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Abstract

It is important that VET assessors have the confideand capabilities to use their
professional judgement in providing recognition gsfor learning (RPL), to move beyond
concerns with compliance and draw on their cregtiviCompliance to Creativity” was a
work-based action learning project conducted froprilASeptember 2008 for a group of 14
leading assessors in Queensland. It was designesdist experienced assessors to build
professional judgement as part of their own pracéind that of their colleagues, particularly
in relation to RPL. The overall finding from thaiogram is that it is possible for leading VET
assessors — through a structured capability bgjlgimgram — to significantly increase their
confidence and enhance their capabilities with néga the conduct of RPL, as well as help
their colleagues to increase their confidence apabilities with regard to RPL. The research

also provided insights into RPL practice and skittentoring and professional judgment.

Introduction

There is tension between compliance and creatinityET (Schofield & McDonald

2004), particularly in the field of assessment #mel sub-set of recognition of prior
learning (RPL) (Mitchell, Chappell, Bateman & Ro@05). Adding to this tension,
RPL requires the use of fine judgment by the assd3dsnes 2006). It is important for
VET assessors to have the confidence and capasilith use their professional
judgement in RPL assessment, if they are to moyerimkconcerns with compliance

and draw upon their creativity (McKenna & Mitch2006).

The above views informed the design of a projetitled Compliance to Creativity
(C2C), a work-based action learning project congllidtom April-September 2008
for a group of leading assessors in Queenslande Hioject Brief described the

objective in the following way:




This project will involve the project co-ordinatevorking with experienced assessors. It will
assist them to reflect on their experience anddemtify strategies to support others to build
confidence in using professional judgement in assest decision making, particularly in

relation to recognition of prior learning (RPL) assment.

C2C was managed by Judy Gronold from Strategy aske&ch (Product Services)
within the Department of Education Training and #rés and facilitated by Dr John

Mitchell from John Mitchell & Associates.

The project utilised an action learning approachthwnominated experienced

assessors and aimed to:

* evaluate current RPL assessment practice and figeopportunities for
improvements to better meet the RPL needs of thearse client base

» consider the organisational, pedagogical, technemadl employability skills

required for those implementing RPL in a range BLRssessment contexts

* review current professional judgement processespaadtices in making RPL
decisions and identify improved processes and ige=ct

* build mentoring skills in participants so they dagtter support the professional

practice of their colleagues.

The major intended outcome of the project was theelbpment of a pool of
experienced assessors with the capacity to supipeirt less experienced colleagues
to develop confidence in professional judgemenassessment — particularly RPL

assessment.

Sixteen assessors commenced the program. Two ewthdue to other commitments

after two of the five workshops and the other feant completed the program.

One planned output of the project was the pubbcabtf a case study prepared by
each participant. The participants in the C2C paogwere assisted in developing
case studies which showcased their learning and\aahents and which will be
useful for the colleagues they subsequently meiitoe. case studies are contained in
a separate docume@bnfident RPL Assessaiglitchell ed. 2008).

Literature review




A brief review of the literature shows that professil judgment in RPL requires the
confident RPL practitioner to make a judgment caélat confidence can be eroded
by the raft of other pressures impacting on the M &ctitioner including the
erroneous view that has circulated in the sectat thn unthinking semi-skilled
operator could make an assessment of skills” (JomedMitchell 2007). Daily
pressures on all of us erode deep reflection (€lotick 2004). One way to restore
the habit of deep reflection for practitionersasprovide the time and space for them
to feel safe about expressing their concerns akidgaisks with new approaches
(Amado & Ambrose 2001). Another related approactbudding the confidence of
VET practitioners is to use the technique of actiearning with its emphasis on
stepping back and reflecting on what is happenmjvahy (Skippington 2002; ALA
2007).

Research by Dr Anne Jones shows that professiokgiement is central to VET
practice and to systemic quality. In an interviedor(es, in Mitchell 2007) she
explained what first sparked her interest in preif@sal judgement in VET.
Originally it caught my interest because in my aansations with teachers and managers in the
early days of competency based training (CBT) —+&vgbing back a good ten years here — some
people expressed amazement that they had to mdgements. There was a belief that CBT

somehow completely and incontestably specifiediskil words, so that an unthinking semi-

skilled operator could make an assessment of skill68)

Jones also commented on the importance of the meges made by VET
practitioners.
They are fundamentally and absolutely importante fhality of education depends entirely on
the quality of the judgements we make as professi@uucators — not just assessment
judgements but all of our judgements. | am quiteviaced that the exercise of judgement is the
central act in any professional practice. The netethat | have done has demonstrated that the

achievement of systemic goals such as the natmunality system in the end all come down to

good quality decisions made by VET educators ircthase of their practice. (p.68)

The exercise of professional judgement requiresp desflection by the VET
practitioner, yet these practitioners like manyeotiprofessionals are increasingly

busy, time-poor and find it hard to allocate tinoe feflection. Clutterbuck (2004)




notes that “Although people are often working langeurs than a decade ago, they
have less and less time to stop and think deeply0j.Amado and Ambrose (2001)
also find that, in the normal daily life of manyganisations and communities,
“people usually feel under pressure to get on \li job, to perform, to achieve
objectives...Consequently, there is usually littl@moto manoeuvre ... to review

their performance and their objectives” (p.26).

In this pressured environment, Clutterbuck (200434 that deep thinking most often

occurs other than at work:

For most people ... deep thinking happens on thenguto and from work, in the bath or
shower, taking exercise, doing the ironing, lyivgaie at night, or in other parts of their ‘free’

time. (p.20)
That deep, reflective thinking is essential toeffectiveness of our conscious brain:

Deep, reflective thinking is as essential to thfectiveness of our conscious brain as REM sleep
is to our unconscious. In both cases we becomeudgsbnal if our minds do not carry out the
essential task of analysing, structuring, orgagisind storing. When we allow ourselves to enter
personal reflective space (PRS) we put the worlilrzd us largely on hold. (Even if we are
doing a complex physical movement like jogging eividg the car, we allow our internal

autopilot to take over.) (p.20)

According to Clutterbuck (2004), when we enter pea reflective space (PRS) “you ask
yourself questions about the issue in an attemphéterstand it and its impact on you”.
The more questions you ask from different perspestithe more likely you are to achieve some
level of insight which allows you to position thesue very differently and consider new ways of
dealing with it. (p.21)
While reflection is valuable and central to makprgfessional judgements, the first
step to achieving it, argue Ambrose and Amado (20Blto create what they call

“transitional space.”

Transitional space is the space available, withengressures of everyday life, for an individual
or group to engage in transitional learning. laisexternal condition for such learning to take
place and is to be distinguished from potentialcepavhich is an internal condition for

innovative thinking to occur. The two concepts, boer, are related. (p.26)




In the Compliance to Creativity project it was disd that an action learning
technique would be used to create this transitiepaice, and to support the VET
practitioners develop confidence in making judgetmemparticularly with RPL,.
Action learning involves the use of the cycle opesencing, reviewing, concluding
and planning and is defined as follows by Skipmng2002):
Action learning is a systematic process throughctwhndividuals learn by doing. Through the
process, people increase their self-awareness a&welap new knowledge, attitudes and

behaviours as well as skills for making changes rmtfining their roles and responsibilities

within new or changing workplace contexts. (p.25)

Action leaning empowers the questioning process emables people to develop
themselves through working on a 'real life' prohldraing encouraged to question
what is happening, trying out suggested solutioiegg things differently, stepping

back and reflecting on what is happening and why, sharing the experience with
those who are also learning by doing (ALA 2007).

Methods

To monitor and report on the development of theigipants’ confidence in making
judgements in RPL, the research methodology usesl thva pragmatic approach
(Creswell 2003) as pragmatism opens the door tdipleiimethods and to different
forms of data collection and analysis (p.12).

The methods used to record the growth in confidesfcadvanced VET assessors
included surveys, feedback forms, structured imeys and the analysis of
participants’ formal writing for their case studies

Findings and discussion

The overall finding from the evaluation of the Cdiapce to Creativity project is that
it is possible for leading VET assessors — throagstructured capability building
program — to significantly increase their confiderend enhance their capabilities

with regard to the conduct of RPL. Participatiorsuth a program also allows them




to assist their colleagues increase their confideara capabilities with regard to the

RPL assessment activity.

The benefits of the capability building programend beyond the provision of RPL,
because RPL is one form of assessment and asséssnieextricably linked with
teaching and learning. One participant summarisexsdet multiple benefits of the

project and the links between RPL and other aspégigactice, as follows:

For me professionally | began to seewhat | doin a much deeper kind of way and appreciate

the complexity of what | do. And | began to see also that in relation to mgrpeas well. In
relation to RPL | think | began to experience dtshithe way | viewed the process and to get a
bit of courage to be more creative and see thanhvtan thinking flexibly and | am thinking a
bit creatively, that that's actually quite valugbthat | don't then need to contain that bit of
myself in an ice box, but that | do have a skilt #gat enables me to make a professional
judgement, often in diverse complex ways that drersually sometimes recognised by a
template-driven regime. | think for me the biggesthievement was recognising the

professionalism that | and other VET practitionease. bold added)




Findings regarding RPL practice — from the interwies and case studies

The project aimed to evaluate current RPL assedsmeactice and identify
opportunities for improvements, to better meet RfeL needs of the participants’

diverse client base.

To guide the participants’ analysis of their owragiice, the facilitator presented
research findings concerning the new VET practdroand the emergence of the
advanced VET practitioner. As VET shifts from beisgpply-driven to demand-
driven, a new practitioner is emerging to satidfe tincreasing expectations of
industry clients and individual students (Mitchetlal. 2006). Traditionally, the VET
practitioner was supply-driven believing that thestoor only learning environment
was the classroom — a site for learning far supéoithe student’s workplace.

In contrast, the new VET practitioner is demandseii and only provides services that are

wanted by enterprises and individuals. This pragwespractitioner can customise programs to

suit enterprises and personalise learning activitiesuit the individual.

The new VET practitioner lets go of the old certigis, like pre-set curriculum and didactic
instruction, and develops attributes, attitudesagdand techniques that meet the needs of clients.
The new practitioner looks outwards at market nestbseeks to meet those needs. (Mitchell et
al. 2006)

More recent research (Mitchell 2008) notes thates@nactitioners are modelling the

use of even more advanced skills.

While the new VET practitioner is demand-drivenge tladvanced VET practitioner has
extraordinary capabilities for building client retanships, ensuring customer responsiveness and
supporting flexible delivery. This superior straod the VET practitioner deserves public
attention because its representatives are chatignuievious concepts of the limits of capability
of the VET practitioner.
The case studies in the C2C companion publicatiomvghat the participants possess
many if not all of the characteristics of the adweh VET practitioner recognised by
Mitchell (2008). For example, some findings frome tparticipants’ case studies

identify that leading Queensland RPL assessorba@totlowing:
» tap into their breadth of experience in industry
» access their deep knowledge of niche industry areas

» use their ability to offer services both as a cttastiand as a training provider




» personalise training and assessment for each arg elent

* demonstrate a personal commitment to extensive @mgbing professional

development

e commit to continuous improvement of their provideganisation.

The interviews conducted with the fourteen partois show that the project
broadened their appreciation of what is involvedRIPL, including the differences in
RPL from one industry context to the next. It aadped in the identification of some

similarities in the RPL process across all indestri

| think it's [my knowledge] broadened, in that iadn't been just within our own team of
community services. It's with different people adimtiting from hospitality, mining, right
through. There are some key things there that laeesame, but there’'s also quite a lot of
differences too, just by the nature of the indusBy it's given me a broader appreciation. But
also, again it's probably normalised it for me latt there are some things just inherent in the

RPL process that are common to all.
Some participants changed their attitudes about RBlan example:

| think | looked at RPL as just an easy thing tovdwen | first started this and now, doing this

project has woken me up to quite a few things. WhthRPL process, I've got to delve a hell of a
lot deeper into the evidence or the type of evidetiat people are giving me. It has made me
start thinking about looking deeper into what peagle giving me instead of just taking it on face

value type of thing.
For participants, increased confidence with RPLranthan an increase in their
knowledge about RPL, was the main change. Thigasad confidence enabled them
to get in touch with their knowledge base.
I don't think my knowledge or my attitude towardsetprocess of RPL particularly changed
because I've been fairly heavily involved in RPL folong time, so | think | know the process
pretty well. What did change was again that makingfessional judgements and | guess the
confidence that | now have in making those judgdmeirt’s the professional judgement part
that has changed rather than the knowledge of RRiueh.
Confidence came from the networking with other ipgrants and doing exercises
together.
My knowledge of RPL’s fairly in-depth anyway. Howddt change? | think that sense of having

like-minded people [among the project participaots] there gave me more confidence in what

I'm doing. So | would have to say that is probatily biggest thing that | got out of it.




Findings regarding RPL skills — from the interviewand case studies

One aim of the Compliance to Creativity project wasonsider the organisational,
pedagogical, technical and employability skillsuiegd for those implementing RPL

in a range of RPL assessment contexts.

The case studies in the C2C companion publicatiditchell ed. 2008) highlight the

diverse skills used by RPL assessors. For example:

 Leading RPL assessors draw on organisational sgilish as how to make
arrangements between the provider and sometimeglernand large external

clients.

* Leading RPL assessors have a deep knowledge ad@apyie pedagogy including
how to allay candidates’ nervousness about the R®ktess, how to create an
environment which enables the candidate to perfgptimally and how to analyse

any tabled evidence.

» Leading RPL assessors use appropriate technidl sdch as accessing relevant
legislation, developing efficient processes for orelc keeping and preparing

customised documentation to suit corporate clients.

» Leading RPL assessors draw on employability skidigicularly team work skills
in liaising with other members of their section¢culty or department, problem
solving skills in providing RPL for candidates whkoinitially at least — have

difficulty providing evidence and a range of comnwation skills.

The interviews conducted as part of the evaluasioow that the participants in the
C2C project are now capable of mentoring individuahd teams to build confident
and competent RPL assessors — satisfying anotbatified aim of the project. For

example, two interviewees commented:

| actually see a flow-on effect to the team of Rédsessors. | look at them benefiting from our
participation in that workshop and that will traatsl into them feeling more confident about
approaching RPL, undertaking that work, knowingntkelves how to engage in RPL. | see it as

multiplied.

I'm hoping that as a result of my involvement wiittis [project] and ongoing conversations with
her [my manager] that we set up a network of RPappeewithin the institute across the different
area disciplines, to moderate, to share storiestatmkgin to develop criteria in regards to best
practice and professional judgement that will pdulgr affect the institute, increase its RPL rate

and decrease the level of angst or uncertaintyrarthe process.




Findings regarding professional judgement — fromehnterviews and case studies

The Compliance to Creativity project aimed to rewv@irrent professional judgement
processes and practices in making RPL decisionsdamtify improved processes and

practices.

Anne Jones (2006, p.12) says that making a judgmaht not just in VET but in
society generally, is considered a serious activiaking a ‘judgement call’ implies
that one is being active, committed, accountablayesful, and ethical, like a

courtroom judge.”

As a frame for the project, the facilitator usec tbharacteristics of assessors
identified by Jones in her doctoral research. J§8666) found that VET assessors
who make good judgements are characterised by tpesparedness, their
relationships and collegiality with their colleaguéheir ability to work to the rules,
their seriousness of purpose, their ability to hamptedicaments and obligations and
their pragmatism.

To stimulate discussion in the project, the faaibt also used literature on the topic
of professional reflection and intuition, to examijudgement calls made by RPL

aSSessors.

Related findings evidenced in the case studiesidacthe following:

» Leading RPL assessors can increase their confidarmo@king RPL decisions by
reflecting upon and analysing RPL-related eventhiwia structured professional

development program such as this Compliance toti@itygproject.

* Leading RPL assessors sometimes draw on their gmiofeal intuition before

making a judgement call.

The interviews for this evaluation show that theojgct deepened participants’

confidence to tap into their own ability.
| think that, in particular, [what changed] was mgnfidence in my own ability to make that
judgement whereas previously I'd always have tlaigging doubt. Am | doing this right? Is this
sufficient or is this? And going to the workshopsvg me that confidence that | do know the
Training Package well, | do know the process wetl ao | think that that really cemented in me
the confidence in my own ability.

For some participants the concept of professiomddigment was a new one, which

resonated profoundly.
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That was definitely a light bulb moment for me.d'mot thought of myself as using professional
judgment up until that point. They were just thirigat | did without even thinking about it. And
so now | feel far less pressured to gather a huhblits of paper evidence from people. I've got to
remind myself that | do these things as an advaR&ed practitioner now, I'm using professional
judgment on a regular basis. I've learnt abouhd #m also now confident to pass this learning

on to my mentee. So that was quite a bit of a lghb moment for me.

Findings regarding mentoring skills — from the inteiews and case studies

The Compliance to Creativity project aimed to buiéntoring skills in participants

so they can better support the professional pecii¢heir colleagues.

To guide project participants, the facilitator ugemeworks for mentoring provided
by Clutterbuck (2004). Clutterbuck makes the pdivatt mentoring is not all ‘one to
one’ counselling: that mentoring can involve a rafxthe four helping strategies of
coaching, guiding, networking and counselling; #mat it is often appropriate to start

with other than counselling-style support.
Related findings evidenced in the case studiesqathin include the following:

* Leading RPL assessors are capable of developingnised helping strategies to
suit the needs of that mentee, from helping menteeasetwork with others, to
coaching them in the use of specific techniques.

 Leading RPL assessors are capable of creating gsiofeally and mutually
rewarding relationships with mentees that allow thentee to grow and learn

while also enabling the mentor to benefit from pihefessional interchanges.
* Leading RPL assessors are capable of assistingagoiks who have lost their
confidence with RPL to regain their confidence aadse of self-worth.

* Leading RPL assessors have much to offer theieaglles and mentoring is an
effective way of passing on their knowledge anapcas.

One project participant noted in a case study:

Having had the opportunity to participate in ti@®mpliance to Creativity project with the focus
on mentoring] process and see the benefits, | waaddmmend that anybody who is new to RPL
assessment be assigned a mentor that can help ttheapply professional judgement with

confidence and competence.

Most participants implemented the framework for toeéng examined at the project

workshops.
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Putting a structure and a framework to the mengpprocess is probably most important thing.
It's something that | guess we were all just doiitg and pieces of randomly. Having the

methods and resources is like increasing your toofsur toolbox.

Summary findings from the survey of participants

A survey of participants was conducted, to ident#gtors affecting the achievement
of the program’s objectiveKey findings included the following points. Two seif
factors influenced the achievement of objectivesartban other factors. One set of
factors relate to participants’ networking, workghgarticipation, own goals and prior
knowledge — and this suggests that the participtmis responsibility for their own
learning and professional engagement and interectidhe second set of factors
related to resources and structures put in placthéyacilitator — and this suggests
appropriate decisions by the facilitator.

The survey shows that participants took resporiibibr their own learning and
professional engagement, and these were positicedassisting the achievement of
the program’s purpose. The participants’ writtermogents about anticipated and
unanticipated outcomes show that the project exasbéideir expectations. Common
themes in their comments were their discovery eirtaxisting skills and knowledge
and their quick acquisition of new skills and knedge, leading to a significant

growth in confidence.

The survey results also suggest that, for QLD DHE®Acontinue to improve the
quality of assessment, this commitment by its legqdassessors to professional

learning deserves to be acknowledged and supported.

Summary findings from the evaluation of the worksps

The findings from the evaluations of the workshop®vide some summary
evaluative points. Over the five workshops, theipigants generally increased their
sense of self-worth as VET practitioners and becoomefortable viewing themselves
as advanced VET practitioners. The participanteldgped increased confidence in
their skills and knowledge as assessors and phatiguin their professional

judgement with RPL. The participants generally gethfrom being concerned about
what they didn’t know to wanting to share what tligy know, to the point that they

uniformly embraced a model for mentoring.
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Over the five workshops, the participants generaityved from wanting theories —
such as those about professional judgement — eeguldbd enjoying developing their
own theories, for example about professional irdnitThe participants moved from
seeking guidance on RPL to seeing that they coapdin better to their existing
knowledge, through reflection, and to the knowleddethe participants, through

networking.

The participants found high value in learning fraach other, particularly from
stories and incidents from grounded experience.yTivere enthusiastic about
ongoing networking with the other participants aadv this as an important benefit

from the project.

The participants valued highly the space and timd sanctions created by the
workshops with their peers, as occasions where tioeyd share, listen and learn.
They learnt from a variety of activities, rangingrh professional conversations, role
plays and reading to examining models and theofibey found value in reflection
on their practice and looking at ways to undertéikat reflection. Finally, the
participants generally looked forward to continuitoylearn about RPL and other
aspects of their practice.

Conclusions

The Compliance to Creativity project was ambitiounsyequiring participants to be
part of a work-based learning program where thegnmered RPL in the light of
advanced practice, professional judgment and miegtaParticipants were also asked
to undertake case study research. Their case st(idikchell, ed. 2008) show that
leading and advanced practitioners can furtherldpuv@eir capability by undertaking
research and the associated deep reflection relgwinen they are the author of, and

key player in, that case study.

In the project, the participants interrogated tlomoept of advanced practice and

examined the characteristics and attributes of mokah practitioners. Over the course

13



of the project they moved from a humble positiahat they were not worthy to be
called advanced practitioners - to a position atehd of the project where they not
only identified their own strengths as advancedftgraners (particularly in their case
studies) but committed to using these strengthsadsist their colleagues. The

participants moved from shyness to a calm confidend¢heir capabilities.

A participant reflected on the multiple benefitstbé C2C project in making more
VET practitioners confident about their practice:

RPL assessment requires the application of advaassdssment skills, as well as excellent
knowledge of the industry and confidence to apply skills and knowledge required to the
assessment process. | had developed these skdlisgth experience in training and assessment,
but the inexperience of my team members meantwhdée they had the skills and knowledge
required in terms of industry requirements andntrgj package content in specific areas, they
hadn't yet had the chance to develop the confidaéacapply these attributes, or the depth of
knowledge about the processes involved in asses$sargh recording of RPL outcomes to
complete the task. The opportunity provided to teasm in terms of developing individual and
team capacity was invaluable, with identifiable &f#s to the teachers involved, the student, the

Institute, and myself as the mentor.

This quotation is representative of the findingghe whole group and indicates the
increased level of confidence that advanced prawcéts can develop when

appropriate space and time is created to allow ttoefhourish.
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