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1.4 The draft policy and criteria’s focus on development and mediation, in addition to the 
attention given to assessment and recognition, adds particular value to the inclusive 
scope of the document. 

1.5 HESA further  notes that the revised policy and criteria will function as an overarching 
regulatory framework containing broad guidelines with which all education service 
providers operating in a variety of contexts will be required to comply. The draft policy 
therefore affords universities and other stakeholders the opportunity to develop 
policies that will suit their specific contexts and missions while not deviating from the 
broad parameters of this national policy.  

1.6 HESA also supports the view that the draft policy will take into account different kinds 
of RPL and application of RPL in relation to institutional contexts and forms of 
knowledge. It further supports the envisaged role of the Quality Councils in the 
interpretation and implementation of the provisions of the revised policy. 

1.7 The policy succeeds in striking a balance between the quality assurance 
requirements of university academic programmes and the need to widen access to 
these programmes for South Africans from diverse social and educational 
backgrounds. 

1.8 It is hoped that the draft policy, due to its wide-ranging and all-inclusive nature, will 
prompt scholarly debates about what counts as knowledge in institutions of higher 
learning and in other educational settings. 

1.9 The revised policy acknowledges the costs of providing quality RPL services and 
programmes, and the need for a resource driven policy to ensure that public 
providers in particular, are able to make these services and programmes increasingly 
available and affordable. 

1.10 Some reference to the historical trajectory of the evolution of RPL in South Africa 
may help to frame practice within its socio-political context. 

1.11 In addition, findings of studies of RPL practice in the last ten years may assist with 
improved understanding and alternative approaches. 

 

2. Critiques and concerns 
 

2.1 Contexts 
a. The scope of the revised policy is very broad and therefore is challenged to cover a 

large range of sites of learning by ‘coordinating the development of RPL policies and 
practices across all sub-frameworks of the NQF, in collaboration with the three 
Quality Councils; accredited education and training providers; workplaces and other 
assessment sites; recognised professional bodies; and RPL practitioners’. This in 
itself is a daunting task as each site of learning differs in terms of context, the 
epistemological view of knowledge, the purpose of RPL, principles and results of 
RPL. Consequently, one of the revised policy’s objectives will have to be to facilitate 
the formulation of sector and institutional RPL policies. SAQA will have to consult 
with the stakeholders and translate broad RPL principles and criteria into more 
specific sector related RPL policy, principles, procedures and practices. 

b. The broad scope of the draft policy will therefore necessitate further refinement of its 
provision by Quality Councils (the CHE in relation to universities) and recognised 
professional bodies. While universities will be required to review their current 
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admission requirements in response to this policy, Quality Councils such as the CHE 
may have to review and redefine the criteria for programme accreditation and re-
accreditation. This is to negate inconsistencies in policy implementation within (and 
across) sub-systems. 
 

2.2 Joint Statutes and Legislation 
a. The revised policy does not sufficiently recognise the continued constraints resulting 

from the Joint Statutes of Universities. The SAQA RPL policy is interpreted as the 
highest authority in terms of RPL and when applicants approach Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs), they do not understand that the Joint Statutes and the general 
rules and regulations of HEIs do not make allowance for RPL. Unrealistic 
expectations are therefore raised by the policy resulting in conflict and confusion in 
the minds of applicants when HEIs do not seem to comply with the principles of the 
SAQA policy. 

b. The Joint Statutes require that 50% of a full qualification needs to be completed 
through formal learning at the awarding institution and therefore does not make 
provision for the awarding of a full qualification on grounds of RPL. 

c. Consideration should also be given to the impact on enrolment planning presently 
required of HEIs. Would RPL students ‘count’ as registered students (and 
consequently be subsidised)? Would institutions indeed be expected to plan for a 
specified number of qualifications to be achieved through RPL? 

d. Furthermore, the draft policy requires amongst others that all qualifications and part-
qualifications registered on the NQF must include provision for alternative entry-level 
requirements to enable candidates to be admitted to study or to gain credits towards 
a qualification or part-qualification through RPL.  However, the NQF Act, 2008 (as 
amended) does not require that all qualifications and part-qualifications registered on 
the NQF must include such provision. To require this in a policy falls outside the 
enabling provisions of the NQF Act, 2008. 

e. In addition, paragraph 39 of the draft policy is in conflict with section 65B (2) of the 
Higher Education Act, 1997 (as amended) which reads as follows: 

Save as is provided in section 65C, no diploma or certificate may be awarded 
and no degree may be conferred by a public higher education institution upon 
any person who has not –  
(a) been registered as a student of such public higher institution for the period 

prescribed by the senate of such institution; and 
(b) completed the work and attained the standard of proficiency determined 

through assessment as required by the senate of the public higher 
education institution,... 

The draft policy should thus ensure congruence with other education and training 
Acts, as Section 70 of the Higher education Act, 1997 (as amended) directs, through 
a “trump” clause, as follows: 

 Application of Act when in conflict with other laws – 

This Act prevails over any other law dealing with higher education other than 
the Constitution. 
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In the event that there is tension between the NQF Act, 2008 and the Higher 
Education Act, 1997 (as amended), the latter shall prevail.  

2.3 Epistemology and Applicability of RPL 
a. The draft policy also does not give sufficient recognition to complexities of equating 

different epistemologies in relation to the requirements for a qualification. Higher 
education involves far more than the simple application of knowledge and skills; 
higher education understands knowledge as constructed, and the ability to construct 
knowledge appropriately is one of the important outcomes of higher education. 

b. In our opinion, it is highly unlikely that the cognitive and knowledge requirements of 
substantial higher education qualifications will have been developed to the necessary 
levels through informal or non-formal learning. 

c. By suggesting the potential award of full qualifications in all three sub-frameworks, 
the draft policy may be creating expectations which cannot reasonably be fulfilled.  

d. RPL can most realistically lead to the granting of access to a HEI, and perhaps the 
granting of certain credits for specific modules, but it is doubtful that a qualification 
can be awarded without very substantial additional inputs from the institution, and 
additional learning from the applicant. 

e. There is therefore the need to interrogate the implications of the RPL process for 
assessing knowledge/skills acquired through practical exposure to various forms of 
practice, and knowledge/skills acquired in structured academic programmes that 
seek to strike a balance between conceptual (largely theory-based) and contextual 
(practical) knowledge. 

f. Furthermore, in terms of articulation between the sub-sectors of the system, more 
work needs to be done to bridge the epistemological gaps that currently exist – 
perhaps through the design of part-qualifications intended for that purpose. 

g. The assumption that RPL can be undertaken at all levels of the NQF is problematic 
for HEIs. While the policy priorities are well intended, a more pragmatic approach 
needs to be adopted. In our view, RPL is not applicable in every area and 
department. 

h. The current focus of the draft policy seems to lean towards RPL in terms of the 
workplace, whereas RPL in HEIs is seen to be a more specialised type of provision. 
In the HEI context we work in a delimited space of rules and regulations, and the 
view of knowledge and granting credits for learning, does not resonate clearly with 
the approach in the workplace and industry. 
 

2.4 Other Forms of RPL 
a. Other than awarding qualifications through RPL, as an access mechanism, 

universities sometimes grant a learner the status of having a prior qualification 
without awarding the qualification (advanced standing). Such a status enables the 
learner to apply for access to a higher qualification (e.g. an applicant with a HR 
diploma and relevant experience could be granted the status of a bachelor’s degree 
to enable him/her to gain admission to an honours degree in HR). Do the current 
definitions encompass such an approach? 
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2.5 Funding, Fees and Cost 
a. Resourcing of RPL practice needs urgent attention. The lack of funding and subsidy 

for RPL students is one of the reasons why RPL uptake and implementation has 
been slow. 

b. The draft policy recognises that ‘the provision of quality RPL programmes and 
services is costly for providers and learners alike’, however, it then suggests that 
‘these services should generate savings of cost and time ... and so should not be 
more expensive that formal education and training provision’. It is unclear how RPL 
services will generate savings to providers, unless credits and qualifications awarded 
by an institution through RPL are to generate output subsidy. 

c. Therefore, given the growing pressures on HEIs, additional funding will undoubtedly 
be required to engage in these processes. The draft policy is silent on the matter, 
apart from the broad statement that ‘Government and other forms of subsidisation of 
RPL programmes should be explored...’. Also, while it is suggested that ‘context-
specific RPL instruments need to be subsidised’, this does not address the matter of 
human resources and increasing work-loads for higher education practitioners. 

d. Furthermore, the suggestion that fees for RPL need to be ‘consistently priced and 
funded’, ignores the fact that presently there are substantial differences in fees 
across the HE sector. It is not clear how these differences will be dealt with, nor is it 
clear whether benchmarks or guidelines will be established to ensure that individuals 
are treated fairly. 

e. Making institutions responsible for compensation in respect of ‘opportunity costs’, is 
not feasible and will only serve to push up the costs of RPL for institutions.  

f. In general, we consider this section (clause 45) to be weak. A stronger formulation is 
required to incentivise HEIs to build and maintain the necessary infrastructure and 
capacity, without having to raise fees substantially to cover the costs associated with 
RPL practice. 
 

2.6 Implementation Challenges and Additional Barriers 
a.  A key implementation challenge relates to the near absence of standardised quality 

assurance benchmarks and tracking mechanisms to ensure fair and equitable 
mediation procedures for, and assessments of RPL across different NQF levels, 
institutional types and knowledge fields/disciplines. 

b. Furthermore, the substantial changes in the conceptualisation of RPL, which has 
shifted from primarily an assessment strategy, to a far more all-encompassing 
development strategy may present challenges in terms of implementation. The 
‘mediation’, which will in the future be required, for example, will have substantial 
consequences in respect of resources of time, infrastructure, trained personnel and 
funding. HEIs are presently running at full capacity; our experience of RPL is that it is 
demanding in terms of time and skills, and that ‘mainstreaming’ may have a serious 
impact on capacity. 

c. Also, the ‘extended preparation for assessment’ needs further discussion. It seems 
that such preparation may take the form of conventional teaching or instruction. The 
question to be asked is whether such programmes could still be considered to be 
RPL, which begs the question whether RPL, (rather than extended curricula) is the 
most appropriate approach to enhance redress and access to further learning.  

d. The drawing up of ‘enabling agreements’ may present problems and needs more 
elaboration. As each RPL candidate is unique, could the ‘key stakeholders’ differ 
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from context to context? Who will be responsible for developing agreements between 
these stakeholders? Would such agreements be about RPL or about articulation? 

e. At a pragmatic level, some other possible barriers may need to be considered: it is 
increasingly evident that the IT and administrative systems within and across learning 
pathways may present additional barriers to RPL if these are not aligned, e.g. online 
admission forms that do not offer options for RPL applicants and so exclude them as 
they do not meet the conventional entry requirements; or employer-based 
recruitment systems which exclude RPL graduates because they do not have a 
matric certificate. 

f. At an institutional level in terms of logistics, administrative systems and costs, there 
may be substantial challenges in taking the current small-scale initiatives to scale. 
 

2.7 Data Management and Reporting 
a. While the principle of ‘no distinction, other than for data analysis, must be made 

between records of learner credits and achievements... awarded as a result of RPL 
processes and those obtained via conventional means’ is understood, the sector is 
concerned about the implications. Students often need to transfer credits from 
previous qualifications into a current qualification. The academic record should reflect 
RPL because a HEI should reserve the right to enquire about how decisions were 
made to grant exemptions and acknowledgement. 

b. Therefore, all transcripts must fully reflect the educational history of a candidate. If 
the market perceives RPL to be an inferior way of obtaining credits, data masking will 
not solve the problem. 

c. Reporting RPL data to SAQA seems an unnecessary duplication of effort. Should 
these submissions not form part of an institution’s HEMIS submission to the 
Department of Higher Education and Training, who can in turn, provide such data to 
SAQA? 

d. Furthermore, submitting a HEI’s data to SAQA could be considered an infringement 
on the institution’s autonomy. The HEI is privileged to its own data for research 
purposes on tracking RPL students to determine progress and success. At any rate, 
in many cases, RPL is not undertaken for only redress purposes and the data would 
consequently be skewed.  
 

2.8 Coordinating Structure and Collaboration 
a. While some form of coordination mechanism through a collegial structure is 

supported, we do not wholly support the establishment of an additional bureaucracy 
which inadvertently may lead to further substantial delays in RPL implementation. 

b. Such a mechanism should nevertheless focus on the effective alignment of RPL 
policies and practices within and between different sectors, and develop a framework 
for meaningful collaboration (including regional consortia where appropriate). 

c. Crucially, the coordinating mechanism should undertake research, particularly in 
respect of mediating systems alignment. 

d. Sectoral interests and approaches should be considered priorities. The different 
purposes and practices of RPL per sector necessitate sector-focused approaches to 
prevent frustration, enhance collaboration and obviate unrealistic expectations of 
RPL. 
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e. The relationship between SAQA and the Coordinating Body is not clear. Indeed, the 
relationship between SAQA, the Quality Councils, the RPL Practitioners’ Association, 
the Coordinating Body and HEIs need to be spelt out. 
 

2.9 RPL Practitioners’ Association 
a. It is in the description of a RPL Practitioners’ Association where the mismatch 

between HEI practices and workplace practices most strongly emerge. HEIs do not 
require their academics to be registered assessors, moderators, etc. The fact that 
they are currently deemed qualified to assess or moderate should also apply to RPL 
assessment.  

b. The impression is created that special staff will be appointed, and that a career path 
for RPL practitioners should be developed. In the HE sector, existing staff take on 
RPL responsibilities. While additional training may be required, it may not be possible 
to appoint more staff. 

c. It is therefore not clear as to how each of the categories of practitioner constitute a 
different professional identity. In most HEIs there is a distinction between dedicated 
and/or full-time RPL practitioners and those lecturers or faculty-based administrators 
who have a crucial, but very limited involvement in the RPL process. In some 
institutions the scope and scale of RPL advisory services warrant a dedicated 
specialist; in other RPL advising is but one part of their job. Some practitioners will 
never meet the criteria suggested in Clause 25 and 53, although they may be playing 
a small but vital role. 

d. It needs to be kept in mind that a set of RPL practitioners will be required per 
academic department as expertise for judging whether learning outcomes have been 
achieved lies with academics in their disciplines. 

e. In general, the differentiation of six types of practitioner is not supported. At most, two 
broad categories are suggested: (1) Advisor, facilitator, assessor and moderator; and 
(2) Administrator and coordinator. 

f. Notwithstanding the above, it is recognised that RPL expertise needs to be 
developed. This has implications for funding and additional resources required to 
train staff. Capacity and expertise will no doubt be major challenges in fully 
implementing RPL. 
 

3. Recommendations 
3.1 Specific recommendations and editorial comments are not included in this 

submission. The institutional responses (attached) should be consulted for 
these. 

3.2 The HE sector supports the laudable intention of the draft policy to redress past 
inequities in education and training, and to create learning pathways. However, the 
policy should perhaps specify percentages/quotas and equity targets. Targets should 
specify: admission targets (access) and graduation targets (success) of qualifying 
beneficiaries in different fields of study. 

3.3 While a national RPL policy and coordinating mechanism are supported, it should be 
noted that according to the HE Act, 1997 (as amended), admission to HEIs remain in 
the control of the Council and the Senate: 

Subject to the Act, the council of a public higher education institution, after 
consulting the senate of the public higher education institution, determines the 
admission policy of the public higher education institution.  
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Policy congruence is therefore a critical element in the successful implementation of 
RPL. 

3.4 The draft policy makes mention of the Quality Councils’ ‘in sector’ responsibility in 
respect of aligning RPL. We recommend that this point be extended to include ‘cross 
sector’ alignment to ensure articulation with the other sub-sectors of the system, 
including articulation with professional bodies and their programmes. 

3.5 While there are some reservations about an additional bureaucracy in the form of the 
National Coordinating Body, we nevertheless wish to recommend that a 
representative of NEDLAC be included in the advisory committee, to ensure 
alignment with social development planning and monitoring activities. 

3.6 In terms of the priorities identified in the draft RPL policy, it is suggested that another 
priority is added: ‘the capacity building of candidates that need access to 
qualifications to improve their existing formal learning as enhancement of their 
continued development and career paths’ (including students hoping to access post-
graduate levels). 

3.7 The SAQA draft RPL policy definition of Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) 
does not correspond with the description of a CAT system in the Higher Education 
Qualifications Framework. It is not clear why a different definition is used. We 
recommend that the two definitions be aligned. 

3.8 In respect of the quality assurance of RPL, we recommend that another important 
quality indicator is added, namely the ‘practicability of RPL assessment’. 

3.9 In terms of the implementation strategies listed, we recommend that a national web-
based resource be developed with which RPL candidates could undertake self-
assessments and be directed towards possible learning pathways. This resource 
could also benefit HE RPL practitioners and the resource should be an integral part 
of the work of the Coordinating Body. 

3.10 The policy needs to set out clear directives for Government as to the form and source 
of subsidy required. The subsidy should include funds for the development and 
maintenance of capacity and systems to achieve the agreed targets. Provision for 
example, for post-admission financial, academic and other forms of curriculum 
support needs to be built into these incentives. Dedicated NSFAS funding should be 
explicitly linked to targets and post-admission support. 
 

4. Conclusion 

The draft RPL policy seems to have taken on board many of the lessons learnt in the 
implementation of RPL in the last ten years. While RPL practice has not been as widespread 
as originally hoped, this period of learning has served to allay many of the anxieties 
regarding RPL when it was first introduced in 2002 and 2003. However, it is clear that much 
still needs to be done. HESA is looking forward to future engagement and debate about 
RPL, and is hopeful that this time round, sufficient funding is made available for research 
and the development of resources so that this key policy could finally fully benefit the 
beneficiaries of the system. 

End 

 


