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 Facilitate the conversion of not-for-degree (NFD) studies into degree studies by 

recognising NFD studies as an alternative entry mechanism for students without the 

requisite qualifications (Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013). For example, we should 

explore whether the completion of relevant short learning programmes could allow 

for credit transfer towards a diploma or degree course. 

 Implement the Degree Qualifications Profile, a competency-based approach to 

measure the outcomes of learning - that is, what students already know and can do 

(Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013); 

 Implement contextualisation as a teaching strategy, where students’ prior knowledge 

acquired at home, school and community is linked to academic content to enhance 

the meaning and relevance of academic material. Therefore, HEIs should make 

meaningful connections between what the student knows and the new content to be 

learned (Wyatt, 2016); and 

 Make education more accessible and assist in closing the gap between privileged and 

marginalised groups. 

Pitman and Vidovich (2013) promote an alternative approach to understanding RPL as a 

Bourdieuian process of “capital conversion”. Consequently, an individual’s economic, social 

and cultural capital are assessed as being equal to academic experience (Pitman & Vidovich, 

2013). Rather than considering the epistemology of prior learning, institutions should 

consider the equivalence in socio-cultural influence. In addition, HEIs should view RPL as more 

than an objective act of measuring specific learning outcomes. Furthermore, RPL requires 

ongoing communication and reflection to allow the student and the assessor to reach mutual 

understanding of what learning has occurred (Pitman & Vidovich, 2013). This would also 

ensure that RPL is more learner-centred in nature. Moreover, HEIs should consider the 

“student profile including distinctive personal traits, such as motivation, task orientation, a 

sense of responsibility, and an orientation towards the future” (Snyman, 2013: v). As noted 

by Armsby (2013), reflective practice is a cornerstone of work-based learning, thus 

institutions should recognise that learning occurs most effectively through participation in a 
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community of practice. Therefore, HEIs could engage in the process of “capital conversion” if 

they recognise prior life and work experience. 

11.3.4 Confidence-building  

In PIECCE, confidence-building is an important consideration, particularly for ECCE 

practitioners who have historically not had access to higher education. We therefore 

recommend that HEIs: 

 Give credit to the practical experience of the ECCE practitioners who wish to pursue 

further studies as this has the potential to boost students’ confidence and build on 

their prior knowledge (Armsby, 2013; Dismore, 2016; Hyland-Russel & Syrnyk, 2015; 

Snyman, 2013).  

 Provide appropriate pedagogical support to students who lack the advanced literacy 

skills required to complete portfolios of prior learning and ensure their success in 

academic learning as this will have a positive impact on building students’ confidence.  

 Promote students’ positive beliefs about themselves and their place in the world 

through consciously creating ways for them to reflect on their experience and actively 

participate in their learning (Hyland-Russell & Syrnyk, 2015). As Burkšaitienė (2015) 

points out, students require moral support throughout the RPL process to build their 

confidence. Moreover, RPL staff at HEIs need to develop appropriate counselling skills. 

 Use new technologies in reading and writing while developing ECCE practitioners’ 

competencies and their self-esteem (Cavaco et al., 2014). 

 Design WIL to improve students’ confidence (Dressler & Keeling, 2004:225).  

 Provide integrated support through strong mentorship to build students’ confidence, 

and facilitate their transition from informal to formal settings. 

11.3.5 Transition from Informal Schooling to Formal Qualifications 

It is also important to consider how to support students to transition successfully to higher 

education. However, PIECCE may provide opportunities to develop bridging programmes in 

partnership with HEIs and TVET colleges to ensure that students are able to meet the 
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academic demands of full qualifications at university level. As indicated in the PIECCE research 

report, there would be a need to pay attention to the needs of culturally and linguistically 

diverse students, and employ contextualisation to link their personal experiences and cultural 

knowledge with academic content, as recommended by Wyatt (2016). Consequently, 

institutional policies and practices must explicitly address the barriers to learning and 

assessment in order to build student’s confidence and facilitate a smooth transition from 

informal schooling to formal qualifications. 

11.3.6 Access to RPL  

Many existing ECCE practitioners require access to RPL for admission, and credit transfer. In 

particular, for admission to the Diploma in Early Care and Education or Dip (ECCE). However, 

four (4) cohorts of ECCE practitioners deserve special consideration.  

This includes practitioners who have completed the following: 

(i) Further Education and Training Certificate in Early Childhood Development (FETC: 

ECD); 

(ii) National Certificate in Vocational Training NC(V) in Early Childhood Development at 

NQF Level 4;  

(iii)  Report 191 National Certificates at N4, N5 and N6 equivalent to NQF Level 5; or 

(iv)  Higher Certificate in Early Childhood Development at NQF Level 5. 

Many of these practitioners do not hold National Senior Certificates (NSC) with Diploma 

endorsement. Therefore, HEIs are encouraged to recognise the equivalence of the NQF Level 

4 occupational-directed and vocational-directed qualifications. Similarly, for admission to the 

Bachelor of Education in Early Childhood Care and Education Degree or BEd (ECCE), the 

equivalence of qualifications at NQF Level 5 should be recognised. If HEIs insist on matric 

certificates, it would pose a threat to the admission of non-traditional ECCE students, many 

of whom are experienced practitioners. Moreover, a lack of RPL in PIECCE would be a 

significant disincentive to mature-aged ECCE students with prior practice knowledge who are 

at a different starting points as compared to inexperienced students (Gair, 2013). In addition, 
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failing to recognise indigenous knowledge within curricula would constitute an ongoing 

barrier to learning.  

Snyman’s (2013) conception of the RPL process as a bridging opportunity to prepare students 

for the demands of higher education (access for success) compels us to explore ways of 

promoting access to RPL and repurpose it within HEIs (Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013).  

Important considerations include: 

(i) staff capacity development and support related to the rationale for the process, the 

learning theory that supports it and the academic integrity and rigour of the RPL 

methods employed; 

(ii)  financial aid for the costs associated with assessing students’ knowledge, skills and 

abilities for the purpose of awarding credits; and 

(iii) a learner support system which requires dramatic transformation on how HEIs 

structure the new programmes, award credits, and implement the programmes.  

In PIECCE, we further need to distinguish between credit accumulation and credit transfer 

(Umalusi, 2010). Credit accumulation is “the totalling of credits required to complete a 

qualification, usually limited to a specific programme, often within a particular institution”. 

Paradoxically, credit transfer is “the vertical or horizontal relocation of specific credits 

towards a qualification on the same or higher level, that usually takes place between 

programmes, often between different institutions” (SAQA, 2006). 

The Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Programmes Leading to Qualifications in Higher 

Education for Early Childhood Development Educators (DHET, 2017) notes that: 

 Many students who enter ECCE programmes are already employed in ECCE settings 

and possess knowledge as a result of learning in the workplace. 

 In order to recognise relevant prior learning, learning outcomes must not be 

compromised in the process. Hence, RPL must occur on a student-by-student basis in 

order to make a professional judgement of the individual’s prior learning. 
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 The admitting institutions should conduct RPL for access and advanced credit standing 

according to national policies, quality council policies, and institutional policies. 

Consequently, SAQA’s National Policy for the Implementation of the Recognition of 

Prior Learning (SAQA, 2013), outlines how providers should implement RPL. 

 The CHE’s (2016) RPL Policy must also be considered. 

 The 2017 Policy on the Minimum Requirements for Programmes Leading to 

Qualifications in Higher Education for Early Childhood Development Educators notes 

that Credit Accumulation and Transfer should: 

 Recognise that many students who embark on ECD educator programmes 

will already hold prior qualifications or part-qualifications that could be 

considered for credit accumulation and transfer (CAT) purposes.  

 These include credits gained at Level 5 and above through the completion 

of qualifications or part-qualifications developed, implemented and 

quality assured by the CHE, Quality Council for Trades and Occupations 

(QCTO), and the Council for Quality Assurance in General and Further 

Education and Training (Umalusi, 2016). 

 Prospective students, who obtain credits through relevant prior 

qualifications or part-qualifications, may receive recognition for 

previously earned credits. However, institutions need to establish the 

equivalence between the learning content and NQF level of the prior 

learning and the learning that will be “credited” in the new qualification. 

 The HEQSF (2013) provides that “any and all credits for an incomplete qualification 

may be recognised by the same or different institution as meeting part of the 

requirements for a different qualification, or may be recognised by a different 

institution as meeting part of the requirements for the same qualification”. 

 A full qualification cannot be awarded through RPL (CHE, 2017). 
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 The HEQSF (2013) also provides that “a maximum of 50% of the credits of a completed 

qualification may be transferred to another qualification, provided also that no more 

than 50% of the credits required for the other qualification are credits that have been 

used for a completed qualification”. 

 Institutions should apply CAT according to the HEQSF and the CHE’s CAT policy to 

facilitate access to lifelong learning and the workplace (CHE, 2017). 

 RPL and CAT may lead to advanced credit standing if: 

 The admitting institution is “satisfied that the applicant has competence in 

the appropriate field of intended study at the appropriate entry level of the 

target qualification”. 

 Candidates complete at least all the required credits at the exit level of the 

qualification” (DHET, 2017). 

However, “the recognition of credits for the purposes of transfer from one qualification to 

another is determined by the nature of the qualifications, the relationship between them, the 

nature, complexity, and extent of the curricula associated with the specific subjects to be 

recognised for exemption and/or inclusion, and the nature of the assessment used” (CHE, 

2017:2). 

11.3.7 RPL Strategies  

Institutions are encouraged to adopt a variety of methods of RPL in order to assess what 

knowledge the student has that can be formalised against an academic qualification. 

Accordingly, RPL methods include examinations, compiling individual portfolios or the formal 

review of training programmes to determine whether they are at university level (Klein-

Collins & Wertheim, 2013). The first two methods assess what the individual knows and can 

do, whilst the second focuses on the learning outcomes. The last method assesses the inputs 

of the programme, including the materials and learning activities. According to Popova-Gonci 

and Lamb (2012), it is also essential to assess students’ integrated learning and critical-

thinking abilities and suggest that concept-mapping be employed as an assessment tool. 
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The empirical data (figure 11.1) collected for the PIECCE baseline report (2017) on current 

practices across the institutions, presented the issue of a misunderstanding around what 

RPL’s role is, which indicated a predominant emphasis on credit transfer and limited use of 

site visits to evaluate pedagogic practice (Harrison, 2017:75). This is concerning given that the 

essential purpose of RPL is to recognise the informal knowledge gained within the workplace 

which would be difficult to ascertain unless the student was assessed on site.  

Figure 11.1: Strategies for implementing RPL [Number of respondent institutions = 13]. 

(Harrison, 2017:75) 

Furthermore, the literature review in the PIECCE report, suggested that the creation of a 

Portfolio of Evidence (PoE) is the preferred assessment tool for access. However, it is often 

challenging, owing to the fact that many ECCE students/practitioners struggle with academic 

literacy. Snyman (2013) therefore recommends that HEIs should: 

 Adopt a developmental approach so that the PoE constitutes as a “learning portfolio”. 

 Include literacy assessment in the development of the PoE. 

 Provide adequate preparation for assessment and therefore offer portfolio 
development workshops. 

In addition, the literature review considers the issue of dealing with students who are working 

in multilingual contexts, have literacy challenges of their own but are expected to be RPLed 
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in a non-native language. The empirical data showed that 95% of RPL programmes run by the 

participating institutions are delivered in English and only 15% in isiXhosa. The use of support 

through additional assignments or training sessions (20%) echoes with the empirical data 

linked to academic support, which showed that lecturers spend time providing extra training 

sessions, readings, and workbooks for practising to grasp a new concept. 

An acknowledged aspect of RPL is that of catering for the individual needs of the student, 

which inevitably requires a unique assessment process for each student that is being RPLed. 

Designing individual programmes for RPL is time-consuming and requires considerable human 

resources. This raises the question of how much can an institution practically do in terms of 

implementing RPL? The solution emerges from thinking laterally and appreciating the 

strength in collaboration, which has been a powerful and unique aspect of the PIECCE project. 

If we accept that it is challenging for institutions that have high enrolment numbers to 

conduct RPL, then it is obvious that the solution can be found in providing the human 

resources through the collaborative efforts of two different types of teacher-training 

institutions. The proposal is to couple an NGO that has considerable spread over a number of 

provinces with the HEI that requires the additional human resources. As NGOs have spent 

many years working in the ECCE sector and thereby have acquired expert skills in the field, 

they provide an “army” of relatively inexpensive but expert human resources who are able to 

access students on site and provide mentorship, assessment and support in the RPL process. 

Furthermore, when addressing the issue of inequity that a student should produce a PoE in 

English whilst teaching in a mother-tongue, we can partially resolve this by allowing the expert 

assessor to conduct a mother-tongue interview with the student whilst on site. This document 

can be completed by means of technology (e.g. making use of an APP or simply filling in details 

by the assessor whilst the interview is being conducted). The benefit of the mother-tongue 

interview is that it allows one to demonstrate what one knows without being challenged by 

the need to formulate thoughts in a “foreign” language. This is a step towards equity as it 

means that the PoE does not only consist of English documents but has some documents that 

are in written in the mother-tongue. Most HEIs would argue that they are unable to assess a 

document that is not in English and that their training programmes are in English, therefore 

the student must know how to complete assignments in the English language. However, 
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having a few assignments that are already assessed by the site visit assessor somewhat 

resolves the problem. The student is still producing the majority of the material in English but 

there is some attempt at acknowledging the need to provide a home-language produced 

assignment. 

Portfolio assessment should be supplemented by demonstrated competencies beyond 

written narratives and supporting documents submitted by the student by including video 

demonstrations, work products and simulations (Klein-Collins & Wertheim, 2013). One of the 

aims of the PIECCE project was to be innovative in the programme development. The RPL 

process, in particular the PoE, provides a vehicle for the latter. However, it is clearly expensive 

to conduct site visits yet if we accept that RPL’s emphasis should be on the informal practical 

knowledge of the student; then we need to provide opportunities for the student to generate 

this information in their PoE outside of a site visit. One of the ways in which this can be done 

is by means of technology. Despite poverty, evidence has shown that most students will have 

access1 to a sophisticated cell phone (Imaginet, 2016). The phone can be used to film short 

clips such as how the teacher implements a sensory-based activity for the 3-year-old learners 

in their classroom. The cell phone can additionally be used to take pictures of the classroom 

or outside activities. When the material is accompanied by a short reflective piece, it allows 

the assessor to gather information about a student’s practice. The information can be copied 

onto a DVD disc (something that the academic support department can assist with) which is 

then placed in the PoE together with the reflective piece. The film clips can also be sent via 

WhatsApp to an administrative assistant who may be charged with transferring the material 

onto a disc.  

Furthermore, RPL requires ongoing communication and reflection to allow the student and 

the assessor to reach mutual understanding of what learning has occurred (Pitman & 

Vidovich, 2013). This would ensure that RPL is more learner-centred in nature. The empirical 

data from the baseline report evidenced a common understanding of a reflective teacher who 

uses the reflection to plan and improve on their practice. When RPLing a student it therefore 

makes sense to ask them to compile a PoE, and write a letter of motivation that will encourage 

                                                      
1 SA has a population of 51.8 million with a total of 66.1 million people having a cellphone – Imaginet, 2016. 
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the student to reflect on his/her informal knowledge and how this should be recognised as 

an entre to a particular qualification. Reflection can further be evidenced in the student’s 

lesson plans, which should contain a section on the template that allows for daily reflection. 

The quality of these reflections and evidence of how the teacher has tweaked the pedagogy 

as a result of reflective practice, would be an aspect that would need to be assessed by the 

expert, thus enriching the RPL process. The above recommendations indicate how the 

programme development for the 0-4 ECCE Diploma/Degree can work towards ensuring that 

RPL is a key aspect of restoring equity, addressing inclusivity, and providing quality ECCE for 

learners. 

11.4 GUIDELINES FOR THE IMPLEMENTATION OF RPL  

The following points are suggested as a guide for implementing RPL as part of an ECCE training 

programme:  

 Recognising that ECCE students with prior knowledge constitute non-traditional HEI 

students, since they are experienced practitioners. 

 Strengthening RPL to advance equity, social justice and inclusion, while building on 

current best practice. 

 Viewing RPL as a specialised pedagogical practice, since PIECCE programmes have a 

specific purpose and a special design. 

 Developing mechanisms for facilitating access to students across diverse contexts and 

building these into the programme design. 

 Proposing a credit accumulation, exemption, recognition and transfer system, 

accompanied by a convincing rationale appropriate for the ECCE context. In particular, 

there should be credit recognition for experience gained in the early childhood 

workplace, and credit transfer for students who completed qualifications or part 

qualifications with another training provider and transfer to a HEI. 

 Developing clear guidelines for credit exemption. 

 Recognising the equivalence of Level 4 ECD qualifications to Grade 12. 
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 Recognising the relevance of TVET qualifications at NQF levels 5 and 6. 

 Exploring additional forms of RPL to augment portfolio assessment such as workplace 

assessment, interviews, simulations and admission tests.  

 Providing appropriate pedagogical support to students who lack the advanced literacy 

skills required to complete portfolios of prior learning, and for success in academic 

learning.  

 Providing pedagogical support for students to progress from experiential knowledge 

to codified/formal knowledge. 

 Considering how to support students to transition successfully to higher education. 

 Exploring the possibility of developing guidelines for credit transfer towards practice 

teaching requirements.  

 Exploring whether credits could be allocated towards some modules, where 

appropriate. 

 As recommended by the CHE (2016), a maximum of 10% of a cohort of students could 

be admitted through RPL to a higher education programme. 
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List of websites containing HEI policies and procedures 

Cape Peninsula University of Technology (CPUT): www.cput.ac.za/study/rpl  

North West University: 

http://www.nwu.ac.za/sites/www.nwu.ac.za/files/files/i-governance-

management/policy/8P-8.4.3-RPL_e.pdf  

Rhodes University:  

https://www.ru.ac.za/admissiongateway/  

https://www.ru.ac.za/registrar/info/policies/  

https://www.ru.ac.za/media/rhodesuniversity/content/institutionalplanning/documents/RP

L%20POLICY%202007.pdf  

University of Fort Hare (UFH): 

http://www.ufh.ac.za/tlc/sites/default/files/UFH%20Recognition%20of%20Prior%20Learnin

g%20Policy.%20TLC.005.pdf  

http://www.ufh.ac.za/files/tlc/policy/UFHRecognitionofPriorLearningPolicyTLC005.doc 

http://www.ufh.ac.za/tlc/sites/default/files/UFHTeachingandLearningPolicy.pd  

University of the Free State (UFS) 

https://www.ufs.ac.za/supportservices/departments/recognition-of-prior-learning-office-

home  

https://www.ufs.ac.za/supportservices/...of-prior.../rpl-application-forms-and-information  

University of Johannesburg (UJ) 

https://www.uj.ac.za/studyatUJ/sec/Pages/Recognition-of-Prior-Learning.aspx  

https://www.uj.ac.za/studyatUJ/sec/Documents/RPL%20Request%20Form.pdf  

University of KwaZulu Natal (UKZN): 

https://ukznextendedlearning.com/about-us/  
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http://www.joe.ukzn.ac.za/.../Exploring_RPL_assessment_device_and_or_specialised_peda

gogica.  

University of Limpopo: 

https://www.ul.ac.za/index.php?Entity=agri_rules  

https://www.ul.ac.za/index.php?Entity=bio_rules_post  

University of Pretoria (UP):  

http://www.up.ac.za/en/yearbooks/2017/modules/view/RPL%20320 

  

University of South Africa (Unisa): http://www.unisa.ac.za/sites/corporate/default/Search-

results/Apply-for-admission/Undergraduate-qualifications/Recognition-of-Prior-Learning-

(RPL)/RPL-for-module-credit www.unisa.ac.za/sites/corporate/default/.../Recognition-of-

Prior-Learning-(RPL)  

University of Stellenbosch (SUN): http://academic.sun.ac.za/chae/rpl.html  

Walter Sisulu University of Technology:  

http://wsu.ac.za/studywithus/images/resources/folded%20recruitment%20brochure.pdf  

University of the Witwatersrand (WITS): 

https://www.wits.ac.za/glu/academic-programmes/application-process-for-the-glu/ 

Resources for the teacher educator for RPL 

This might include a classroom observation tool/APP, so that the site visitor has an 

assessment tool to use when evaluating the student who is being RPLed.  

UNISA RPL Processes and Portfolio Guidelines  

www.unisa.ac.za/sites/corporate/default/.../Recognition-of-Prior-Learning-(RPL)  
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