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Implementing NQAI Principles and Operational Guidelines for RPL 
 
 

Draft Working Document only 
October 2008 

 
 
 
 
The purpose of this draft working document is to indicate to DIT staff the augmentations  to 
current practices generally required to ensure compliance with NQAI Principles and 
Operational Guidelines for RPL 2005 (full text of the NQAI document below in white spaces). 
No directive has yet been agreed at Institute level regarding the timescale of such compliance, 
but is likely to be incremental as Faculty/School Reviews and programme 
validation/revalidation processes are scheduled.  
 
Programme teams, Departments, Schools and Faculties may decide to implement the 
Principles and Operational Guidelines  prior to review or validation events. 
 
Briefing sessions, workshops and/or formal training sessions may be arranged with the RPL 
Policy Development Officer.  
 
A formal CPD course of 5 ECTS credits at Level 9 is also available for staff groups on request 
from the  RPL Policy Development Officer. 
 
Note: 
This document should be read in relation to the DIT Policy Document for RPL approved 
by Academic Council, June 2008 (attached as appendix)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr Anne Murphy 
 
RPL Policy Development Officer 
Office of the Academic Registrar 
Directorate of Academic Affairs 
143-149 Rathmines Road 
Dublin 6                                                                       anne.murphy@dit.ie                                  01 402 7507 
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COLOUR CODE 
YELLOW = text in the original NQAI document of high interest to the DIT 
BLUE = suggested approaches to implementation of RPL Principles and Operational Guidelines in the DIT 
 
 
Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning 

in Further and Higher Education and Training 
NQAI 

June 2005 

 
Principles 

 
Introduction 
This paper sets out the principles and operational guidel ines for the recognition of prior learning 
in further and higher education and training established by the National Qualifications Authority 
of Ireland following consultation with stakeholders. 
 
Background 
The National Framework of Qualifications forms the basis of a new, more flexible and 
integrated system of qualifications. The need for such a system arises in the main from the 
national objective of moving towards a ‘lifelong learning society’, in which learners will be 
enabled to take up learning opportunities at chosen stages throughout their  lives. 
 
The National Framework of Qualifications was launched in October 2003 with the publication of 
three documents setting out policies, criteria, procedures and determinations relating to the 
Framework and the linked objective of enhancing access, transfer and progression for learners. 
These documents are as follows: 

− Determinations for the Outline National Framework of Qualifications 
− Policies and Criteria for the Establishment of the National Framework of Qualifications 
− Policies, Actions and Procedures for Access, Transfer and Progression for Learners 

In addition, an ov erview of the Framework was published at that time.  
 
The concept of lifelong learning indicates that learning should encompass the whole spectrum 
of formal, non-formal and informal learning. Learning occurs in many contexts that include 
work, involvement in social and community activities, or learning through life experience 
generally. In order to enable the individual to learn throughout life, equal value should be given 
to all these forms of learning regardless of source, how it is achieved or when in life it is 
achieved. A major objective of the National Framework of Qualifications is to recognise all 
learning achievements. It aims to do this by supporting the development of alternative 
pathways to qualifications (or awards) and by promoting the recognition of pr ior learning.1 
 
Recognition is a process by which prior learning is given a value. It is a means by which prior 
learning is formally identified, assessed and acknowledged. This makes it possible for an 
individual to build on learning achieved and be formally rewarded for it. The term ‘prior learning’ 
                                                   
1 For the purposes of this paper, RPL is considered as encompassing all types of prior learning: AP(E)L has tended 
to become a collective term which encompasses, for example, Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL); Accreditation of 
Prior Experiential Learning (APEL); Accreditation of Prior Certificated Learning (APCL); Recognition of prior learning  
(RPL); Accreditation of Prior Learning and Achievement (APL&A); Recognition of Current Competencies (RCC); and, 
more recently Learning Outside Formal Teaching (LOFT).  
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is learning that has taken place, but not necessarily been assessed or measured, prior to 
entering a programme or seeking an award. Prior learning may have been acquired through 
formal, non-formal, or informal routes. 
 
The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland has set out the purposes of the recognition of 
prior learning in the Policies, Actions and Procedures for Access, Transfer and Progression for 
Learners:  
 

− entry to a programme leading to an aw ard 
− credit towards an award  or exemption from some programme requirements 
− eligibility for a full award 

 
In addition, the recognition of prior learning can also be directly relevant in terms of facilitating 
employment. While there is not necessarily a direct link with qualifications in such recognition, 
this is a very important dimension to the recognition of pr ior learning. 
 
For the purposes of developing a national approach to the recognition of prior learning, prior 
learning encompasses:2 
 

1. formal learning which takes place through programmes of study or training that are 
delivered by education or training providers, and which attract awards. 

2. non-formal learning that takes place alongside the mainstream systems of education 
and training. It may be assessed but does not normally lead to formal certification. 
Examples of non-formal learning are: learning and training activities undertaken in the 
workplace, voluntary sector or trade union and in c ommunity-based learning. 

3. informal learning that takes place through life and work experience. (And is 
sometimes referred to as experiential learning.) Often, it is learning that is unintentional 
and the learner may not recognise at the time of the experience that it contributed to 
his or her knowledge, skills and competences . 

  
It is a policy of the Qualifications Authority to promote the co-ordination and harmonisation of 
processes for the recognition of prior learning on the part of education providers and awarding 
bodies. It sees the development of national principles and operational guidelines as a first step 
in this direction. There are a number and a variety of different approaches to the recognition of 
prior learning on the part of education providers, awarding bodies, in the workplace and 
elsewhere. In Ireland, a number of universities, the Dublin Institute of Technology, the Higher 
Education and Training Awards Council the Further Education Training and Awards Council, 
Institutes of Technology and private providers have policies and procedures, or are in the 
process of drafting these, on the recognition of prior learning. In European Union, a set of 
common principles regarding recognition of non-formal and informal learning with the aim of 
ensuring greater comparability  between approaches in different countries and at different levels 
has been developed.3 A number of countries have developed principles for the recognition of 
prior learning, such as Australia, New Zealand and Canada as well as many European states 
(France, Norway, Denmark, Germany and the Netherlands). In addition, states such as France 
have created individual rights backed by legislation to the recognition of prior learning whiles 

                                                   
2 Adapted from: Commission of European Union, 2000, Memorandum of Lifelong Learning, Commission Staff 
working Paper, Brussels 
3 These principles are set out under the following main headings: individual entitlements; obligations of stakeholders; 
confidence and trust; and, credibility and legitimacy. 
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others evidence ‘bottom-up’ approaches where local training centres and workplace initiatives 
have been developed.  
 
 
Rationale for a national approach to the recognition of prior learning 
The principles are intended to encourage the development and expansion of processes for the 
recognition of prior learning by education and training providers and awarding bodies so that 
they may: 

− communicate their commitment to the recognition of pr ior learning 
− bring coherence and consistency to the recognition of pr ior learning  
− remove difficulties that may confront an applicant wishing to transfer within and 

between the different education and training sectors. 
 
A national approach builds on and takes account of developments already taking place both 
nationally and internationally: many awarding bodies are, or have been, actively developing 
their own policies and practices, thus there is a need to develop a national approach to ensure 
coherence and widespread acceptance of the outcomes of recognition. The intention is that 
these principles will be built on to develop operational guidelines  which will be an exemplar of 
the nature of arrangements that further and higher education and training bodies (the Further 
Education and Training Awards Council, The Higher Education and Training Awards Council, 
the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology) should consider putting in place.  
 
Benefits of developing principles for the recognition of prior learning 
Recognition of prior learning should meet the needs of learners. Recognition of prior learning 
can support the socially inclusive purposes of further and higher education and training, in that 
it facilitates entry to programmes, gives credit to or exemptions from a programme of study or 
access to a full award. Recognition of prior learning can address the needs of disadvantaged 
groups, part-time students and mature students, and can have a positive impact on retention of 
students. In addition, recognition of prior learning gives opportunities to providers of education 
and awarding bodies to use their assessment capability to up-skill individuals and meet 
workforce needs at local and national levels. Recognition of prior learning can bring benefits to 
the workplace by enhancing worker’s employability and a better matching of skills demand and 
supply. 
 
Recognition of prior learning can assist in supporting staff development within organisations by 
increasing staff motivation to undertake appropriate education or training. It can reduce the 
amount of time required to acquire a qualification. 
 
 
 
Use of the term Applicant 
In developing these principles, it is recognised that the terms learner and applicant are 
interchangeable. The term applicant will be used throughout to reflect the fact that an individual 
is applying to have his or her prior learning assessed or recognised. Learner will be used where 
it is more specifically appropriate, as in lifelong learner. 
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Principles for the recognition of prior learning 
 
The principles for the recognition of prior learning are addressed to education and training 
providers, awarding bodies, and those in the workplace. The principles are available to those 
who are developing systems of recognition of prior learning and to those who wish to make use 
of the prior learning that has been recognised by other providers or awarding bodies. 
 
 
General 
 

− The recognition of prior learning will give value to all learning, no matter how that 
learning is achieved. 
 
− Participation in recognition is a voluntary matter for the individual. 

 
− The recognition of prior learning will be part of an inclusive approach to learning by        

education and training providers and awarding bodies. 
 

− Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for access, transfer and 
progression to education and training and for  the achievement of an aw ard. 

 
− Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for learners to participate on an 

active basis in society in general and within a workplace context. 
 

 
Quality 
 

− Recognition of prior learning should be fully embedded within the quality assurance 
procedures of providers and awarding bodies. 

 
− Recognition of prior learning should maintain the standards of the National Framework 

of Qualifications and its awards. 
 

− Processes for the recognition of pr ior learning should be credible to all stakeholders.  
 

− The outcomes-based approach of the National Framework of Qualifications supports 
the attainment of awards through diverse routes, including the recognition of prior 
learning, and such recognition of prior learning will maintain and support the standards 
associated with the National Framework of Qualifications and its awards. 

 
 
Communication/documentation 
 

− A clear statement of the policies, processes and practices of the education and training 
providers and awarding bodies for the recognition of prior learning should be available 
to all users.  
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− Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be clearly 

documented.  
 

 

 
Please generate an overall statement from the School in relation to its position on 
‘communication/documentation’ above and to earlier matters as appropriat e. 

 
Please generate flow charts and accompanying text to show RPL process and practice 
steps: 
 

1. Application steps 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Assessment steps 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Recording steps 
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− Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be communicated 
openly and clearly to all. (Applicants, education and training staff and assessors). 

 
 

Assessment 
 

− Assessment criteria for the recognition of prior learning should be published, made 
explicit to applicants, and applied cons istently and fairly. 

 
Some generally used Assessment  
Criteria for prior learning  

 
What they mean in the context of the 
programme/School 
 

 
 
Authenticity: it is genuinely  the 
learning of the applicant 
 
 

 

 
Relevance: to the 
programme/programmes 
 
 

 

 
Please describe where and how  information will be available (website, brochures, 
leaflets….) at Faculty/School/Department/programme levels  

Please generate appropriate Assessment Criteria and  text below that explains what the criteria 
mean in the context of a programme/School level programmes, for experiential learning particularly. 
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Currency: prior learning is not out of 
date 
 

 

 
 
Level: related to NQF levels 
 

 

 
 
Sufficiency: no significant gaps 
 
 

 

 
Capacity of applicant to succeed 
and benefit if RPL is granted 
 

 

 
 

− Assessment criteria should be based on learning outcomes of awards or standards of 
knowledge, skill and competence set out in the National Framework of Qualifications 
and by the relevant awarding bodies. 

 
 

− Assessment and verification mechanisms for the recognition of prior learning should be 
appropriate and fit for purpose. 

 
 

 
Types of assessment  for experiential 
learning 

 
Suitability for particular 
programme/School 
 

 
Assessment  on demand: using similar 
assessment methods/exam papers as the 
taught programme. 
This could permit grading. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Challenge tests in observed conditions – 
this could permit grading 
 

 

Short learning contract/structured project 
in relation to module learning outcomes, 
usually with a written report – this could permit 
grading 
 

 

Possible assessment  methods for prior experient ial learning 



DIT Implementation of NQAI RPL Principles and Operational Guidelines 2005 

Dr  A Murphy   RPL Policy Development Officer                                                                                                anne.murphy@dit.ie 9

 
 
Presentation of appropriate artefacts 
produced by the applicant with interview 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Extended CV with interview, possible with 
supplied template (available on-line with 
application form) 
 
 

 

 
 
Observat ion of applicant at work in real 
situation 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Simulation or role play 
 
 

 

 
Portfolio of evidence of appropriate 
learning that may be in format of supplied 
template, and may include electronic 
methods 
 
 

 

 
A Qualifier activity with Level 8 learning 
demonstrated, as well as demonstrating 
capacity to succeed and benefit, could be 
used for exceptional case entry to 
postgraduate programmes – as is current 
practice 
 

 

Other 
 

 

Other 
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Process 
 

− Guidance and support should be available for applicants and all involved in the 
processes of recognition of prior learning. 

 
 

 

 
 
 

− An appropriate appeals mechanism should be in place.  

−  
− Recognition of prior learning processes should be easy to understand, fair and 

transparent, and be conducted in a reasonable time frame. 
 
 

Generate a statement of arrangements for guidance and support at School/programme 
level  
 

Generate a statement of arrangements of Bridging Studies/Topping-UP for gaps in 
experiential learning 
 

Generate a statement of arrangement  for appeals 
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− The recognition of prior learning processes should be organised in such a way that they 
do not create barriers for the applicant. 

 
 
 
 
 

− Appropriate resources to support the processes for the recognition of prior learning 
should be in plac e. 

 
 
 

Please generat e a statement of the timeframe of processing RPL requests 
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Operational Guidelines 
 
Introduction 
These operational  guidelines build upon the principles above.  The Authority considers that in 
developing a policy and approach to promoting co-ordination and harmonisation of the 
processes for the Recognition of Prior Learning, it is helpful and appropriate for the Authority to 
develop operational guidelines for further and higher education and training awarding bodies 
and providers. The intention is that these guidelines  will give an exemplar of the nature of the 
arrangements that further and higher education and training awarding bodies and providers 
(the Further Education and Training Awards Council, the Higher Education and Training 
Awards Council, the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology, referred to in these 
guidelines as the further and higher education and training awarding bodies) should consider 
putting in place. 
 
In so doing, the Authority is building on the approach set out in the Policies, Actions and 
Procedures for Access, Transfer and Progression for Learners that it published in October 
2003. 
 
Awards Councils 
In its policies, actions and procedures, the Authority noted the particular role of the awards 
Councils and set out that: 

“while the Authority has an overall role in developing the policy approach to access, 
transfer and progression, the Councils have the key facilitatory and, indeed, regulatory 
role in ensuring that the policies of the Authority are appropriately developed, and that 
the procedures set by the Authority are implemented by providers (both providers with 
programmes leading to [or to lead to,]  the awards of the Councils and providers with 
delegated authority to make awards). While the Councils do not have a role in 
programme provision, in terms of either development or support, it is their role to 
ensure that the procedures of the Authority in relation to access, transfer and 
progression are implemented by providers and to do so, in part, through their 
approaches to performing their functions in relation to validation and delegation.  
 
“Arising out of these statutory roles and responsibilities, actions and procedures have 
been defined to elaborate the part to be played by the awards Councils in 
implementing each of the policies of the Authority for the promotion and facilitation of 
access, transfer and progression.” 

 
The awards Councils have a unique responsibility in relation to the recognition of prior learning 
in that they have a statutory function to make awards to persons who apply and who, in the 
opinion of the Council, have achieved the relevant learning outcomes. It is thus possible for a 
learner to achieve an award without participation in a specific programme. It is open to the 
Councils to seek the assistance of a provider in confirming that the necessary learning 
outcomes have been achieved before an award is made in this way.  Indeed, the Higher 
Education and Training Awards Council has now commenced the implementation of this 
statutory provision. 
 
In the drafting of these guidelines , the Authority is requesting that the Councils would develop 
policies and procedures for themselves and for the providers with programmes leading to, or to 
lead to, their awards or delegated authority to make awards in a manner consistent with the 
national approach set out in these guidelines. 
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Providers of  Further and Higher Education and Training 
In its policies, actions and procedures, the Authority noted the particular role of providers of 
further and higher  education and training and set out that: 

“Under the terms of the Qualifications Act and under their own legislation and charters, 
providers of further and higher education and training generally have their own rights 
and responsibilities.  Providers, such as those who will have programmes validated by 
either of the two Councils or with authority delegated by either of the two Councils to 
make awards themselves, as well as other providers with independent awarding 
powers, such as the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology, all have 
essential roles to play in meeting the objectives of the Act.  It is important that the 
arrangements put in place in the national framework of qualifications and in related 
matters facilitate the involvement of all of these providers in attaining the objectives of 
the Qualifications Act. 
 
“A key function of the Authority is to determine procedures for the promotion and 
facilitation of access, transfer and progression to be implemented by providers of 
programmes of education or training.  Some of the policies set out below require a 
process of development before the Authority can fully establish procedures through 
which they will be implemented. However, a range of procedures have been 
formulated by the Authority at this stage to complement the effectiveness of the 
framework. These are to be implemented in the short term by providers: they are 
outlined in the following sections of this document. It should be noted that these 
procedures may impact on providers to varying extents, as the providers are diverse in 
nature, in their status as awarding bodies, and in their relationship to the awards 
Councils.” 

 
In the drafting of these guidelines , the Authority is requesting that, providers with independent 
awarding powers, such as the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology would 
consider these guidelines in the context of the development of their own procedures. In relation 
to providers who have programmes validated by either of the two Councils, or with authority 
delegated by either of the two Councils to make awards themselves, it is the intention that the 
policies and procedures developed by the Councils will be consistent with the guidelines . 
 In the case of all of these providers it is of note that the procedures established by the 
Authority for implementation by providers of further and higher education and training set out 
that: 
 

The Authority considers that it is appropriate to determine interim procedures for providers 
prior to the implementation of a national approach to credit.  These procedures relate to the 
specification of arrangements for the recognition of prior learning by providers of education 
and training programmes leading to [, or to lead to,]  awards. These are as follows:  
• all providers are required to develop a statement of arrangements  available in respect 

of each of their programmes for the recognition of prior learning, for entry, for credit 
towards an award and for access to a full award. These statements should define the 
purposes for which recognition of prior learning processes can be used, ie., to enable 
entry to the programme; to provide exemption from programme requirements or credit 
towards an award; or to establish eligibility for a full award. Where the recognition of 
prior learning is used to enable entry to a programme, the statement of arrangements 
available should indicate to learners the competences needed to succeed on the 
programme 
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• in relation to providers whose programmes are validated by the Councils or who have 
been delegated author ity by a Council to make awards, this statement of arrangements 
must be consistent with the polic ies and procedures of the relevant Council.  

 
It is a statutory requirement that providers who have programmes validated by either of the two 
Councils or with authority delegated by either of the two Councils to make awards themselves, 
as well as the Dublin Institute of Technology, implement the Authority’s procedures. on access, 
transfer and progression.  In addition, the implementation of these arrangements by the 
universities is to be reviewed by the Authority. 
 
Elements in Guidelines 
 
It is suggested that further and higher education and training awarding bodies and providers 
would each develop policies and procedures for recognition of prior learning which would each 
have the following elements : 
 

• Review and updating 
• Operational approaches 
• Assessment 
• Applicants 
• Communications 

 
Breakdown of Elements 
 
Review and updat ing 

• Each further and higher education and training awarding body will review and update 
the policies and procedures that it has in place for the recognition of prior learning 
following the publication of these guidelines and each body will review its policies and 
procedures on a regular basis in the future. 

 
Operational approaches  

• The units, modules, programmes and awards that can be achieved on the basis of 
recognition of prior learning should be identified.  

 

 
 

• Where any limits are put in place on the proportion of learning that can be recognised 
as prior learning, these should be explicitly stated. (In the case of direct applicants, the 
awards Councils cannot put in place any such limits for their awards). 

Please list of RPL-able modules at programme, Department and School level, or 
generate an appropriate statement in this regard.  
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• The roles and responsibilities of those involved in the process should be clearly set 
out, for example, the applicant, the assessor, and any other persons or 
boards/committees involved in recognition processes. 

 
 

• Process should ensure that, where possible, the applicant can complete the 
recognition process in a shorter time than it would take to achieve the relevant unit, 
module, programme or award. 

 
• Collaboration across sectors and between awarding bodies, providers and 

stakeholders should be encouraged. 
 

Statement of limit on ECTS credits by RPL 

Please generat e  flow charts of roles at programme/Department/School/Faculty levels. 
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Assessment 
 

• Assessment of prior learning should be car ried out by persons who are competent. 
 

 
 

• Assessors and other persons involved in the recognition process should be given 
training and support as appropriate. 

 
• The development and use of a range of assessment mechanisms should be 

encouraged. These should be proportionate to the task and comparable to other 
assessment processes used to determine whether learning outcomes have been 
achieved.  

 
Applicants 

 
• Applicants should be fully informed of the application process, the stages within it and 

the nature and range of evidence that is considered appropriate to support a claim for 
the recognition of prior learning, including the learning outcomes against which prior 
learning will be assessed.  

 

 
• The availability of guidance and support to applicants in the submission of evidence for 

assessment will be promoted. There should be contact points for advice and support 
and they should be clearly signalled. 

 

 

Generate a statement of personnel involved in R PL assessment  
 

Check that these principles concur with statements generated earlier 
 

Check that these principles concur with statements generated earlier 

Check that these principles concur with statements generated earlier 
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Communications 
 

• Information for learners/applicants should be clear, accessible and fit for purpose. 

 
• Awarding bodies should promote the availability of the recognition of pr ior learning. 

 
• Awarding bodies should publish information on a regular basis describing the extent to 

which their policies on the recognition of prior learning have been implemented and 
setting out good examples of practice. 

 

 

 
Implementation 
 
The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland will address issues relating to the 
implementation of these principles and operational guidelines with further and higher education 
awarding bodies. These discussions will include the identification and addressing of 
implementation issues. A key issue in this regard is the resourcing for the implementation  of 
these principles and operational guidelines. The Authority’s view is that there needs to be an 
agreed, shared and equitable bas is on which to proceed in this regard. 
 
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, June 2005 

Check that these principles concur with statements generated earlier 
 

Check that these principles concur with statements generated earlier 
 

Please decide a mechanism to record RPL decisions and cases for coherence and 
consistency – not necessarily for precedent – since each case is on an ind ividual level.   
 

Where grading is offered for either prior certificated or prior experiential learning, there 
may be a case for additional assessment  and ‘normal’ procedures of recording. Please 
consider how such a process might be appropriately accommodated at programme 
level. 
 


