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Abstract

This paper is the first stage of a proposed rebkesitedy that will look back over 18
years of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) in thastralian Vocational Education
and Training (VET) sector. The study aims to adsleegap in the current VET research
literature: that is an accounting for RPL as prctnd as a device implicated in the
political relations of Australian VET. In settinge scene for the larger study, this paper
locates RPL in Australian VET in an historical cext; and briefly explores its
characteristics as a device for managing trainumgames: asking how we have come
to understand and negotiate RPL as practice, awdohno commonsense understandings
have been theorised by Australian VET researchestart with an account, based on
primary sources, of the first excursion into reatgn assessment in Victoria in 1989;
tracing the newly named RPL as it moves from tbéale into the national VET policy
arena. The second part of the paper addresseatioely ways that RPL in Australian
VET translates the workplace and the community th® academy, and recodes work
and life experience as school knowledge. In conotud propose that throughout its
brief history in Australian VET RPL has been moreductive in the political arena
than it has as educational practice; and thatoitgist vigour as policy in the face of
administrative and pedagogical obstacles is prisnanved to its rhetorical power to
smooth over policy perplexities in a national VE/Btem at odds with itself. | also point
to the need for a new research focus if we aredkwut how to achieve an equally
robust vigour in educational practice.

I ntroduction

RPL in the Australian VET system is both well-knownd obscure. It is widely
acknowledged, in government policy and reviewsa &ornerstone’ of national policy
on assessment, recognition and certification. RBLemshrined in the principles
underpinning the delivery of training and assesgrreregistered training organisations
(RTOs), and supported by the rules and standargsrgimg the use of nationally
recognised qualifications. However, RPL also opmrain a discursive space
characterised by ambiguity and uncertainty and tbegainexamined assumptions. Its
exact nature as an artefact of policy is by no mesmattled, with key agencies including
the Department of Science Education and TrainingeSD); the Australian
Qualifications Framework Advisory Board (AQFAB),as training authorities; the
Australian VET Management Information Standard (AWHS); and the Australian
Quality Training Framework (AQTF); currently usirdifferent definitions of RPL
There continues to be confusion over the differelbesveen RPL and credit transfer
(Hargreaves 2006), and over the meaning of Redogniof Current Competency
(RCC): a term originally coined in New South Wales 1991 to distinguish
competency-based recognition initiatives from beyadnd cross-sectoral projects,
which has come to refer to a procedure for ithentenance of current competency
(Hargreaves 2006; 2007).

! My thanks to Margaret Taylor of Learning Edges taisa who collated definitions of RPL and RCC
used by key VET agencies and researchers as panmtRMIT project to streamline RPL practices.



Since its introduction in the late 1980s, multipkederstandings of, and views about
RPL have developed. On the one hand educators &dvecated for RPL as an
equitable mechanism for the recognition of indiddstudent capabilities. Industry
agencies have come to regard RPL as a cost aneeffective way for employers to
audit skill levels and meet the training obligagoouilt into award agreements. Peak
bodies and governments have continued to suppoRML as a strategy to materialise
VET system policies about flexibility and custoniecus. On the other hand teachers
and curriculum designers express concerns that thems rigorous RPL assessment
practices have undermined the quality and cretybdf VET qualifications. Teachers
also complain that RPL is difficult to implementdan government accountability
regimes; that it increases workloads; and that #rey'not funded’ to do RPL (‘on top
of their teaching’). And while an increasing numlwérresearchers and stakeholders
point out that, as a form of competency-based assa#, RPL should be integrated
with learning processes (Bateman 2003), the mostnoan recorded RPL practice
remains ‘upfront’ prior to applicants joining thest of the cohort for ‘gap training'.
Moreover, ‘upfront’ RPL has reached no more thaearded four percent of national
VET training delivery effort (Hargreaves 2006), ahdre is no evidence to suggest that
‘integrated’ RPL (undertaken within training prograito customise delivery to diverse
student needs) is widely practiced. RPL remainghi® curious position of being
ubiquitous as policy and marginalised as educatiorzeatice.

RPL in theresearch literature

A significant amount of the research into RPL haerb sponsored by government
departments and agencies, as a result of whigbndst to reflect these stakeholders’
agendas. This is not to suggest that critique lee Istifled in favour of good news
stories. Quite the contrary: stakeholders includisgccessive commonwealth
departments of education; state training authestiteend industry training boards and
councils; have all wanted to know about failuresvai as successes. Funding has been
allocated from time to time to university researshe for example by the National
Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVERjo-identify barriers to the
implementation of RPL and make recommendationsifggrovement. Two Senate
inquiries into the Australian VET system (Senat8@®003) have included critiques of
RPL policy and practice. And in its time as natioaathority, the Australian National
Training Authority (ANTA) strove to simplify and éance RPL as a key component of
national policy (ANTA 1994a; 1994b; Schofield & Mobald 2004).

RPL research has two distinguishing characteristi€sst, the leading research
community which has grown up around major sourdesesearch funding is quite

small. This community has also dealt with similasearch themes: working from a
research orientation which aims to inform qualiti?LRpractice. These RPL research
themes were identified in a 2003 research review'defining RPL, reviewing the

purposes and models of RPL assessment, as wélé geetceived benefits, barriers and
implications’ (Bateman 2003b, p. 4). The theme bartiers’ to the successful

implementation of RPL has recurred with particui@guency since 1994 when an
ANTA review of the implementation of training refos identified assessment of work-
skills as an ‘unresolved problem’ (Allan Consulti@oup 1994, p. 33). Since then
further reports have identified funding constrgintaccountability practices;

administrative costs; excessive paperwork; comglexcesses; confusing language;
negative perceptions; limited awareness; the grgwiomplexity of teacher roles; and
institutional structures; as factors impeding thecgess of RPL (see for example:



Bowman et al 2003; Bateman and Knight 2003; BlomaleR004; Bowman 2004;

Cameron 2004; Schofield 2004; Smith 2004; Hargre@@06; Mitchell et al 2006a).

On the other hand, these and other research repaxts identified instances of

successful implementation. Key enabling/successoifacreiterated in a decade of
research reports, and summarised in Bateman arghk{003), Bowman et al (2003),

and Bateman (2006), include provision of support fpplicants; streamlined

administrative and assessment practices; inclusibreelf-assessment; changes to
enrolment and counselling procedures; and cliectised RPL processes.

The second characteristic of RPL research conagnsle in shaping VET system
knowledge about RPL. Because our knowledge of RB& Hrown up around the
publications of this research community, and beeauscessive reports reference and
draw on their predecessors, certain research guestind methodologies dominate.
These dominant research questions: the succesdefaiames of current policy and
training practice, assume RPL itself to be a gipart of the VET landscape. Research
methods which predominantly involve identifying kstholder needs; collecting
statistical and case study data on current practiegping available resources; charting
iIssues; summarising critical success factors andinmgarecommendations for
improvement, tend to reinforce the place of RPladsture. Through this research a
wealth of data on RPL sites and procedures has deassed (for example, Bowman
2003; Bateman and Knight 2003; Simons et al 20d8mBet al 2004; Smith 2004;
Mitchell et al 2006b(a) and (b), from which two uss emerge. On one hand the
conventions governing the reporting of this resegmoduce broad and general data on
RPL sites and procedures which makes it difficolt practitioners to discern actual,
embodied practice (a point to which | return in ttwnclusion of this paper). On the
other hand, conventions do not encourage engagemtreoretical analyses that might
inform our understanding of, for example, how emtteed systemic ways of being tend
to capture and remould new entities, such as Rt éxisting regimes.

The under-theorised nature of RPL, in Australia atiter constituencies, is taken up in
a recent edited collectiorRetheorising the recognition of prior learning (Andersson
and Harris 2006), which addresses RPL in the UK, TO&ada Sweden, South Africa
and Australia. The editors of this collection prepdhat RPL needs to be re-theorised
because practitioners have ‘placed too much faitlexperiential learning philosophies
and methodologies, as a result of which RPL prestibave been naturalised as
unproblematic (Harris 2006). However, as one cbatdr comments: there is ‘nothing
disinterested or innocent about the process thrauglkth knowledge is given value’
(Michelson 2006, p. 154). Ultimately, even whersezsment is based ondustry
competency standards, it is the academy whichtgedetermine what kind of industry
knowledge counts and what legitimacy it will be @cled (Michelson 2006). To date
there appear not to be any substantial empiricaliss which analyse the way RPL
practice is constructed in a competency-based s&tsees regime, or which analyse the
epistemological and pedagogical relations of RPAwstralia. Apart from Wheelahan
(in Andersson and Harris 2006) | have not been &blénd substantive Australian
research examining RPL policy and practice in i@hato different conceptions and
enactments of knowledge, although pedagogical munsstaised in broader reviews of
VET teaching and learning (eg Mitchell et al 200%ab; Chappell 2006) offer a
framework for such analyses. And while we mighuass, on the basis of national data
reporting low levels of RPL practice, that its insp@n VET pedagogical practice is
negligible, we do not have data to support or eefilis view. Finally, there are no



published studies of RPL which explore the so@abnomic and political conditions
under which it developed in Australia, and the fatnhas taken as a consequence.
Given the alacrity with which RPL was embraced ims#alia, there is surely a case to
answer. What was it, for instance, about governmetty, economic imperatives and
the nature of our vocational education and trairsggtems that had RPL travelling
from local projects to national policy in under gbryears? And what has been the
impact of this policy move on the nature of AusaalVET and on the experience of
learning and assessment?

Puzzlement and disconcertment as methodological resour ces

My project has emerged in the context of such guestabout the meaning of RPL in
VET, and was borne into action on the back of tieeahcertment | feel as a VET
practitioner whenever TAFE teachers tell me thaytare ‘not funded to do RPL’; or
that they cannot ‘do RPL’ because they don’t hdes groper RPL tools; or that they
don’t have an ‘RPL qualification’. Where do thegeas come from, and why do they
persist? Then there is the puzzlement that fueisetds about our failure, as
practitioners, and that of the VET system at latgetruly embed RPL in VET (and
specifically, TAFE) practice. ‘It is the very bedtoof VET pedagogy we exclaim!
‘Why do we struggle so to make it work?’ ‘Why dod#g national aggregate RPL
activity still hover around 4 per cent?’ ‘Why isetle still such confusion and ambiguity
about what we mean by RPL? And does it matter ifmaree multiple definitions and
subscribe to different meanings? The literature RRL simply amplifies our
lamentations, confirming pockets of success andgigtent barriers, without really
explaining RPL’s problematic progress. Rather, litdésature begs the question of why
and how these barriers persist in the face ofrilestments made to address them. And
how many of the success stories (e.g. McKenna &chéil 2006) maintain their
successes in the longer term, particularly if tebampions move on?

As a participant in early RPL projects, | witnessieel enthusiasm with which this ‘new’
notion was greeted, and the ease with which promimalividuals and organisations
embraced it. Even organisations which might havenbegarded as cautious about non-
formal learning were quick to come on board andpadpidelines on the use of RPL
(AVCC 1993). And the eagerness of the general publiknow about and utilise RPL
can scarcely be over-stated. RPL was quickly piakedn the press and embraced by
advocacy groups. An ABC radio prografducation Now received more calls about
RPL than about any other topic it covered during@9And when the ABC
subsequently published a user guide to RPL titfesl| can do that (Taylor 1992),
despite poor marketing the guide sold out in we®gpular and political support was
not, and is not the issue. And yet: and despitenptmnal spin to the contrary, RPL
remains at the margins of VET practice.

It was this puzzlement and disconcertment whiclvelmme back to the start: to find out
how and why RPL could be both ubiquitous and maigiad. | came to envisage a
research study that would explore the meaning df &Pan artifact, and the history of
its articulation as policy and practice in Austaali he present paper serves the purpose
of a scoping exercise to lay out a skeleton histdigPL, and identify its consequential
characteristics as policy and educational practice.



Findings and discussion

A potted history of the early explorers and ther territory®

RPL took off across Australia all at once. In trelg 1990s — the heyday of award
restructuring and the National Training Reform Ad@i{NTRA), projects involving the
exploration of skill recognition were thick on tgeound. At this time the Employment
and Skills Formation Council (ESFC) travelled Aaffr to collect models of
recognition practice (ESFC 1990); the National firag Board (NTB) was integrating
recognition principles into its national competenfpamework and competency
standards (NTB 1991; 1992); the Vocational Educati@mployment and Training
Advisory Committee (VEETAC), was busy aligning TAFRfualifications with the
newly released Australian Standards Framework (A&®J investigating arrangements
for the national recognition of training(VEETAC 188 1991b; 1993 ). At the same
time several national industry projects emergede(fwst of which was the tripartite
Metals and Engineering project): sponsored by gowent, unions and employer
associations to develop an articulated trainingcstire which linked work-based and
formal learning (Department of Labour 1987; MTIA/MU 1988; NSW TAFE 1990;
Murphy 1991). The recognition of skills acquiredatingh work and informal learning
was suddenly regarded as a key to ‘responsive”fedble’ training. In August 1992
the Commonwealth and state/ territory governmegtsesl an agreement on a ‘National
Framework for the Recognition of Training’ (NFROWhich introduced the notion of
‘Nationally Recognised Training’, and the now faianilgreen and red triangle logo
(VEETAC 1992b). Significantly, NFROT included as eorof its principles the
stipulation thaprovision must be made for the recognition of prior learning (VEETAC
1992b, p.11).

The notion of recognition of prior learning was @aotentirely new concept to TAFE. In
the 1970s and 1980s students had been able towveeseemptions or credit for prior
formal study, and in rare instances, for work-based other informal learning: referred
to as ‘non-standard exemptions’ (VEETAC 1993, pagE. What was new about RPL
was the idea of codifying standard skill recogmtfarocedures and incorporating these
into state and national policy. Also new was a gngwdemand from unions, employer
associations and major corporations for the intetidn of procedures to enable the
recognition of work skill. The first project respting to this interest in the formal
recognition of skills acquired at work was in Vig& involving the Ford Motor
Company, Broadmeadows College of TAFE and the Goidstitute, and named the
Ford/TAFE Articulation Project. Others in South Australia, NSW and Western
Australia quickly followed (ESFC 1990). The Victani project is featured in this paper
for three reasons. First, it is the project thdtreost directly to the adoption of RPL at a
national level. Secondly, | have first hand knowgeaf the project; and thirdly, it offers
an example of an emerging ‘tripartite’ change sggtthrough which individuals with
different interests formed alliances around matteth the potential to serve multiple
agendas.

Z This section is based on personal archive matejfsttuding project papers, memos, minutes, brigfin
and notes); as well as reports circulated betw@®&9 hnd 1993 when RPL was moving into the national
policy arena

% Goode (1991) reports that credit/exemption procesiwere regarded as ‘slow and bureaucratic’ and
adversarial; relying almost solely on documentasigence and student initiative; and poorly promoted
by the system and its colleges.



The Ford/TAFE partnership started in late 1987 whiee Victorian Government
provided funds to establish training centres atdisoBroadmeadows and Geelong
plants. Each training centre was staffed with thramer/facilitators and equipped with
the then revolutionary advance in computer-basaditrg (CBT): interactive videodisc
terminals and software. These were in situ to en#ie implementation of the Ford
Training and Employee Relations Division decisioratiopt CBT programs developed
by Ford USA. This decision worried the Ford Broadamvs Education and Personnel
Research Manager, Dr Percy Worsnop. He doubtedatbikters would be sufficiently
motivated to suffer the lock-step instructional @sgessment sequences on which CBT
was based. To create an incentive for these workergarticipate in training,
Broadmeadows College of TAFE was asked to map tivel Eourses to accredited
TAFE training with a view to offering workers crédowards a qualification if they
completed the Ford program. After some initial exatory work, Ford and the college
director agreed to a full scale review of the ielahip between their training programs,
and to establish formal course articulation arramg@s. They also decided to share
their findings more widely, and in 1988 were sust@sin an application to the
Victorian Education Foundation (VEF) for funding to

...develop a generally applicable model for use bgnmanies and TAFE colleges in
accrediting in-house industry programs and intéggabf industry-based and TAFE
vocational programs (VEF 1988b).

Work on this model commenced in March 1989 with dippointment of a consultant:
Alan Brown, who had been a TAFE teacher and cdumwfficer. As soon as the Ford
and TAFE courses had been mapped, Brown arguedadirae articulation did not go far
enough. From his discussions with Ford workersad hecome clear that a good deal of
their most relevant skill was gained through workgtice rather than TAFE or Ford
courses. In June 1989 Brown proposed that the qirdge broadened to include the
development of procedures to formally recognise #fd work skills: referring to the
process as theecognition of prior learning. The funding agreement was amended, and the
project went on to produce the first RPL model Wwhget out principles and standard
procedures for the recognition of work skills ambWwledge, and strategies to promote
these to potential candidates.

When the Ford/TAFE Articulation Project concluded with the publication of its
‘Principle Report’ (Broadmeadows College of TAFED0Y work on RPL went in two
directions. The first was an infrastructural turhieh steered project findings towards
the national training reform agenda. The incorporaibf RPL into national policy
started when the Victorian State Training Board TBpendorsed the ‘Broadmeadows
Model' and supported a second successful bid foF VEhding. This new project set
out to produce an RPL training program and manwain 150 teachers and industry
assessors; and develop an RPL funding model. Byl@éi, the VSTB had adopted
policies which required TAFE colleges to implem&RL procedures, and had offered
Broadmeadows College of TAFE an ongoing role as diog state-funded ‘Recognition
and Assessment Centre’. The VSTB also named Sust@hiers, the Project Director
who represented their interests in the Ford/TAF&eat, as the Victorian nominee on
VEETAC. Christophers subsequently became the Gtialre VEETAC Working Party
on the Recognition of Training, and in that rolesveaprinciple architect of the NFROT
Principles for RPL which drew directly on those in the Ford/TAFE jdjreport. To
the four principles adopted by the Ford/TAFE proj&ommitment, Access, Fairness



and Support; NFROT simply addedCompetence, thus incorporating RPL into the
emerging competency agenda:

The recognition of prior learning will focus on tbempetencies a person has acquired as
a result of both formal and informal training angerience — not how, when, or where
the learning occurred’ (VEETAC 1992b).

VEETAC went on to work with the NTB to incorporaRPL into its definition of
competency-based assessment such that it wouldvenviboth recognition of prior
learning and assessment mechanisms’ (NTB 19921)p.The national infrastructure
was rounded out when RPL was incorporated intoiaum development and the
issuing of qualifications. This was achieved by tpalicy moves. First provision for
RPL was built into the template for national cuntion development, so that curriculum
teams were obliged to ‘describe methods, instrusygmbcesses or policies which will
be used to assess credit for prior learning’ (VEETE92a, p. 2-8). Secondly RPL was
included as a pathway to national qualificationslemthe newly designed National
Qualifications Framewofk(Ministers of Vocational Education and Trainingd39.

The second journey taken by RPL was somewhat eliealganvolving a series of
events through which RPL was promoted and alliegganrernment, industry and
training providers recruited. This journey starigden Alan Brown was awarded an
Age/VEF Innovation Research Award to study oversggwoaches to the recognition
of prior learning. Apart from his report on UK pt@es, which was used to validate the
‘Broadmeadows’ model, the major outcome of Browstisdy was a two-week national
speaking tour featuring Susan Simosko, a UK specialist in ‘ttesessment and
accreditation of prior learning (APL) in employeéMoeller 1991). This fully-booked
tour was followed by a series of local and natiomadrkshops and conferences
sponsored by state training authorities; NBEET, Bneadmeadows Recognition and
Assessment Centre and the Victorian, NSW and Qlasshseducation foundations
(Humphrey 1991; Deakin University 1992; Rose 19B8cognition and Assessment
Centre 1994). By January 1994, when ANTA openedbiainess in its new Brisbane
headquarters, RPL was firmly ensconced in natiwidl procedures and discourse.

L essorns from history

The foregoing is clearly a highly condensed andiglarersion of a complex history. It
certainly does not do justice to the many orgaiueatand individuals involved in the
articulation of RPL as policy and educational pact(particularly those from states
other than Victoria). However, it is a start: thergose of which is to illuminate key
aspects of RPL, reflect on their meaning; and kovetsat might be learned.

The first observation to be made is that the inomapon of RPL into the national VET
system happened too quickly for anyone to trulyvknehat they were dealing with.
RPL was national policy long before it could hawcdme widely understood as an
educational process, and before the implications itef incorporation into (an
inarticulate) VET pedagogy were clear. Exploratadralternative practice models was
effectively foreclosed at the end of 1993, and W&l system has since invested in
refining RPL policies, evaluating current practieed defining the accounting for RPL
in national data collections.

* The NQF become the AQF in 1995.
® Sponsored jointly by the VEF and its NSW counterpghe Education and Training Foundation (ETF)



Secondly, when RPL was introduced in the late 198@straining and industry reform
agenda was crowded and messy. Much was at stakethanindustry and training
change project was beset by structural rigiditiesath sides. In this climate RPL was
appropriated as a political tool to help resohsués in the configuration of a national
training system before it had been able to estabiself as an education and training
practice. And because the emerging industry focludsining system had not yet
embarked on the sort of reforms in pedagogy andicclum that would relate the
notion of RPL to personalised and performativeresy, RPL ended up squeezed into
the academy somewhere between enrolment and tivergedf cohort and lesson-based
training and assessment. As a result RPL has radly reeen able to fundamentally
challenge ‘our traditional phenomenology of knovgednd education’ (Fraser 1995).

On the other hand, the rise and rise of RPL isxaeleent example of innovation and
entrepreneurship, and a case study of the optimomdittons to achieve innovative
outcomes. As Rosabeth Moss Kanter observes: breaigh innovations tend to occur
‘in resource-rich environments, when working cdpitaxpert staff, and hungry
customers are all abundant’ (Kanter 1983, p. 2lig period between 1988 and 1993 in
Australia met these conditions. Apart from the moflewing into training reform from
Commonwealth government agencies, there were thuse funds: in Victoria, NSW
and Queensland administered by government owneadntéependent foundations. The
charter of these foundations was to fund innovatueatives which ‘enhanced the links
between education and industry’ (VEF 1988a), amir ttombined annual capital base
was in the vicinity of $25 million: a richness afsources at that time. Kanter’s other
conditions were also met. First, there were custeriregovernment, unions, employer
associations and the general public who were hulogmecognition services. Secondly,
the exploration of RPL brought together educatois @assessment experts from TAFE,
universities and enterprises across Australia (anthe UK) in an unusually open
environment — people were encouraged, and frequpaitl, to talk to each other across
institutional boundaries. Further, dissent and wation were encouraged, and RPL
intellectual property was regarded as being inptliglic domain. After 1994, conditions
changed as ANTA became the focus of action in mglda national VET system.
Funding was now tied into performance agreement$ wie states, and directed
elsewhere — principally towards solving the problesh ‘responsiveness’ and
‘flexibility’ in national VET curriculum. As the sttes remained responsible for
workforce development, there was a considerabjerditure in this part of the reform
agenda. Notwithstanding national staff developmprdjects, exploration of RPL
practice was subsumed in projects wrestling with stratetijedocument and regulate
curriculum across eight state/territory jurisdicso

The fourth observation drawn from its history camsethe socio-political environment
in which RPL operates, and the way multiple cortdioms of RPL relate to multiple
constituencies. Wheelahan has identified RPL askiwgr ‘at the centre of the
intersection of pedagogy and policy’ which ‘bringsactitioners of each into the same
arena’ (Wheelahan 2006, p. 241). But the intereactincompasses more than just an
educational constituency. The practices that becknmevn as RPL emerged at the
intersection of very different constituencies. Réherged where industry, educational
and government agencies came together in new hgpades that spanned the cultural
specificities of ‘industry’ (awards, job descript® awards, job manuals, operating
procedures, production schedules and deadlinedycation’ (curriculum, syllabus,



text-book, lessons, assignments and exams) andergamce’ (policy, regulation,
inspection, audit). Whereas RPL is configured bycadors as an educational practice
and articulated as teacher/learner discourse, mysadministrators configure it as an
administrative practice which is articulated asutagjons and standards. Employers and
unions in their turn configure RPL as an industr&étions tool to be drawn into award
negotiations and pay claims. RPL has come to beynd#ferent things. Indeed its
efficacy as policy has been largely a product sfcdépacity to work between different
constituencies to perform what actor-network thebgs named ‘translation’the
process or the work of making two things that are not the same, equivalent (Law 1999,

p. 8). RPL translates individual job skills and knowledmto national competency
standards that can be expressed as qualificatibissnot just another educational tool
that fits comfortably into the academy, like cuatiom. It is a tool that brings previously
incommensurate entities/practices into alignmentrédver, under competency-based
arrangements, this process is designed to stegn@iaeer curriculum, offering an
alternative pathway to a qualification or skill.set

| would argue that it is this translating role dPRin a competency-based system that
has become a major cause of consternation to TAREhers and other educators who
regard school-based learning processes as intégréthe acquisition of skill and
knowledge. RPL challenges these assumptions byngadveyond the classroom, the
cohort and the testing of learning outcomes. Irbkn@ assessment of individual skill
and knowledge against andustry competency standard, RPL in the Australian VET
system quite profoundly disturbs the centuriessdttlement which privileges school-
based knowledge processes. If RPL is to ‘work’hbt#achers and learners need to
understand that different forms of knowledge (tfavork practice and school learning)
and ways of doing knowledge (as work performanakasademic study) are involved,
and to feel comfortable working in such differentthins.

Conclusions

RPL has achieved undeniable success in two aréias, RPL has succeeded as a
resident of the hybrid space in which policy-mak&msk out how economic and social
relations will go on. It is here that RPL works smooth over the perplexities of a
complex system, and to rhetorically join up thetparhich may not otherwise quite
cohere. In the discursive arena of policy-makinggngses which resonate with a
sufficient number of constituents have the powekéep things going. For example,
when the Council of Australian Governments (COA@ahed an agreement that by
January 1 2007: ‘all workers entering publicly feddraining will be able to have their
existing skills recognised quickly and simply sattivherever possible their training
time is reduced (COAG 2006); ministers could beusess that mechanisms existed to
materialise this agreement. State public servanésvkwhat to do, and Ministers were
able to attend their next national meeting asstinatl action plans were in place. The
Victorian state training authority for instance gaint to its Skills Stores progr&mand
Queensland to its Skills First InitiatieAt the same time the Australian Chamber of
Commerce and Industry can announce a policy fomthatory Recognition of Prior
Learning (RPL) or Recognition of Current CompetesqiRCC), at the commencement
of training, designed to meet the needs of existingkers’ (ACCI 2006), knowing that

® http://www.education.vic.gov.au/sensecyouth/caraag/skillstore.htm
" http://www.trainandemploy.qld.gov.au/partners/tiain delivery/rpl/overview.html



in calling for improvements in RPL it is assuretiearing from government. Everyone
is on the same page and the policy community gae#und this is how policy rhetoric
contains a value proposition for those who wouldehRPL work well. RPL is on the
agenda: it has champions with resources, and wehright arguments, we can get a
share. Secondly RPL has achieved success as atsobjscrutiny: by government,
industry associations and researchers. The suladtaotlection of research material
provides ample data omhat RPL is,where it happens andiow much of it happens.
Now we need to take up a new research challeng&dmut and communicate about
how RPL works. To illustrate the research gap, heraniextract from a case study
report:

... learners go to the organisation’s intranet tal flearning materials and to discover
what to expect from the process. They can then t@gnan assessment matrix which
comprises both tasks and assessment instrumenmntsrrpeself-assessment and source a
workplace assessor who has the skills to assdhs iparticular competency of interest to
the learner. Once the recognition has been condiuttie assessor’s decision is recorded
electronically in the learner’s training file and bard copy (Blom et al 2004).

What is missing here is a picture of RPL as emhlbgiactice that works (and perhaps
struggles) within the constraints of an enterpaad an RTO and their respective (and
not necessarily complementary) demands. To malse ghint is not to criticise the
particular research report. Rather it is to catlda additional form of research which
includes ethnographic studies located in the meoolds of particular RPL enactments.
Teachers who are uncertain about how to get intb &8 not encouraged by general
descriptions of organisation procedures. They vwamnow what really goes on — and
what is acceptable practice. They ask questionsitaihe minutiae of practice. About
what happens from the moment an applicant for RRIkea contact with an RTO.
What do they ask for; what are their expectatiavisat does the administrative officer
say and do? How do |, the assessor, get the prgoasg? What gets said during the
process of interview/conversation/ discussion betwapplicants and assessors? How
do I know what is enough evidence?

If we want research on RPL to truly inform practiadnat better way to do this than to
sponsor theractitioners to engage in research on their practice, andahthteir peers,
in their own workplaces?
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