and training providers,
how they can develop, deliver and promote RPL at a sectoral level (e.g. through distance
learning) for employees with few /no formal qualifications (EGFSN, 2011).
As policy makers and education providers become increasingly aware of the need for
workforce development in response to changing market forces, Goggin et al., (NFETL, 2015)
reflect on the adoption of partnership approaches to curriculum development, recognising
the workplace itself as a valid and valuable centre of learning. As presented in the 2014
country report, the Leadership, Management and Defence Studies for Irish Defence Forces
personnel continue to develop successfully as does the Leadership Management and Naval
2
Studies Programme . These developments continue to demonstrate a cultural shift in
approach to education and training for their enlisted personnel in terms of the inclusion of
informal and non-formal learning at the validation stage. Indeed, Donegal ETB is working
closely with the Defence Forces to move from recognition of prior learning to accrediting
prior learning.
Industry leaders in the ICT sectors such as EMC, INTEL and VmWare have also been
instrumental in collaborating with Higher Education Institutions on developing relevant, timely
and dynamic programmes in response to industry needs. The CIT Extended Campus is an
example of a Higher Education Institution responding in a timely fashion to the needs of
employer organisations in terms of engagement, customised course solutions and
addressing the organisation and individual labour force needs. RPL and work based learning
are elements which are increasingly important and relevant in the discussions which are
taking place between this institute and industry. A specific example is the cloud technologies
Masters programme developed by CIT in collaboration with EMC and other industry partners
in response to industry demand.
A notable development since the 2014 update is the use of RPL by professional bodies in
response to changes in regulatory requirements and the changing needs of the labour force.
As part of the desk research for this 2016 update, examples have been provided through the
RPL Network – reflecting those that are well documented in the NFETL report. This includes:
■
■
■
■

Experiential Learning in Engineers Ireland,
RPL in Certified Public Accountants Ireland,
RPL and The Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland (see box below),
RPL and Institute of Professional Auctioneers and Valuers,

,
2

Contribution from the RPL Network in January 2016
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■

RPL and Society of Chartered Surveyors Ireland.

Box 2 RPL and the Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland
The Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland (RIAI) is the Professional Body, Statutory Registration
Body and Competent Authority (per Directive 2005/36/EC on the mutual recognition of professional
qualifications) for architects in Ireland. The RIAI was established as a professional body in 1839 and
was assigned the functions of Registration Body and Competent Authority in the Building Control Act
2007. The RIAI has introduced flexibility into recognition systems to support local and migrant
professionals/learners.
There are specific provisions for those without formal qualifications to be recognised as architects in
the State. One of these, technical assessment, requires ten years performance of duties
commensurate with those of an architect within the State prior to 1 May 2008 as an eligibility
criterion. This system is therefore very limited with regard to non-Irish applicants, but it is generally
regarded as a transitionary mechanism to address those impacted by regulation of title in this state.
The other option for those without recognised formal qualifications is the Register Admission
Examination. This requires seven years performing duties commensurate with those of an architect
in the State, i.e. while the duties have to be those that an architect would undertake in Ireland, they
do not, in fact, have to have been undertaken within the State. This year-long assessment
programme is provided by ARAE Ltd., a campus company of UCD who offer the assessment on the
basis that it is accredited by the RIAI and prescribed under law by the Minister for the Environment
(www.arae.ie).
The RIAI has also extended the mechanism for assessing those seeking an exemption from the
professional practice examination, which must be completed after the formal qualification for those
following that pathway, to graduates from outside the Irish State. This exemption system involves a
portfolio and interview based demonstration of skills acquired by those with seven years
postgraduate experience.
Recognition of architectural qualifications is primarily based on the EU Directive on the mutual
recognition of professional qualifications (2005/36/EC) and the vast majority of architects are
recognised on an ‘automatic’ basis per the Directive once they complete their training at home. The
RIAI focus generally needs to be only on those who have not completed their studies in a single
Member State, those whose qualifications are recognised at national but not EU level and those who
qualify completely or partially outside the EU.
Source: RIAI. Further information: http://www.riai.ie/

As highlighted in the NFETL report, other examples include the utilisation of RPL by schools
of nursing within the university sector nationally; and processes adopted by St Nicholas
Montessori School in responding to legislative changes in the Early Childhood Care and
Education sector. The regulation of qualifications in the sector has challenged existing
practitioners. Under the Early Childhood Care and Education Scheme (the so-called free
pre-school year), practitioners leading such settings and seeking to qualify for the higher
capitation grant were required to have an early years qualification at Level 7 on the NFQ.
Legacy qualifications were not accepted for this purpose. As such this presents a risk to the
financial viability of many single and two person operated centres. Saint Nicholas Montessori
College of Ireland has introduced an approach focused on up-skilling the existing workforce
– recognising the potential of RPL.

Box 3 RPL and the Saint Nicholas Montessori College of Ireland
Saint Nicholas Montessori College of Ireland (SNMCI) has been delivering Montessori awards since
the 1980s, initially on the basis of its own proprietary awards and then on the basis of awards on the
NFQ. Anxious to respond to the concerns of practitioners, SNMCI developed a specific programme
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based on certified (formal and informal) and experiential learning which provided for advanced entry
onto its Level 7 programme. The College required that evidence of the prior learning be assembled
into a portfolio for evaluation and assessment by college staff. Resources were assigned to group
and in some cases, one-to-one meetings which provided advice and structure on the presentation of
this portfolio. Applicants were invited to proceed with the programme which was delivered on Friday
and Saturdays, which balanced work, study and family needs. There was an intensive ‘orientation’
week, which introduced mature entrants to the workings of Moodle, ICT applications and academic
writing. Within 1 year, students completed 60 ECTS and in November 2015, SNMCI staff watched
with pride as 16 graduates formally accepted their Level 7 parchments. The experience was
transformational for the graduates, with many remarking on the reflection on their day-to-day
pedagogical practice in their own settings. Equally, for SNMCI staff, it strengthened the use of RPL
within the institution.
Source: SNMCI. Further information: http://www.snmci.ie/rpl/

2.3.1

Skills audits
In relation to skills audits for unemployed people or people at risk of unemployment, some
Education Training Boards (ETBs) have launched a Skills Audit Checklist. Through a
systematic process of assessment, an individual’s skills and knowledge can be formally
recognised and credited.
Donegal ETB has initiated a process of Accrediting Prior Learning when it was identified that
participants on the Skills for Work Programme had a range of knowledge, skills and
competences gained through informal and non-formal learning, without these being validated
through appropriate certification. As part of the progression from Skills for Work, a group of
learners are currently in the process of being accredited at level 3 using RPL. Donegal ETB
is supporting the learners to gain formal recognition which will give them the 'credentials' to
progress to another further education programme or to employment. The process included;
oral interviews, skills’ identification questionnaire, task completion, employer verification,
verification from the community sector, discussions, some workshops to help to fill skills’
gaps and also learner reflection.

2.4

Validation and the third sector
As reported in the 2010 and 2014 updates, the third sector is active in the field of education
across all sectors, though its involvement in RPL remains difficult to evaluate.
There is however evidence of not for profit organisations providing RPL opportunities to
3
individuals. EQUAL Ireland for example is a charitable trust founded in 2001 by a Higher
Education Network of seven third Level Colleges i.e. Athlone, Dundalk, Galway-Mayo,
Letterkenny and Sligo, Institutes of Technology and the National University of Ireland,
Galway. The key objective of EQUAL Ireland is the ongoing development and delivery of
innovative and flexible, accredited education and training programmes aimed particularly, but
not exclusively, at adults who missed out on earlier education and training opportunities –
the potential for RPL is recognised as part of this initiative.

3

Links to national qualification systems
The National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ), launched in 2003, is defined as the single
nationally and internationally accepted entity through which all learning achievements may
be measured and related to each other in a coherent way, and which defines the relationship
between all education and training awards. It emerged in the context of European policy on
lifelong learning and the vision of inclusion of all learning. It is constructed as a system of ten

,
3

http://equalireland.ie/studying-with-equal-ireland/accreditation-of-prior-learning
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levels and is used to describe the Irish qualifications system. The Framework includes four
different award classes and many award-types. There are level indicators for each level and
these are based on nationally agreed statements concerning expected knowledge, skills and
competence to be achieved. These reflect what an individual is expected to know,
understand and be able to do following successful completion of a process of learning.
The definition of levels of learning and articulation of the type of learning expected at each
level is considered to be useful for RPL purposes. Almost all awards made through the state
funded sector, and many in the private sector, have been placed on the NFQ. The NFQ is
based on learning outcomes and was referenced to the EQF in June 2009, which means that
an award placed on the NFQ has a corresponding referencing point on the EQF. As reported
in the 2010/14 updates, validation of non-formal and informal learning was considered as
part of the referencing exercises associated with the NQF and the EQF.
An important development in relation to the link between RPL and the NFQ since the 2014
report was published, is that the NSS signals a commitment to the recognition of non-formal
qualifications in the NFQ: To.provide for the recognition of awards by private, professional
and non-national awarding bodies within the NFQ and to ensure that programmes leading to
recognised awards are quality assured’ (NSS,DES & DSRI: 100).
The tangible outcomes that can be achieved through RPL include gaining entry to a
programme, gaining exemptions within a programme, gaining credit towards an award and
attaining an award. The NFETL (2015) research report that the compacts (discussed under
section 2.2) show that the main intended role of RPL relates to entry. The research also
shows that RPL is used within institutions to facilitate learners with prior learning. Most
institutions consider claims for RPL in relation to advanced entry to a course and in relation
to module exemptions, while a limited number consider claims for full awards based on
evidence of prior learning.
Where certificates are awarded, it is not possible by looking at the certificates generally
issued to know whether they have been obtained through validation.
In terms of credit, as reported in 2014, it remains the case that there is no single national
credit system in Ireland as such, but rather a twin-tracked approach is in use. As
acknowledged by the OECD in 2008, one approach was pursued in further education and
training, and another for higher education and training – namely through the use of ECTS in
higher education (ECTS in HE are taken as 60 credits per typical year).
The ATP policy restatement issued by QQI in 2015 clarifies interim procedures for providers
prior to the implementation of a national approach to credit. These procedures relate to the
specification of arrangements for the recognition of prior learning by providers of education
and training programmes leading to awards. These are as follows:
■

■

■

All providers are required to develop a statement of arrangements available in respect of
each of their programmes for the recognition of prior learning, for entry, for credit towards
an award and for access to a full award. These statements should define the purposes
for which recognition of prior learning processes can be used, i.e., to enable entry to the
programme; to provide exemption from programme requirements or credit towards an
award; or to establish eligibility for a full award. Where RPL is used to enable entry to a
programme, the statement of arrangements should indicate to learners the competences
needed to succeed on the programme.
The entire RPL process should be made clear and include details in relation to
information and guidance, the application stage/process, the criteria for participation and
selection to participate. It should also include a standards’ checklist and details in
relation to the approach to assessment and certification (QQI, 2016b).
In relation to providers whose programmes are validated by the QQI or who have been
delegated authority by QQI to make awards, this statement of arrangements must be
consistent with the policies and procedures for QQI Awards.
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As noted above, a legislative amendment is pending in relation to QQI procedures and
policies relating to RPL.
In summary, it remains the case that all Irish award levels in the NQF are referenced to the
EQF and to the framework of levels for the European Higher Education Area. As such,
validation resulting in the award of credits or exemptions may be referenced technically to
relevant EQF levels. In higher education institutions in Ireland, the last decade has seen the
development of formal credit-earning learning opportunities in Teaching and Learning which
have supported building scholarship and evolving practice to address the need to develop
more considered formal systems which value all forms of learning.
In terms of standards, the standards used for RPL are the same as those used for the
provision of formal learning. The design of the NFQ in Ireland means that each level is based
on generic, non-disciplinary nationally agreed standards of knowledge, skill and competence.

4

Organisations and institutions involved in validation
arrangements and its coordination
There are a number of institutions and stakeholders involved in the development and
implementation of RPL in Ireland.
The QQI is responsible for maintaining the ten-level NFQ and is responsible for reviewing
the effectiveness of quality assurance in further and higher education providers in Ireland.
The 2012 Act includes specific reference to RPL and states that:
■
■
■
■

Learners may apply to QQI for awards where they meet standards that QQI has
established (Section 50(3))
QQI may request the assistance of providers to assess learners’ prior learning for the
purposes of making awards (Section 50(7))
QQI shall establish and publish policies and criteria for access transfer and progression
(Section 56(1))
These shall include policies on credit and recognition of prior learning (Section 56(3).

The Further Education and Training Authority, SOLAS, is responsible for funding, planning
and coordinating training and further education programmes. Together with the 16 education
and training boards (ETBs) it has an important role to play in RPL at regional level.
As discussed above, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) performance framework
proposes an increase in participation in higher education from the FE sector through nontraditional routes as facilitated by RPL, which is monitored through individual institutional
compacts and reports.
In terms of coordination between organisations and institutions involved in validation
arrangements, as noted above, there is widespread support for a coordinated and coherent
approach to RPL. The National Skills Council and new network of nine Regional Skills Fora
will have a key contributory role to play in fostering greater engagement between the
education and training sectors.
Overall, QQI has an important contribution to make at policy level and is in a unique position
in that it is linked to a number of different organisations in the field. It is clearly acknowledged
that QQI has solid ground to build on in terms of supporting stakeholders to develop the
infrastructure and national approach to RPL – the launch of the RPL Practitioner Network is
a clear step forward in this respect. With a clear mandate to support the contribution of
system wide capacity for RPL, the main aims of the network are to:
■
■
■

Provide a coherent voice to help shape future policy and practice;
Contribute towards meeting national and European objectives relating to RPL
Support the development of a community of practice;
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■
■

Enable knowledge sharing, the practical development of resources, development of the
use of a common language and consistent approaches and outcomes as appropriate;
Promote good practice that is informed by international practice amongst practitioners
and policy makers.
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5

Information, advice and guidance

5.1

Awareness-raising and recruitment
In the absence of a national communications strategy for RPL, while awareness in certain
sectors is growing, and is argued for, awareness within the general population is relatively
low.
At local levels, the provision of information and advice on RPL are communicated primarily
through individual education and training providers who promote their own practice and
benefits of RPL - largely stimulated by a growing interest in the use of RPL for low-skilled
and unemployed people.
Within the FET Strategy, AONTAS has been identified as a key support partner across four
of the five strategic goals in areas including community education, learner voice, literacy and
numeracy, RPL and promoting awareness of the value and benefits of further education and
training.

5.2

Information, advice and guidance
In a move towards a national approach to RPL, different services, stakeholders and
government departments will have an important role to play in the provision of information
and advice relating to RPL. For example, the National Employment and Entitlements Service
(NEES) under the Department of Social Protection is a single delivery unit ‘one-stop-shop’
supporting people to establish their benefits entitlements, provide advice in relation to
training options, and assist individuals in securing employment.
There is a clear view that information and advice is needed not only in preparation for an
application for RPL but also throughout the entire process and different stages of RPL. The
EGFSN reported that the targeting of ‘core skills’ for RPL should form part of a wider career
plan or further specific skills training for individuals and should therefore be integrated with
adult guidance and employment services, i.e. that individuals who come into contact with
these services have access to the relevant information about RPL and its availability.
Representative organisations of guidance professionals such as the Institute of Guidance
4
5
Counsellors , the Adult Educational Guidance Association of Ireland ; guidance practitioners
who work in schools, Colleges of Further Education and the Adult Education Guidance
Initiative have a significant role to play in terms of highlighting the role of guidance in the
RPL process. Guidance refers to the process that the individual would go through with the
guidance practitioner to identify the possibility of using RPL to clarify their skills prior to
making applications.
The National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) informs the policy of the Department
of Education and Skills in relation to guidance and provides support and information to
guidance practitioners in the general education, adult education and further education and
training sectors. The NCGE also participates in the RPL Network in an advisory capacity. In
addition, the NCGE provides resources to support use of RPL with adults. A short film
highlighting how guidance supports individuals when applying for the validation of the NCGE
6
prior learning adult guidance practice is available on the NCGE website .

,
4
5

http://www.igc.ie/
http://www.aegai.ie/

6

http://www.ncgeadultguidance.ie/workbook/7-resources/7-6-public-access-video-resources (last video on the
web page)
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Guidance is provided in Ireland in both the labour market and education sectors. The
National Guidance Forum report (2007) defines guidance as facilitating people throughout
their lives to manage their own educational, training, occupational, personal, social and life
choices so that they reach their full potential and contribute to the development of a better
society. Guidance in the schools and FET sector in Ireland includes the provision of relevant
and up to date information. However within the context of guidance provision in Ireland, the
guidance process facilitates and supports choices but does not advise on choices.
As reported in the 2014 country report, guidance practitioners facilitate the individual to
reflect on their current abilities which can include completion of an RPL process if
appropriate. Guidance provision through group and/or 1-1 support to the individual can
introduce the RPL process and identify the individual’s skills, strengths and learning
achievements. Reflection on formal and non-formal learning history and experience is central
to the guidance process, irrespective of the education or training level in question – postprimary, further education or higher education.
In terms of orientation, the report also notes that this is a broad area of activity for advisers,
guidance practitioners/counsellors, and other significant actors such as employers. It covers
all aspects of producing and distributing information, motivating potential candidates followed
by individualised information and guidance on the whole process from identification of prior
and relevant learning through to certification. Guidance practitioners facilitate the individual
to reflect on their current abilities and complete an RPL process if appropriate.
Guidance offered at appropriate points can make the RPL process efficient and effective for
all partners. The provision of appropriately trained and qualified guidance practitioners
contributes significantly to the overall cost of the validation process. The guidance aspect of
this stage is crucially important as it extends through the next stages of the RPL process.
A key issue in relation to information and guidance at the moment is in relation to individuals
who are returning to Ireland after spending periods of time overseas. It was noted that there
is some work to do in developing a system or approach that enables individuals to be
considered for RPL in cases where they had been unable to fully complete previous
qualifications/awards that they had started in Ireland or overseas.

5.3

Measures to enhance the awareness of validation initiatives and practices
amongst guidance practitioners
A number of institutions have independently introduced training and development
opportunities for practitioners to support them in their involvement with RPL.
It may be necessary to provide broader training in processes and approaches within RPL in
order to develop practice both inside and outside the realm of education and training
provision.
A key role of the guidance counsellor is to facilitate the individual to recognise their nonformal and informal learning as part of the guidance process – however the validation
process (e.g. completion of RPL recognition forms) may differ depending on the provider. As
such, the NCGE emphasise the need for greater clarity and consistency in the use of RPL
processes more broadly. In that way, the completion of the RPL process could be
undertaken by ‘other’ staff who do not need to be the guidance practitioner. In turn, if that
‘staff’ member is not available, and the process is clearly outlined – the guidance practitioner
could support and complete the process.
In that sense NCGE suggest that a formally recognised template for RPL is required
nationally. Providing information and training to guidance practitioners across the education
sectors and labour market on this process could support them to incorporate the process into
the guidance practice. To support the work of the guidance service, it is therefore essential
that the RPL process is also clearly outlined to those responsible for recruiting individuals
onto programmes.
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6

Validation practitioners

6.1

Profile of validation practitioners
In Ireland, the profile of validation practitioners can be subdivided in the role of management,
learner support and assessor, but there is no common job description, role or title, with
expert practitioners being named differently in different contexts. The breadth of role lends
itself to a variety of staff including administrative, guidance and academic. As assessment is
considered to be an academic activity rather than an administrative function, academic staff
typically assume responsibility for RPL. The NFETL (2015) study identified staff with
responsibility for supporting RPL - individuals identified were often heads of department,
module assessors, programme coordinators, or other staff from the particular academic
department or unit involved. In the majority of cases, the research found that this support
role is ad hoc and additional to the staff member’s other duties. The NFETL (2015) research
also shows that the organisation and management of the RPL processes within institutions
themselves varies considerably; some institutions have dedicated staff to assume a central
role in supporting students and staff in documenting, assessing and reporting on the
outcomes of RPL applicants – this very much comes down to the responsibility and
autonomy of each institution.
In the further education sector, validation practitioners are generally subject matter experts.
In the private sector, employers involved in skills audits are typically involved in the
development of training programmes. The scale of engagement of professional bodies is not
known.
As reported in the 2010/14 updates, dedicated RPL professionals and offices are now in
place in a number of Institutes of Technology and universities.

6.2

Qualification requirements
It remains the case that there are no mandatory qualification requirements for validation
practitioners, though within the further education sector there is now a requirement for new
graduate teachers to have the capacity to undertake student needs and skills analysis,
including RPL.
Practitioners have expressed interest in qualifications in the field of RPL and some HEIs
provide programmes leading to such awards.

6.3

Provision of training and support to validation practitioners
Within higher education, there is growing evidence of formal training being provided to
practitioners – it is however at the discretion of each institution. Indeed, the NFETL (2015)
research evidence shows that staff training and development of competences to support and
assess RPL vary considerably within and between institutions.
The NFETL (2015) report recommends that institutions, through their teaching and learning
departments or staff development units, should develop more regular staff training and
development in RPL practice, assessment, supporting the non-traditional learner, flexible
curriculum development in terms of learning outcomes, and assessment method selection.
The authors also note that from a national perspective the development of a national
practitioner network supported by QQI and the National Forum for the Enhancement of
Teaching and Learning in higher education in Ireland would assist in cross institutional
learning and would support continuous improvement in RPL development.
As in the 2014 country update, the extent to which it is compulsory is at the discretion of
each institution. As with many higher education institutions, the Cork Institute of Technology
and the Dublin Institute of Technology provide a range of training opportunities for staff who
have responsibility for the development and management of any aspect of RPL. There are a
number of higher education institutes who have recently established a Working Group to
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develop policy and procedures for RPL. The Galway Mayo and Letterkenny Institutes of
Technology also continue to support the development of staff involved in RPL. As noted in
Further Education: General and Programme Requirements for the Accreditation of Teacher
Education Qualifications specifies that as part of the programme, a minimum of 30 hours
should be assigned to teaching practice observation and other learning methods prior to
teaching practice placements. HEIs may choose to consider taking account of RPL for this
purpose – however data to show whether this is practiced or not is not available.
In addition, the establishment of the RPL Practitioner Network and availability of case
studies, discussion boards and resources on-line, www.rpl-ireland.ie, provide for further
organic learning.

7

Quality assurance
There is no single quality assurance system in place for RPL. It remains the case that high
level QA systems for RPL are incorporated into the NFQ.
As noted above, the QQI republished the National Qualification Authority of Ireland (NQAI)
Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning in Further and
Higher Education in Ireland, (NQAI, 2005), so that these continue to be the basis on which
RPL practice is developed. These principles and guidelines emphasised the importance of
quality assurance, stating that RPL should be treated like any other element of educational
provision and assessment, in that existing quality assurance procedures should apply to it.
As also noted above, new quality assurance and validation policies are pending
implementation.
An additional point to make in terms of quality assurance is that QQI continues to host the
EQAVET secretariat where there is an emphasis on the need for RPL to be incorporated into
EQAVET.

7.1

Evaluation framework
There is no national evaluation framework for RPL in place. The issue of evaluation is left to
each institution. In terms of the evaluation of individual initiatives, there is little evidence to
draw from.
Findings from the aforementioned NFETL research into RPL in Irish higher education include
the following recommendations:
■
■
■
■
■
■

A national policy and strategy should be developed and implemented across higher
education;
A need for an agreed definition of RPL in higher education in Ireland;
Good practice guidelines should be developed to support practice at institutional and
national levels;
Higher education institutions should seek to collect data in a consistent and systematic
way;
Clarity of roles and adequate training and development for staff involved in the process is
required;
The inclusion of RPL processes in a higher education continuous professional
development framework is recommended.

QQI intend to commission parallel research into RPL in the publically funded further
education and training sector during 2016.
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8

Inputs, outputs and outcomes

8.1

Funding
Funding for higher education is allocated to the Higher Education Authority and funding for
further education and training is funded to the ETBs through SOLAS. The funding source for
both FET and HE is the Department for Education and Skills. It is noted that there is however
no single national framework with explicit ring-fenced funds for RPL in Ireland. As reported in
the EGFSN report in 2011, dedicated funding of RPL in the past has been provided through
a limited number of nationally and EU-funded projects from institutional resources. However,
through the performance funding model of the HEA, higher education institutions are
effectively presented with an incentive to provide RPL. HEIs establish their own targets in
this regard.
It has been reported in the past that the project-based nature of RPL funding creates a risk
that the relevant RPL practice may not be sustained beyond the life of the project, and that
experience can be lost. On the other hand, projects can be a catalyst for RPL and the
relevant bodies may generate alternative means to finance RPL once projects have finished.
The University Sector Framework Implementation network (2011) calls for an
acknowledgement of the costs of RPL and for provision to address these costs to be put in
place. The lack of consistent definitions and practice presents challenges to accurately
investigating costs.

8.2

Distribution of costs
The scale of recession in recent years has led to significant austerity measures across
government, including employment, education and training policy. Efforts to overcome the
impact of such measures, continues to be a considerable challenge at national level. It
remains the case that there is little publicly available information on financing models used
for RPL and there is no evidence to suggest that tax incentives are available which help
firms to get involved in validation schemes.
Generally speaking, there is no national common basic fee for RPL – the fee (if applicable)
depends on the institution where the application for RPL is made. It is noted that some
higher education institutions charge fees to individuals who undertake an RPL assessment.
In the further education and training sector, Teagasc, for example, charge a fee to
applicants. The costs to individuals will however depend on a range of factors. As reported
in the EGFSN, costs will depend for example on the assessment methods used such as
portfolio assessment as opposed to an exam. It is however recognised that the fees for RPL
do not necessarily reflect the total cost for RPL. Again as reported in the EGFSN report, the
amount of time necessary for mentoring and assessing RPL participants may vary from 10 to
40 hours.

8.3

Evidence of benefits to individuals
Generally, speaking, there is no systematic collection of data to evidence the benefits to
individuals of RPL. The evidence is not systematically collected at national or local levels,
though individual institutions may have arrangements in place to collect data on benefits of
RPL to individual learners.
The EGFSN report reflects on the OECD’s Recognising Non-Formal and Informal Learning –
Outcomes, Policies and Practices report and provides a clear overview of the benefits of
RPL at different levels, including the economic, educational, social and personal benefits of
RPL for individuals, as experienced across OECD countries.
In their response to the European Commission’s consultation on the promotion and
validation of non-formal and informal learning, AONTAS reported on the benefits of RPL for
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adult learners (2011). AONTAS highlights the importance of the accreditation of non-formal
learning for adult education learners, reinforcing the view that accreditation acts as a strong
source of motivation (2013).
7

Cork Institute of Technology, in the guidance material on its RPL website has included
testimonials from candidates on their experiences of the RPL process and how it benefitted
them including advice which they would give other potential RPL candidates who were
considering engaging in the process.
The NFETL (2015) reflects on the overall purpose and motivation for RPL, emphasising the
need to develop a common understanding of the benefits of RPL as system efficiency, an
economical gain and also in facilitating diversity. More broadly, the report acknowledges that
RPL can play a significant role in the context of lifelong and life wide learning where an
individual can expect to have many roles over a lifetime, accumulating knowledge, skills and
competences through involvement in the workplace, through professional training or as a
result of participation in a formal learning setting.

8.4

Beneficiaries and users of validation processes

8.4.1

Validation trends
As reported in the 2014 update, data on the practice of RPL by providers and on learner use
of RPL for entry, module exemptions or achievement of full, major, supplemental or special
purpose awards is at best, uneven.
This information is not systematically gathered or published by central or individual providers
8
within FET and there are for example, no nationally agreed definitions on individual data
strands that might be collected. Similarly in the higher education sector, the scale of practice
is uncertain.
A further point to highlight is that there is no nationally consistent data collection system in
place to assist learners in identifying the most beneficial route which builds on existing
learning. Furthermore, the existing data generally does not record those who expressed an
interest but did not follow through on the process. This is further compounded by the lack of
nationally consistent definitions and language in the area of RPL. Indeed, the NFETL (2015)
research further illustrates the point that the variation in understanding of what constitutes
RPL prevents the accurate comparison of activity across institutions. Further, a more
significant barrier is that the information is either not collected or not centrally collated in
many institutions. The authors suggest what is needed is for data collection mechanisms to
capture activity based on the common definition to be established within each higher
education institution and fed into a national repository of data. This recommendation would
include the development of a robust and comprehensive system to capture RPL activity in
terms of levels of demand, application, and granting of recognition for prior formal, informal
and non-formal learning.
SOLAS are developing a programme and learner support system, a dynamic and integrated
data system fulfilling a range of needs within FET. The inclusion of data collection on RPL is
to be considered in later phases within the modular development of the system.
More broadly, the FIN report recommended that institutions should seek to collect RPL data
on:
■
■

the overall number of applications made and whether these are for the recognition of
prior certified and/or prior experiential learning;
the fields of learning to which applications for RPL are made;

,
7

http://www.cit.ie/rpl
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■
■
■

8.4.2

the number of successful applications;
the rates of successful participation of learners who have entered a programme via RPL;
and
programmes, modules, units against which prior certified learning has been recognised.

Validation users
There is no data on the distribution of validation users according to age, gender, qualification
level, target group, citizenship status, etc.

8.4.3

Validation and migrants / refugees and other disadvantaged groups
As mentioned in section 1, in terms of migrant learners, the NSS acknowledges that the
numbers leaving and entering Ireland are having a major effect on the country in many ways
and commits to attracting skilled migrants and encouraging Irish emigrants to return home
(DES, DSRI, 2016).
Current RPL arrangements apply universally in the national context - citizens from other EU
countries are granted the same rights to undergo validation processes as Irish nationals.

9

Validation methods
The primary instruments used in undertaking RPL assessment in Ireland were outlined in the
EGFSN report on RPL published in 2011, as presented in the table below. The report
provides an interesting discussion about the formative and summative approach to RPL
assessment. Whilst the report recognises the value of formative assessment approaches
(typically providing feedback to the learning process or learning career, indicating strengths
and weaknesses thereby fulfilling an important role in terms of guidance and counselling and
human resource management), the EGFSN recommends that the emphasis on future work
should be on summative RPL, i.e. the RPL process leading to exemptions, credit or full
attainment of award. Here it is noted that critical to summative RPL is that RPL procedures
should be developed in line with standards, quality assurance and assessment policies that
apply to the formal system. As the report observes however, formal RPL will be more
beneficial and attractive to some individuals, particularly those with low level qualifications or
who are less inclined to engage in formal learning. The suggestion therefore is to use an
initial formative approach, moving into a summative approach when confidence building has
taken place.
There are a number of examples evident in higher education institutes such as WIT and CIT
for individuals to assist them in recognising their own skills, competence, knowledge and
attributes.
In both further education and higher education, the main rule is that whoever is custodian of
standards, they will have established and set out the methods used for validation purposes.
It is recognised that validation methods used will depend both on the institution but also on
the discipline – where some sectors e.g., pharmaceuticals, require more tangible evidence
than a portfolio. As also indicated in the 2010 and 2014 updates, generally speaking, a
portfolio/extended CV and interview are the main methods used in the validation process
Above all else, there is a strong view that validation assessment methods should be fit for
purpose. The EGFSN also recognises that assessment for the purposes of certification often
involves a combination of assessment methods and that appropriate guidance supports are
critical for the individual engaged in the RPL process.
The table below illustrates the most commonly used methods at different stages of the
validation process.
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Table 9.1

Methods used in stages of validation
Identification

Documentation

Assessment

Interview







Observation



Portfolio method







Debate


Declarative methods

Presentation
Simulation and

evidence extracted from
work
Tests and examinations



Other (e.g. e-learning
methods) – please
specify

Project evaluation

The AONTAS report considers the benefits of participatory methodology for adult learners.
For example, the group approach could be taken rather than viewing RPL solely as an
individual endeavour. Benefits of a group approach include: reduced costs in facilitating the
process; peer support; and as a learning activity and some providers/institutions have
‘scaled up’ their process to include group work in preparing and working through the RPL
process (e.g. C.IT). However research has generally focused on RPL in a higher level
context so different approaches may be required for basic non-formal education.
9

In terms of the assessment methods used , these typically include:
■
■
■
■
■
■

Written exams / e-testing
Practical exams, skills tests and demonstrations
Oral exams / Interviews
Skills and competency portfolios
Simulations
Project evaluation.

10
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2016 update to the European inventory on
validation of non-formal and informal learning
The 2012 Council recommendation on validation encourages
Member States to put in place national arrangements for
validation by 2018. These arrangements will enable individuals
to increase the visibility and value of their knowledge, skills and
competences acquired outside formal education and training: at
work, at home or in voluntary activities.
This country report is one of 36 that, together with a synthesis
report and thematic reports, constitute the European Inventory
on validation of non-formal and informal learning. The inventory
is a regularly updated overview of validation practices and
arrangements in all Member States, EFTA countries and Turkey.
It is a reference point for information on validation in Europe. It is
organised around the principles defined in the 2012 Council
Recommendation that were further elaborated in the European
guidelines for validation. This is its sixth update (2004, 2005,
2008, 2010, 2014 and 2016).
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