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Abstract:

Despite more than a decade of policy initiativesl aancouragement to embrace
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) there has baarmapparent reluctance, born out in
national statistics, to take up RPL. In 1992 thatidhal Training Board issued the
National competency standards wherein policy andiejunes identified RPL as an

important element in Competency Based Trainingpp®tting this stance in 1993 the
Federal and State Ministers of Education declatesl National Framework for the

Recognition of Training (NFROT), committing educetal institutions, at all levels, to

provide recognition for the existing skills and krledge of students regardless of how,
when or where they were acquired.

Fourteen years on the continuing reform agenda taiasthe principles of RPL and a
concern about its uptake. Recent responses toctimsern include the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG) agreement to fund RT® establish or improve
recognition services and processes, and the Aisstr@uality Training Framework 2007
that positions RPL as an essential element of tyuadiining and assessment.

Through an interpretive research process 100 teac®d educational leaders shared
dialogue expressing their views on the practickBL and impediments to its broader
embedding in practice. The findings suggest thatriany practitioners there are poor
understandings across a range of issues and nigedito the prevalent view that tools
and frameworks are the critical element, but alsoud competency units, the nature of
evidence and its collection for assessment andaa dé making invalid professional
judgements. This lack of individual confidence ules in a reticence to provide
recognition services. The data suggests that rgaltear the nature of evidence and its
method of collection within the context of RPL mbggin to redress the reticence of
VET practitioners to engage in recognition practice

I ntroduction:

The current reform agenda continues to reinforce phinciples of RPL and the

responsiveness of the training system to meetekdsof industry and economic growth.
The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) haeead to fund RTO'’s to establish

or improve recognition processes so that workersadbhave to repeat or undertake
training for skills they have already acquired be job. Further the Australian Quality
Training Framework in its standards for Registefegining Organisations requires that
an essential element of quality training and assess as provided by the RTO is that
assessment including RPL meet the requirementsndbrsed training packages and
accredited courses and are in consultation withstrg.
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Despite more than a decade of policy initiatives amcouragement to embrace RPL
there has been an apparent reluctance, born ataiistics to take up RPL. Informal

discussions with Professional Development Managers colleagues suggested that
practitioners lacked confidence in assessing inRR& context, did not understand the
process sufficiently and had few tools to guidariheAs a result of the increased focus
on Recognition and the imperative of increased keptgualitative research was

undertaken to find answers and cut through theorteeby using a participative approach
to engage practitioners. This approach aimed mol @nswers and inform future

capability development and knowledge managemesiesfies.

A Colloguium was organised to provide both an opputy to find out from a
representative group their responses to the questiavhy is RPL not being taken up to
meet policy expectations, and to provide an opmiuor practitioners to share ideas
about increasing the provision of RPL. AttendedlB9 TAFE NSW practitioners across
a rich and diverse group, the Colloquium provideel dpportunity for the generation of
dialogue in attempting to illuminate what the kegues were from their perspective.
Predominantly the Colloquium was seen as a consteuand productive method of
bringing together a group of experienced practérsrio inform continuous improvement
and capability development.

Colloquium design and methodology:

The RPL Colloquium was designed to value and ackedge the expertise of

participants and facilitate their engagement inegating empirical data through a
grounded theory approach to better understand d@heels to the practice of RPL. A

theme of RPL — “more possibilities - better resultss used to build a sense that the
event would generate ideas with activities desigte®edengage practitioners to share
insights from their experiences and understandiagsl provide an overarching

environmental awareness and contextualisationsoiess affecting RPL. In this way we

hoped to find exemplary practice in process, pegagmd product. Both formal and

informal engagement was encouraged throughout dlediium.

Formal engagement was achieved through keynoteessiels by educational leaders and
short presentations strategically placed throughbetday’s activities highlighting the
elements of process, pedagogy and product. Thiesg presentations were used
strategically throughout the day as spark topicgeoerate critical thought and open up
dialogue for consideration by participants in thagtiberations and not pre-empting any
particular element of RPL as more prominent omi@fitial in the day’s proceedings.

Informal engagement of delegates was through né&tagrand relationship building

opportunities at key points throughout the day. ddgaging practitioners in this way it
was felt that benefits would be gained in improvisgyvices to stakeholders whilst
providing a positive impact on practitioner perdpes in response to the current
imperatives relating to RPL and harnessing thengthein expertise from across NSW in
working collaboratively to provide solutions.
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To enable the gathering of data a process faaditahodel of strategic conversation with
predetermined questions was used. These faalitaiaversations sought to collect data
by listening to the rhetoric and capturing this foture analysis to identify key themes
and messages. Whilst the right environment haoketprovided conducive to engaging
practitioners equally the right questions needegrtwoke critical thought in the strategic
conversations. Participants contributed by shaitiegr stories and ideas with the process
facilitators, with these insights being gatheredeésponse to predetermined questions.
These questions were developed as a result of siomted feedback from teachers
relating to a think piece entitled “RPL from Polity Practice” (Cliff Trood and Janet
Hewson, 2007) that was written for the purpose tohdating critical thought and
through dialogue with other stakeholders from a&fBBFE NSW. Questions attempted
to maintain an outcomes focus and were posed to demarate groups of 15-20
participants and were:

= How can we reconcile the tension between qualisessment and the economic
imperative - “quick and simple” and increased vo{COAG, OECD, 2007)

= How can we facilitate new training/business oppaties by seeing RPL as a
diagnostic tool as opposed to just a ‘must do’qdli

= How can we reconcile the tensions between indilised/personalised
assessment and the economies of scale in theadassr large groups?

= How can we reconcile a teacher’s role as an edueast@pposed to that of an
RPL assessor - how do you take the learning oaseéssment?

» What are the responsibilities for the teacher’s inlthe RPL process as opposed
to those of the student?

» How do we reconcile the tension between the intfltuitive/tacit nature of
professional judgements and meet our audit reqe@nesnfor explicit, valid and
accountable data?

The strategic conversation methodology was usddcibtate participants through a four
stage process to capture the voices in the grodpeaable scoping of the data for key
messages which emerged:

Stage 1: Where are we now? Naming the problem stateting clearly the present
situation

Stage 2: Where do we want to be? Finding a viaiwhpurpose for the future

Stage 3: How do we get there? What pathways ki tus from Stage 1 to Stage
2?

Stage 4: How do we make this happen? What actighsdeliver the desired
results?

These questions work the participant through a ge®dhat aims to create a strategic
conversation where “the making of a new horizonshared understanding, aspiration,
idea and judgement that has been reached throwgigtitful collective conversation”
(2" Road, 2006).
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Data collection:

Data for analysis was gathered from facilitatorgteang “the individual voices” within
the groups participating in conversations and thhouwriters’ perspectives in
summarising key points noted during conversatiam$ @ther activities throughout the
day. These key points were then assimilated andddo provide a quantitative based
graph that demonstrates degree of response acradEigants against elements
identified.

A focus on progressing identified outcomes to sodfee momentum and inform future
practice was reinforced through messages and tesithroughout the day that focused
on the importance of relationships and networksuse knowledge to inform their
practice. A theoretical basis for this structusearticulated by Senge (1999) as “a
learning oriented strategy which aims to produdéssestaining change in a way that
continually accelerates its own growth and develepim In systems terms, it operates as
a virtuous reinforcing cycle”. Writers were alsmpmoyed to capture stories and ideas
from the Colloguium participants and group conveoss which were made available on
the website for a wider dissemination.

Findings and discussion:

Analysis of the data identified a range of factifecting the take up of RPL, these were:
recording of RPL/statistics, resourcing time/furglirmethods/frameworks relating to

pedagogy, processes, obstacles and language oteRRinology. Of these elements,
methods and frameworks relating to pedagogy wath®fmost concern, followed by

resourcing time and funding. With the languag&BL/terminology rating the least.

RPL Colloquium 2007 Feedback

1Figure 1Data from strategic conver sation
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Recording of RPL

3% stats questioned
RPL uptake - wrong reporting
pass versus enrolment adjustment being recorded.

Resourcing Time &
Funding

avoidance by teachers due to time spent dealirffgapiplication

ASH - is it adequate compensation for sections?

absorbed into related duties versus other assessmmsidered teaching

Staff unfamiliar with Recognition process

funding ratio: individual versus bulk billing

fairness in allocation of ASH - those not undemagkiRPL unfairly disadvantaged in|
minimising delivery hours

online tools don't go far enough and still needrtfih guidance/support

funding assessors to go into the workplace

common recognition themes need to have procesg#ada .i.e. common understanding

establish recognition teams in Institutes
flexibility of the learning plan and completion &® i.e. in student's time not collegg
schedule

prioritising RPL against other demands

D

Methods/Frameworks

different methods for evidence collection
understanding evidence - what is good evidence
different approach to EBA resultant reluctancerndertake
online tools don't go far enough

too much emphasis on paperwork i.e. portfolios
openness to a range of methods/tools
knowledge of training package

changing role of teacher

teacher as facilitator

facilitation of learner plan

over rigorous assessments/processes
availability of exemplars/case studies

classroom centric - exposure to the workplace
action learning projects

identification of further learning
acknowledging the learning in assessment what ¢laening can lead to i.e. furthe
business

RPL is assessed by experts in their vocational fiel

Processes

streamlining the process

CLAMS - automate prior qualification mapping
profiling RPL applicant

consistency of process and simplified policies

talk to those people who have been through theegsoc
quick and simples versus quality

centralised support centre e.g. New England
enrolment and commencement of classes

RPL appointments - pre bookings
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Obstacles Evidence versus event — unfamiliar

lack of confidence in the process

lack of recent workplace experience

improve industry involvement - TAFE practice indethfrom workplace expectations
fear of audits (What auditors want)

shopping around for RPL - particularly on statedeos - negativity in credibility of quals
Are we making it more difficult than it is?

Language of RPL  seen as different to other forms of assessment
and terminology portfolio - problematic due to different interpritas

Figure 2 data analysis from strategic conversation

Significantly, a number of approaches and ideasifwove RPL were highlighted in data
feedback, as follows:

Figure 3 data on participant ideas

Capability Development

» Professional development to build capability

» Sharing of good practice

» Mentoring and projects in relation to RPL

= Recognition experts — or does everyone do it?

» Re-visit assessment practice — get the basics right

= Validation should be a part of the success of thegss
= Auditing — providing more knowledge and awarendsgquirements by teachels
= Understand what ‘our’ customer wants

= Trusting teacher judgements

» Compile mainstream course assessments for RPL gespo
»= Recognition teams

= RPL for staff — do it yourself — increase uptake

» Organisational design (processes)

» Identify niche markets

= Working more closely with business consultants
= Establishing RPL centres

= Communication — non conflicting messages

» Student pays?

» Modify statistics collection

What the findings mean to TAFE practitioners:

In recent years there has been a multitude of gimjenetworks, tools and resources
provided to support the VET practitioner in taking RPL. The funding programs
seemed to assume the barriers were tools, processgsstructures and with the
significant funding should have generated a mauit soward RPL provision. While
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there are pockets of good consistent practice aadples of dedicated and committed
RPL practitioners who are passionate in their bali&kPL and its subsequent benefits to
not only the student but themselves. (ICVET weli2t@8) There still appear however to
be some critical barriers that are impeding theym@ss and subsequent impact across the
sector and a lack of an integrative and collabeeagipproach. This is evidenced through
the plethora of projects being undertaken and messudeveloped in spite of duplication
and reinventing of websites, templates and exgerti$his observation was supported
during a café conversation (TAFE NSW, Sydney In&it 2007) where it was suggested
that “there is a lot of activity in addressing marfythe issues identified but perhaps not a
consolidated cultural change approach”. The Colloa provided some qualitative data
that suggests there is still a reluctance or |daleadiness for change in undertaking RPL
and that these issues unless tackled will remain.

In interpreting the elements of concern raised bgciitioners, the one which rated
highest was methods and frameworks relating to giegla In particular the concerns
were towards the collection of evidence, expresseterms of the need to identify
different methods for evidence collection, the ustinding of “what evidence is” and
what constitutes “good evidence” and recognisirgj there is a different pedagogical
approach required for evidence collection which negd to a resultant reluctance to
undertake.  Perhaps these concerns imply thatijvaers see Recognition as an
assessment event which differs from assessmeradgirandertaken, that there is a
uniqueness and that evidence could be quite difféethe assessor, depending on the
different contexts which may vary for each studeftis is in contrast to the standardised
form of assessment routinely undertaken. The pi@wr has therefore to adapt
themselves to any given situation. Also expressgdodrticipants was the need for
openness to a range of methods and tools, withmoch emphasis on paperwork i.e.
portfolios and over rigorous assessments and pgesewhich further exacerbate the
practitioner’s role. As was raised by participaatghe Colloquium there is opportunity
for practitioners to undertake their own RPL toomh their practice and embedding RPL
as a part of the organisational culture. This ouot only provide an on the job
learning environment for practitioners but alsoitpes reinforcement and reward.

These issues along with concerns about resourcingme and funds have lead to
avoidance by some teachers due to time spent ohcams and prioritising RPL

against other demands. There is also a perceptiomaglequate compensation or
disadvantages through minimisation of delivery Iscamd individual delivery versus bulk
billing are also seen as deterrents. Whilst resngrand funding are related on the
surface to organisational systems and processigy, impinge on the ability of the

practitioner to provide a professional customevetiservice in RPL which can lead to
further reticence. These deterrents are impaqgted turther where practitioners may not
see the pedagogical value in the Recognition peoaed their reluctance can be linked to
resistance to change as the practitioner’'s congegahnd beliefs and intrinsic motivation
(Deci, 1975) are not congruent with those of theent agenda. Through what Chan
Kim, Mauborgne, (1997) describe as “fair proce#is& engagement of practitioners and
explanation of the reasons for the uptake of Reitiognand a clarity of expectation,
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would enable a better understanding and committeenhange their practice and work
through obstacles encountered in implementing ahang

The changing role of the teacher was also citegdnyicipants, with reference to the

teacher as facilitator which is further impacte@mpy a classroom centric approach and
the need for exposure to the workplace. A knoggedf training packages and the need
to be an “expert” in their vocational field furthesinforced the need for currency of

vocational practice and the linkages to industrntemprise and the workplace setting.
These issues further reflect a move away from tladittonal assumptions of the

educational paradigm to that of the current econamperative. This juncture poses a
more dynamic and complex environment in which treefitioner works.

These factors whilst on the surface appear to inglseticence by practitioners can
possibly be seen as “reasonable and predictabkomea why sufficient practitioners
have failed to embrace the changes to practiceedetal meet the needs of the RPL
imperative. Kanter, Stein and Jick (1995) suggeatons such as loss of control, too
much uncertainty, costs of confusion, more work andcerns about competence, are
valid reasons why practitioners have been retic&iten that RPL is also just one of the
changes that are currently impacting on practitisne There appear to be strong
similarities between the take up of innovation ahd major shifts required which
perhaps suggest the need to further support anaigengractitioners. As Kanter, Stein
and Jick (1995) suggest the agendas of the econionmeratives may not eventuate
“because assumptions, perspectives and even ageagasot always converge”

Or should Recognition be seen as a diversificatind as such differentiated from the
mainstream. The ideas suggested by participanthéoidentification of niche markets,
formation of RPL centres and increased collabonatigth business consultants in
relation to RPL would seem to indicate that RPL rhaybetter served by RPL experts or
those practitioners motivated by the benefits tthiibemselves and students. Lorsch
(1997) describes a “3 way fit” whereby “individuataist have interests, skills and needs
that are consistent with the work required”. Tp&haps goes some way to explain the
“passionate” RPL practitioner and those pocketexaellence, where RPL is seen as a
natural extension of their practice and the meetihgn educational imperative for
growth and direction in students.

To add further complexity to this situation and te&cence by practitioners there appear
to be mixed messages surrounding RPL such as tfospiick and simple”, and the
emphasis on “tools not techniques”. Practitioneygexipients of change have perhaps
been “too distant from the source of change - wigig light like any other diminishes in
proportion to the square distance (Fitzgerald, 198hese messages seem to imply the
complete opposite to the traditional educationalns¢ whereby pedagogy informs
practice not tools, and education is not seen ak qu simple, with relationships being
built with students over a period of time, trustabsished and with the benefit of
formative assessment and ongoing interaction trimfdecision making.
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These mixed messages as part of the change promgssave hindered the uptake of
RPL and have detracted from the benefits of RPLenddits were acknowledged

however, in the data there were positive indicatush as the reference to the learning
that occurs during assessment and that this legarcém lead to empowerment of the
student and the identification of further learnin@his not only supports the personal
economic imperative of the student and the benefitsmproved employment and

remuneration to them, but also meets the econompeiatives of the current VET

environment. The traditional assumptions that ywe® comes to the learning

environment without prior knowledge and positionggeryone at a certain level, places
the practitioner at the juncture between the soarad economic imperatives. This

suggests that a life based learning (Staron, eR@06) methodology can inform our

practice and enable a better understanding of RiéLframe our thinking as educators in
allowing background, history and ability to bettereet the needs of students and
customers.

Conclusion:

In evaluating the Colloquium there was evidencé thase practitioners present wanted
to respond to the RPL imperatives both social amhemic and that their attendance had
clarified some of their understanding of processl axamples of practice, and

importantly that it provided opportunity to provokieought and ideas. This type of

activity also perhaps provided “fair process” (Cikam & Mauborgne, 1997) and a level

of engagement required when dramatic change is dwdbaupon. Questions raised

indicate an openness by practitioners towards RRLtHat there is a need for continued
sharing of expertise and knowledge to build thefidence of practitioners in reaching

judgements.

The ideas to improve the uptake of RPL suggestguatycipants, as illustrated in Fig. 3,

suggest the need for more development with the nibajaf ideas suggesting the need for
expanded capability. Participants at the Colloquigiven an environment where their
voices were heard and with stimulation of thougktavable to demonstrate their ability
to contribute towards issues affecting their woskveell as providing new ideas for

working differently. Peck (1998) describes thiyg®logical empowerment to change
by enabling practitioners to consider their owresolnd responsibilities in light of the

broader organisational goals. Not withstandingyt thl staff would be able to attend

Colloquiums, there are however compelling reasonsafclear implementation strategy
incorporating capability development through pa@pttive approaches for cultural

change and that the provision of systems and pseseare only elements in an open
systems approach to change. (Galbraith, 1995).

-1 PAGE 97 -



References:

Café conversation, 2007, TAFE NSW Sydney Institi®e, Heard: Is the Emperor
wearing new clothes?

Chan Kim, W. & Mauborgne, R. 1997, ‘Fair processanaging in the knowledge
economy’, Harvard Business Review, January 20031 pp-136

Deci, E.L. 1975, Intrinsic motivation, Plenum Prddsw York

Galbraith, J. 1999)esigning organizationslossey-Bass, San Francisco

Kanter, R.M., Stein, B.A., & Jick, T.D. 1995, ‘Thehangemakers: strategists,
implementors, recipients’The challenge of organizational change: how comgani
experience it and leaders guideRtee Press, New York, pp. 375-394.

Lorsch , J.W. 1997, ‘Note on Organization Desigrrtard Business School case 476-
094, Boston

Peck, S.R. 1998, ‘No easy roads to employee invoérd’, Academy of Management
Executive; vol. 12, no. 3, pp. 83-4

Second Road. 2006, Meeting to Making, Methods tapshStrategic Conversations,
Chatswood, Sydney

Senge, P. & Goodman, M. 1999, ‘Generating Profocimahge’, The dance of change”
the challenges of sustaining momentum in learningamisations London, Nicholas
Brealey, pp. 39-64

Staron, M, Jasinski, M, Weatherley, R, 2006, LifasBd Learning,A strength based
approach for capability development in vocationatldechnical educationTAFE NSW
International Centre for VET, Darlinghurst, NSW

Trood, C. Hewson, J, 2007, ‘Think Piece Recognitb®rior Learning - From Policy to
Practice, E-Zine websit@ww.icvet.edu.au

- 11 PAGE 107 -



