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All learning matters



RPL
Make the invisible - 

visible
Topics of the Presentation:

1. Why RPL
2. RPL in the eco-system of 

education and training
3. RPL in Europe
4. RPL in Africa



https://www.weforum.org
/agenda/2023/05/future-
of-jobs-2023-skills

A time of deep and multi- 
dimensional change requires:

• Learning
• Upskilling
• Reskilling
• Certification

• Lifelong learning
• Lifewide learning

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/05/future-of-jobs-2023-skills
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/05/future-of-jobs-2023-skills
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/05/future-of-jobs-2023-skills


Learn: everywhere, anytime, anything, all modes



Make the invisible - visible

Non-formal and informal learning are key parts of lifelong learning 

People need RPL: employees, informal sector workers, people in 
labour migration, refugees, school drop-outs
Knowledge, skills and competences acquired in all contexts and 
modalities of learning (incl. experience) can be identified, documented, 
assessed and certified. 

NQF supports RPL; RPL supports NQF



RPL – Definitions: ILO (2018)
• Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is a process of identifying, 

documenting, assessing and certifying formal, non-formal and 
informal learning outcomes against standards used in formal 
education and training. 

• Thus, RPL provides an opportunity for people to acquire qualifications 
or credits towards a qualification or exemptions (from all or part of 
the curriculum, or even exemption from an academic prerequisite for 
entering a formal study programme) without going through a formal 
education or training programme.
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RPL definitions: ACQF Thematic Brief 1 (2021)
• The Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is a process through which 

formal, non-formal and informal learning is measured, mediated for 
recognition across different contexts and certified against the 
requirements for credit, access, inclusion or advancement in the 
formal education and training system or workplace.

• The aim is to make it possible to obtain formal recognition
for knowledge gained throughout life, such as in workplaces and 
own reading or experiences. 

• The RPL process also entails providing support to a candidate to 
ensure that knowledge is discovered and displayed in terms of a 
relevant qualification registered on the National Qualifications 
Framework (NQF).



What is RPL?

• A process
• An assessment
• (Not education and training, not in the first 

place at least)
• All education and training institutions assess 

and validate learning outcomes, but RPL is 
specific (mainly because no curriculum)
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RPL in the eco-system 
of skills development



Building blocks / Conditions for RPL
ILO (2018)

Building blocks
European Guidelines for Validation 

(2015) – Conditions 
- Regulatory framework
- Institutional framework
- Stakeholder ownership and 

commitment
- Quality assurance
- Financing

- Information, Guidance and counselling
- Stakeholders’ coordination
- Links to national qualifications systems 

and frameworks
- Standards and learning outcomes
- Quality assurance
- Professional competences of validation 

professionals / practitioners



A coordinated approach across policy areas

Education 
policies

Social 
policies

Employment 
policies

A coordinated approach to RPL 
explores the interfaces between 
RPL arrangements in education, 
employment and social policies 
and ways to reinforce them to 
achieve an integrated approach 
and impacts.



FUNCTIONS OF RPL IN 
DIFFERENT POLICY AREAS

Education policies Employment policies Social policies

- Provide more flexible access 
to education and training

- Facilitate exemption from 
part(s) of an education and 
training programme.

- Provide the basis for 
awarding full qualifications.

- Use skills assessments in the 
recruitment process

- Support training and staff 
development strategies of 
employers

- Increase staff retention and 
motivation and supports 
career progression

- Allow individuals to re-direct 
their careers

- Support the development of 
tailored training offer.

- Contribute to integration of 
individuals at risk of being 
marginalised

- Provide a process of self-
reflection and contributes to 
increase individuals’ self-
esteem

- Contribute to make visible 
the learning from voluntary 
experience, youth work and 
civic engagement, especially 
for young people that lack 
work experience.



NQF policy, 
conceptual-
technical design

What 
connection 
with NQF?



What connection with NQF?

Qualification 
standards

(outcomes)

Assessment 
based on 

qualifications
standards / 

outcomes/ not 
on schooling

Parity of value
of certificates: 

obtained by 
formal training 

and by PRL

Quality 
assurance

NQF

RPL



RPL Trends and developments: 
RPL / Validation in Europe – 
source: Cedefop



Cedefop working on validation for more than 20 years

www.cedefop.europa.eu/validation



Storyline of validation in EU

2004
European 
Principles

2015
Updated European 
guidelines

2012
Council 
Recommendation on 
validation

2009

1st edition European 
Guidelines

2022
New updated 
guidelines

2008
EQF recommendation

2005
2nd EU 
inventory

2008
3rd EU 
inventory

2010
4th EU 
inventory

2014
5th EU 
inventory

2016
6th EU 
inventory

2018
7th EU 
inventory

2016
Upskilling pathways 
recommendation

2017
EQF new 
recommendation

European Pillar of 
social rights

2020
New skills agenda

2004
1st EU 
inventory

Adapted from: Villalba, E., & Bjornavold, J. (2017), Villaba-García (2016), Villalba-Garcia, E., Souto-Otero, M., & Murphy, I. (2014)

1995
European Commission White 
Paper on Teaching and 
Learning

2000
Making 
lifelong 
learinng a 
reality



The fundamental values of validation

All learning, irrespective of where and when it takes 
place, is valuable for the individual and for society.1

Formal education needs to be complemented by 
validation of non-formal and informal learning.2





#ValidationEurope

Validation means a process of confirmation by an authorised body that an 
individual has acquired learning outcomes measured against a relevant standard

Identification Documentation Assessment Certification

VALIDATION of non-formal and informal learning and its objectives

Invisible
Informal

Suspicious

Formal
Accepted
VALID
WITH VALUE

Formative Summative

http://www.raisingsupaman.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Invisible-Man.jpg

Prior learning assessment (PLA)

Recognition of prior learning (RPL)

Recognition, Validation and Accreditation of non-formal and informal learning (RVA)

Skills assessment
Credit exemptions



#ValidationEuropeThis Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

NQFs

 Formal learning  Non-formal learning
 informal learning

Sectoral

EQF

RPL and National qualification systems and frameworks

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://simple.wiktionary.org/wiki/lighthouse
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://www.blogs.hss.ed.ac.uk/ben-jonsons-walk/the-bridges-of-berwick/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


The European guidelines
§ Assisting stakeholders by clarifying the different option and possible 

steps they face when establishing and operating validation 
arrangements

§ Follow the principles outlined in the Recommendation in 2012

The guidelines acknowledge that any solution 
must be fit for purpose and that 
arrangements need to be designed according 
to the particular context in which they 
operate.

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/3073



1. The centrality of the individual

2. Objectives of validation (4 phases)

3. Information, guidance and counseling

4. Stakeholder coordination

5. Links to national qualification frameworks

6. Standards and learning outcomes

The main principles

7. Quality assurance

8. Professional practitioners

9. Validation in context

10. Validation tools



#ValidationEurope

https://www.cedefop.europa.e
u/en/publications/3093#group-
downloads

European Guidelines: the 
new edition (2022)

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/3093
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/3093
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/3093












Ø 2004, 2005, 2008, 2010, 2014, 2016, 2018 editions
Ø 39 country reports  (covering 36 countries)
Ø Providing detailed information by sector

Ø Thematic studies
Ø International country cases
Ø A synthesis of main findings

www.cedefop.europa.eu/validation/inventory

ü Sub-sector of education
§ General Education
§ IVET
§ CVET
§ Higher education
§ Adult education

ü Labour market 
ü Third sector

EU inventory - A rich source of information



Evaluation of the 2012 Recommendation
•All Member States have taken action;
•On the whole more people have validation opportunities and can find 

better information and guidance on validation;
•Wide agreement that in general validation benefits justify its costs;
•Wide consensus that the Recommendation is consistent with other 

actions and tools;
•Overall, the Recommendation has had a certain impact on national 

action on validation.

Challenges
• Many people still have no access to validation – no information, not 

eligible, no means
• Validation arrangements are not comprehensive and not coordinated 
• Guidance may not be effective (outreach)
• Need to involve more stakeholders
• Poor information on costs and benefits of validation



Source: European Inventory 2018

Connection to formal standards
Extent to which standards used for validation relate to those used in the  

formal education system  (% of validation arrangements in E&T)
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Lessons learnt

Individual
at the Center

Stakeholder
involvement

Adequate SUPPORT

GUIDANCE and 
counselling

Clear GOALS of the 
validation system

Standards clearly 
defined

Quality assurance

Using learning 
outcomes

Using NQF and
Learning outcomes

Some important elements

Sweden France
 

Norway Ireland Poland
 

Iceland

Strategic overarching 
approach

Common 
understanding

Networking and best 
practices



Key Challenges

Reducing complexity
Diversity of stakeholders
Diversity of sectors/contexts

Diversity of individuals and needs
Diversity of professionals and services

1

Assure agreed standards
Reference points
Learning outcomes approach

Education and Labour market oriented

1 Digitalization and certification
New land scape of 
qualifications

Use of ICT

1

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-NC

Valid and reliable tools

Multiplicity
Adaptable and robust

1

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed under 
CC BY-NC

https://freepngimg.com/png/5790-computer-desktop-pc-png-image
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://pngimg.com/download/1111
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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RPL in Africa



RPL in Africa

New verb: 
“To RPL” 

“I was RPLed”



African regional RPL policies and
guidelines

ACQF
• ACQF Policy document (2023)
• Guideline 4: Validation and Recognition of 

Learning
• Training Module 4: Validation of Learning
• Thematic Brief 
• Website Resource: RPL gives us wings
 
SADCQF: RPL Guidelines

EAC: RPL Policy



ACQF RPL Survey 
2023: some results



Main objectives of RPL
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0

Improved access to formal education or training

Strenghtened qualifications systems

Social inclusion of beneficiaries

Increased labour market mobility

New opportunities for informal sector workers

Ensuring possibilities for lifelong learning

Increasing employability of beneficiaries

Very important Important Unimportant Very unimportant Cannot answer / I don't know



Phases of RPL process
Information 
and guidance

Identification Documentation Assessment Certification Other

Kenya
+ + + + + +

Malawi
+ + + + +

Morocco
+ + + +

Mozambique
+ + + + +

Namibia
+

Rwanda
+ + + +

Seychelles
+ + + + +

South Africa
+ + + + + +

Tunisia
+

Uganda
+ + + + +

Zambia
+ + + + +



RPL education and training sectors 
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0 5 10 15 20 25

Other

General education

Labour market initiatives

Second-chance courses for adults on non-formal
education

Higher education

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET)



ACQF Survey: Types of learning outcomes accepted 
in RPL
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Non-formal learning experience



ACQF Survey: outcomes from RPL processes
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ACQF Survey: used assessment tools / modes
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Presentation
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Kenya: 
Comprehensive 

package of RPL policy 
and implementation 

tool 



Kenya: KNQA
Comprehensive package of RPL policy and implementation tools 



RPL: legal framework in African countries



RPL – implementation

Mozambique Mauritius Seychelles

RPL is not only assessment! It is process…



Exemple: Eswatini RPL Policy 
Document – in consultation



Chapter 3: Benefits of RPL for 
individuals, employers and 

country



Chapter 3: Benefits 
of RPL

A. For individuals and country:
• Access to formal education and training – promoting 

LLL
• Remove barriers to education, training and learning -

making it accessible for all demographics, 
professional roles

• Access to the labour market and workforce 
development

• Career progression

B. For individuals and employers:
• Saving time and reducing cost
• Mobility
• Meeting diverse learning styles



Chapter 3: Benefits of RPL (2)

Mainly for Country and employers
• Inclusivity and diversity
•Alignment with needs of the economy and labour 
market
•Social equity



Chapter 4: Policy issues - 
rationale for RPL in Eswatini



Chapter 4: Rationale for RPL

Qualifications vs 
skills and 

competences

Limited access to 
E&T and low 

completion rates

Lack of awareness 
on alternative 

routes to 
qualifications and 

limited access

Lack of 
harmonisation of 
RPL practices in 

HEIs

Quality and 
consistency of 

assessment

Recognition by 
employers and 

institutions

Alignment with 
industry needs

Professional 
development for 

RPL guidance 
professionals and 

assessors



Chapter 5: Policy statements 
on RPL



Chapter 5: Policy statements
1. Target groups of the RPL Policy
2. Targeted Education and Training Sectors
3. Fairness and equity
4. Inclusiveness
5. Transparent Assessment procedures
6. Validation of learning outcomes against
standards
7. Individualised assessment
8. Recognition of diverse learning
experiences



Chapter 5: Policy statements (2)

9. Quality Assurance
10. Appeals procedure
11. Continued professional
development of assessors
12. Promotion of RPL
13. Collaboration with stakeholders



Chapter 6: Principles of RPL 
Policy



Chapter 6: Principles of RPL Policy

1. Broad principles
2. Operating principles



Chapter 6: Broad Principles of RPL Policy

Be inclusive, equitable, sensitive to social context of applicants

Learner-centered, and developmental - non-deficit approach to skills

Complement rather than compete with E&T

Protect integrity of qualifications standards, qualifications system and education and training institutions

Be oriented to qualifications that have currency in society and labour market

Encourage system developments and innovation (HE and TVET)

Encourage the registration of all RPLable qualifications on the NQF

Be set at the same standard as formal E&T

Equality and non-discrimination of certificates and qualifications awarded via RPL 



Chapter 6: Operating principles RPL 
The optimal functioning of a labour market requires 
competent individuals. Qualifications, registered on the 
NQF, signal that the holder has demonstrated skills and 
competences in specific occupational activities. In the 
context of the NQF, RPL can be used to:
• Obtain full qualifications that have currency in society 

as a whole and the labour market in particular.
• Obtain partial qualifications in the form of unit 

standards or credits, which can be augmented to full 
qualification in an agreed time period.
• Gain access to a learning programme (as an 

alternative to entry requirements based solely on 
educational attainment in the formal system).
• Gain exemption from part of a training programme.



Chapter 6: RPL Prerequisites
- Qualifications (or similar tools such as credits toward a qualification) and skills-based unit standards form the nexus of RPL. 

- Industry involvement and commitment to the development of qualifications and unit standards that truly reflect the human 
resource development requirements of the Eswatini economy.

- Education and training (especially VET) provision will need updating in terms of infrastructure, qualifications, curricula and 
programmes, teaching quality, relevance to the needs of industry, modes of provision, assessment, and entry and exit points.

- RPL will need to have a clear workplace focus, whilst also encouraging further learning.
- Employers will need to plan for workforce development based on RPL and take account of demands for increased 

remuneration that are likely to result from successful RPL.

- The relationship between skill/competence-based unit standards and existing education and training curricula and delivery 
needs to be very clearly conceptualised in standards.

- All RPL providers (e.g., employers, colleges, private training organisations) will need to be NQF-accredited and equipped with 
guidelines, procedures and documentation to manage RPL in accordance with national imperatives e.g. applications, 
mentoring and advice, timelines, fees, assessment strategies and methods, recording results, perhaps appeals and quality 
assurance. 

- Capacity will be needed at a range of levels – not only in industry, but also in education, training and skills and competences 
development, a guidance system, well-trained accredited assessors drawn from existing bodies in industry and education, 
mentors.

- High quality support materials for RPL will be needed e.g. application processes, guidelines for portfolio preparation, 
assessment instruments and materials, evidence requirements.

- RPL will need a firm financial base. This will require the Government to develop funding models and allocate resources for 
RPL within which providers can develop and implement their own funding strategies. 



Chapter 7: The RPL process - 
operationalisation



Chapter 7: RPL process (1)
RPL Process

• Preliminary step: Information and guidance

• Identification

• Documentation

• Assessment

• Certification

• In short RPL is a process by which all the learning outcomes of an individual applicant are assessed against predefined 
standards, and a document is awarded to successful applicants.

• RPL is a process to make learning outcomes visible if they are consistent with a clearly identified objective – e.g., a 
qualification, credits toward a qualification, exemption for access – so that these learning outcomes may be used by the owner.

• RPL is therefore first and foremost an assessment process. It aims at identifying, documenting and validating outcomes from 
relevant prior learning gained through life (including formal, non-formal and/or informal), for the purpose of recognising life 
achievements against a given set of standards.

• The learning outcomes have to be consistent with each other so that they may be reasonably grouped in order to constitute 
the building blocks to characterise a competence or a set of competences, so that the applicant may set a course toward the 
labour market (occupation) or toward further learning (another qualification than the qualification awarded in the context of 
RPL). In an RPL process, the learning outcomes cannot be taken in isolation but are assessed globally. 



Chapter 7: RPL process (2)
Key contextual operationalisation steps

• The different stages an individual applicant goes though when engaging in RPL may be summarised in six 
steps of unequal duration:
• Initial information and guidance, and decision to apply,

• Administrative registration of the individual applicant by the RPL authority,
• Pre-screening by the RPL authority (eligibility),

• Preparatory work by the applicant for final assessment (including for instance elaborating a portfolio of 
competences),

• Assessment as such (or final assessment, including assessors reviewing all the pieces of evidence and the 
material provided by the applicant),

• Validation and certification

• The full process is about assessment, but it is convenient to call this particular stage “assessment” as well, 
because this where this is where it all comes together. For the sake of clarity, this document will call this 
stage “final assessment”.



Stages Purposes

Initial information and guidance 

Greeting learners (potential applicants)
Information and guidance to the potential applicant (comprehensive, with information about the benefits, the 
process and its potential duration)

Identification of the evidence to substantiate claim for application (partly with RPL staff)

Decision of the individual to apply

Administrative registration

Provision of the administrative form
Guidance 1 (light)
Handover of the administrative form by the applicant
Waiting time (Decision to accept the application by the RPL staff)

Application screening and eligibility 

Guidance 2 (intermediate, including advice about evidence gathering)
Handover of the eligibility portfolio
Eligibility interview
Waiting time (Decision to send the applicant to the assessment by RPL staff)

Preparation of the final assessment 
Understanding what the final assessment is about
Elaborating a portfolio of competences, and/or documenting learning outcomes 

Assessment (of learning outcomes and 
competences)

Guidance 3 (comprehensive, especially concerning the preparation to the assessment)
Handover of the portfolio of [self-analysed] competences.
Waiting time (Analysis of the portfolio of competences by assessor(s))
Waiting time (Convening notice send to applicants)
Supplementary assessment (see Box 11)
Interview with the panel of assessors

Certification (of competences)

Waiting time (Validation of the learning outcomes and competences)
Waiting time (Making and stamping of the qualification) – Recording of outcome
Awarding of a qualification to successful applicants.
Explaining the reasons for failure to unsuccessful applicants.
Suggestions for further practice, or formal education and training (top up learning).



Chapter 7: Assessment 
Assessment may rely on several non-mutually exclusive approaches:
• Portfolio of competences.
• Practical test in a simulated working environment.
• Observation in a real working environment.
• Written examinations, including essays.
• Oral Examinations.
• Interview(s).
• Professional conversation or interview with the assessor(s).
• Challenge test.
• Case study, with a convincing narrative.
• A combination of any of the above (typically a practical hand-on test with a 

conversation with the assessors at the same time).
• Final jury/panel (always advisable regardless of the options chosen from the above).



Chapter 10: Implementation 
Strategy for RPL



Chapter 10: Implementation strategy
• Features of the strategy
• Pragmatic
• Incremental
• Iterative
• Enabling and consensus 

building

• Principles
• Pragmatic – Realistic – Fit-for-

purpose – Implementable
• Iterative – Continuous Learning 

Informing Forward Movement
• Enabling and Consensus-Oriented
• Implications of Growing RPL in 

Eswatini



Chapter 10: Roadmap (indicative)

Phase 1: Scoping, model 
building and Preparing the 
Environment
•Phase 1a: Scoping Existing Practices
•Phase 1b. Model building and 

preparing the environment

Phase 2. Establishing an 
institutional framework (a 
legislative and a regulatory 

framework) and a governance 
system

Phase 3. Modelling RPL 
(assessment, quality 

assurance, standards, 
introduction of ICT)

Phase 4. Developing 
guidelines (especially for 

practitioners) and monitoring 
and evaluation system

Phase 5. Piloting (vertical 
pilots)

Phase 6. Scaling up for the 
entire country 

(implementation plan and 
timelines



Chapter 11: Risks and 
opportunities



Chapter 11: risks and opportunities
Risks
• The potential risks are:
- High level: contradictory intent of agencies 

(incoherent policy, obstacles to cohesion)
- Lack of commitment of stakeholders 
- Conflicting stakeholders
- Delay in publishing legal texts (laws, bylaws, 

regulations)
- RPL staff (assessors, guidance officers) not 

convinced nor properly trained, or burden on staff
- RPL stigma 
- String attachment of the population to formal 

education and training 
Mitigation strategy 
• The mitigation strategy will be developed, and 

strategies will be elaborated to address the risks if 
they arise

Opportunities
• The opportunities for the RPL system are 

plenty, and they relate in particular to:
- Fighting poverty.
- Addressing migration issues, including 

returning migrations.
- Optimal skills and competences utilisation.
- Increased the size of the formal economy.
- Promote lifelong learning.
- Long term impact (e.g., confidence, self-

esteem, as such and as predictors of future 
employment and economic development).

- Double currency of RPL qualifications, in the 
formal education and training system and in 
the labour market (for occupational mobility, 
promotion, pay raise, decent work.
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Chapter 13: Piloting
• Piloting RPL is a necessary condition for future success. A vertical approach to piloting 

RPL will be implemented.
• A vertical approach, in this context, consists of piloting RPL in a small number of industry 

sectors or trade jobs, but to do it extensively. Extensive piloting means to address all the 
issues, and draft all the relevant documentation, from the very bottom to the very top; 
from the choice of assessment standards to the adequate selection of applicants, with 
the elaboration of an eligibility condition, and to the Monitoring and Evaluation of the full 
pilot. This also means assessment of the eligible applicants, training of the guidance 
officers and of the assessors and drafting of the relevant manuals, validation, certification 
of competences and follow up on the labour market to evaluate the performance of 
recognition of prior learning graduates, compared to a control group (group of individuals 
with same characteristics but not having engaged in recognition of prior learning, or 
having failed at it).
• A horizontal approach would be to pilot recognition of prior learning in many sectors but 

without piloting the full process. It is not recommended for policy learning.



Chapter 13: Piloting (2)
• The different steps for organising the pilot are:

- Choice of qualifications,

- Sourcing (selection of applicants),

- Identification of qualification standards,

- Preparation of guidance officers,

- Preparation of assessors,

- Initial information and guidance, and decision to apply,

- Administrative registration of the individual applicant by the RPL authority,

- Pre-screening by the RPL authority (eligibility),

- Preparatory work by the applicant for final assessment (including for instance elaborating a portfolio of 
competences),

- Assessment as such (or final assessment, including assessors reviewing all the pieces of evidence and the 
material provided by the applicant),

- Validation and certification



Thank you
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