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RPL (RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING) 

 

1. WHAT IS RPL? 

Recognition of Prior Learning is a process whereby people’s prior learning can be formally recognised in 

terms of registered qualifications and unit standards, regardless of where and how the learning was 

attained. RPL acknowledges that people never stop learning, whether it takes place formally at an 

educational institution, or whether it happens informally. 

RPL is the acknowledgement of skills and knowledge obtained through learning achieved outside the 

formal education and training system.  

The RPL system: 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

Source: JP Nel: RPL the concepts and procedures governing the recognition of prior learning 

2. WHAT IS RPL NOT? 

 Not credit for life experience 

 Not a means for giving credits for living 

 Not a quick and easy route for the candidate to get something for nothing 

 Not cheap, but cheaper than attending the full training 

 Not applicable to all candidates 

 Not a credit transfer 
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3. RPL POLICIES 

Your QMS should contain your policies and procedures, also for RPL. 

Policy drivers for RPL include; 

• Equity: RPL brings those who may have felt excluded from education, back into learning pathways, 

better jobs, boost motivation and self-esteem. 

• Employer needs: RPL is a cost effective and time effective way to determine skills levels in an 

organisation and to demonstrate investment in staff. 

• Choice: RPL aids flexibility and customer choice in training and education systems. 

• Efficiency: RPL should allow maximum utilisation of human resources by allowing current skill sets to be 

codified and serve as a step into further training or development. It avoids duplication of learning. 

• Culture of learning: Learning should be an attainable goal for every individual. 

RPL may be of particular relevance in sectors where many workers lack formal qualifications. The care 

services sector has been highlighted in this regard 

4. RPL PROCESS 

 Identifying what a person knows and can do;  

 Matching the person’s knowledge, skills and experience to specific standards and the associated 

assessment criteria of a qualification;  

 Assessing the learning against those standards; and  

 Crediting the person for skills, knowledge and experience built up through formal, informal and 

non-formal learning that occurred in the past 

In practice what this means is that a learner or an employee’s non-traditional or non-formal 

experience and learning can be recognised. 
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The RPL assessment process: 
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Source: JP Nel: RPL the concepts and procedures governing the recognition of prior learning 
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5. RPL ASSESSMENT 

The RPL assessment is mostly summative in nature with formative assessment done only to a learner 
where further action is taken after the advisory session. The assessment of candidates is done against 
the same unit standards and exit level outcomes of qualifications using the same assessment criteria as 
for other full time learners. What is demanded of a full time learner has to be met fully by an RPL learner 
during assessment. 

Assessment of RPL learners can be on a one to one basis or even on group basis just like full time 
learners. The competence requirements for full time learners, the same should apply for RPL learners. 

Certificates obtained through RPL should be the same as those obtained through full time learning so as 
to prevent discrimination of the RPL learners. However, recording of RPL learners and their 
achievements should be kept by the respective ETQAs and providers involved. This will help track the 
success or failure of RPL implementation in South Africa 

Assessment for the Recognition of Prior Learning is, as mentioned before, and, as for any 
assessment, subject to the following principles: 

• Credible assessment; 
• The quality of the evidence; 
• An assessment planned and designed on the basis of understanding the requirements of the 

 unit standard, part qualification or whole qualification; 
• The use of various methods and instruments; 
• The requirements for a credible assessment process; and 
• Moderation and quality assurance of assessments. 

 

6. RPL EVIDENCE 

During assessment  knowledge, product and process evidence is gathered. During RPL assessment 

historical evidence can also be used. 

Evidence (for RPL) is information that provides proof of competency. The term ‘evidence’ applies to 

anything the learner produces to verify skills, knowledge and experience and must be matched to the 

elements and performance criteria of a unit of competence.  

The purpose of evidence is to show that the learner already have the skills and knowledge to meet 

competency requirements and industry standards. Evidence can take many forms, including things like: 

 samples, photographs or videos  

 a practical on-the-job assessment  

 certificates and qualifications from previous study  

 a simulation of a work activity  

 letters of validation from the employer and/or clients  

http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?include=about/glossary/terms.htm#a
http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?include=about/glossary/terms.htm#a
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 performance management reports  

 copies of documents the learner has completed at work  

 a portfolio of workplace documents, for example policies and procedures that the learner 

works with.  

There are four broad approaches in gathering evidence. These are: 

 real work/real time activities, including direct observation and third party reports  

 structured activities, including simulation, demonstration and activity sheets  

 questioning, including oral and written questions  

 portfolios that include collections of evidence the learner compiles.  

 

7. RPL ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS / CHECKLIST 

Direct evidence 

Direct evidence is anything that is produced by the learner or for which they have been primarily 

responsible. It is recommended that candidates provide a variety of examples of evidence that they 

have produced over a period of time. 

 

Direct evidence might include: 

• Correspondence the candidate has written (letters, faxes, emails) 

• Diary notes 

• Work programs they have completed or worked on 

• Drawing/plans they have created 

• Bookkeeping or other records they have maintained 

 

Direct evidence will need to be verified by the candidate’s supervisor as their own work.  

 

Indirect evidence 

This is information about the candidate and might include: 

• Certificates/statements of results completed 

• Minutes of meetings that contain information that candidate has participated or performed 

• duties 

• Position description 

• Performance appraisals 

• Letters of appreciation from clients or work colleagues 

• References from previous employers 

• Workplace awards, prizes, certificates 

• Witness testimony or third party reports 
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• Photographs/recordings of activities undertaken 

• Statements from managers, supervisors, previous employers, customers and colleagues 

• can be included in your evidence portfolio to support your claims. These are not 

• references from previous employers but statements of information that are relevant to an 

• element and performance criteria for the unit of competency. 

• Reports from managers or supervisors who have witnessed specific activities undertaken 

• that meet performance criteria/s. 

Personal statements 

Personal statements help highlight personal knowledge and understanding of a particular 

job/position and the actions required to carry out that role. 

 

8. COMPETENCE JUDGEMENT CRITERIA 

An evidence guide includes the relevant specific outcomes and exit level outcomes and suggests types of 
evidence to guide the learner in gathering and presenting the information necessary for them to 
demonstrate achievement of competency in a particular Unit Standard. 

 

The suggested evidence in the guide is based on a thorough interpretation of a Unit Standard, in 
particular the aspects which need to be focused on in an assessment as per the Evidence Guide and in 
some cases the relationships to other units. 

 

9. BIBLIOGRAPHY AND FURTHER READING 

http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?include=focus/rpl.htm 

http://sheqafrica.com/rpl-policy/ 

http://westone.wa.gov.au/toolboxes/surveying/toolbox12_02/shared/html/rpl_evidenceguide.htm 

 

 

Nel, JP. 2010. The concepts and procedures governing the recognition of prior learning 

 

http://www.saqa.org.za/show.asp?include=focus/rpl.htm
http://sheqafrica.com/rpl-policy/
http://westone.wa.gov.au/toolboxes/surveying/toolbox12_02/shared/html/rpl_evidenceguide.htm

