University Sector Framework Implementation Network
Note of Meeting of 04 May 2010
In Attendance:; Dermot Coughlan, UL; Una Crowley, NUIM; Sinead Critchley, UCD; Andrea Durnin, NUI; Nuala Hunt, NCAD; Billy Kelly, DCU; Anna Murphy, NQAI; Denise O’Mara, RCSI; Dimitrios Paraskevas, TCD; Denis Twomey, St. Patrick’s College of Education; Eugene Wall, Mary Immaculate College; Anthony White, Milltown Institute of Theology and Philosophy; Lewis Purser, Irish Universities Association, (Joint Secretary); Trish O’Brien, William O’Keeffe and Deirdre Stritch, National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, (Joint Secretary)

Apologies:  Alexandra Anderson, TCD; Declan Courell, St. Angela’s College of Education; Suzanne Golden, NUIG; Sharon Jones, UCC; Deborah Kelleher, RIAM; Anna Kelly, UCD; Sarah Moore, UL; Morag Munro, DCU; Elizabeth Noonan, UCD; Denis O’Brien, IPA; Seamus O’Grady, NUIG; Lisa O’Regan, NUIM; Pat Phelan, UL; John Scattergood; Denis Staunton, UCC; Annabella Stover, Mater Dei Institute of Education; Ronan Tobin, All Hallows College
1. Opening 

At the outset of the meeting, Lewis Purser welcomed members and relayed apologies on behalf of Professor John Scattergood, Chair, who was unable to attend the meeting on this occasion. Mr. Purser provided a summary of the last network meeting, following which the note of the previous meeting was approved.  

Deirdre Stritch then provided a summary of the discussions held to date on project areas to be explored by the network in 2010; specifically, the elements that comprise life long learning and, in particular, the recognition of prior learning (RPL). It had been agreed that the network will explore current developments in RPL, and a document, or 'Handbook' will be produced for dissemination to colleagues in higher education reflecting the outcomes of the network’s deliberations. It is intended that the handbook will be produced at the end of 2010, and will include case studies and examples of current practice of RPL in a range of contexts from within the university sector. 

In compiling the Handbook, the network will address three broad themes: (1) RPL and programme design, assessment and quality assurance, (2) the management, organisation and communication of RPL and (3) RPL case studies and practice. 

It was proposed the meeting be used to begin exploring current practice within participating institutions and agree terms of reference or the broad scope of the case studies to be compiled. These discussions and the information compiled through the case studies will form a basis from which the network will address the remaining themes. 

2. Presentation by Dr. Anna Murphy, Director of Research and Strategic Development, NQAI: The Recognition of Prior Learning in Further and Higher Education – reflection and issues
Dr. Anna Murphy, Director of Research and Strategic Development at the NQAI, offered perspectives on RPL in advance of the group discussions, based on NQAI engagement in RPL research and development. 

Dr. Murphy firstly set out a number of elements that comprise RPL, namely, recognition,  identifying, making visible, recording and assessing learning. 

She noted that in a higher education and training context, RPL can be used in relation to certified and un-certified learning for the purpose of access/entry to an award, credits or exemptions or, in limited cases, to grant a full award.  RPL may entail the recognition of formal learning and/or informal or experiential learning. In all cases, the learning which is assessed must be relevant to the award in question. Current practices in higher education and training are difficult to gauge as processes are not always formalized, documented or well known.

She advised that the following building blocks could be considered in the development of an effective RPL process: a broad institutional policy (informed by the document Principles and Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning (June 2005)), and, secondly, established benchmarks in terms of learning outcomes (at programme and module level). Institutions need to have a learning outcomes ethos in place, have well developed assessment methodologies, offer mentoring and guidance to learners independent of assessment,  information and train staff and set out clearly delineated roles and responsibilities for staff , encourage buy-in from employers and other key stakeholders – particularly in regulated areas - and ensure quality assurance is in place. 

The establishment of RPL within an institution may involve mainstreaming RPL within an institution and also the integration of elements of RPL into existing functions such as examinations/assessment, quality assurance and student records. She noted that there is little or no direct public funding to support RPL initiatives, so that the impetus must come from within institutions or specific project funding such as SIF or EU projects. Institutions will encounter a number of issues such as varying levels of demand and that RPL can be a resource and cost-intensive process, depending on whether it is for entry, credit/exemptions or full awards and what kind of prior learning is involved. 
3. Group Discussions
For the purposes of discussion, members broke into two groups to share practice and experience in RPL within member institutions. A template questionnaire for compiling case studies was also discussed and amendments suggested based on feedback and issues raised. 
The discussions served to offer a snap shot of RPL practices and experiences rather than a comprehensive over view of RPL in each institution. A summary of these discussions follows:
Group 1 Discussion

Rapporteur: Deirdre Stritch

(a) Does your institution have an RPL policy and what is the scope of that policy?

Policies or admissions criteria are in place for certain groups of learners, especially mature students, often within the context of Adult Education departments, though, for the majority, there is no formal, institution-wide RPL policy. There was broad consensus around the differences in treatment of undergraduate and postgraduate RPL applications (with different parts of institutions responsible for assessment/selection); there appears to be greater variation in RPL activity at postgraduate level with experience and practice often centred within individual departments or schools and at the discretion of individual staff members. In general, it was agreed that a lot of RPL activity goes below the radar. 

Within the context of regulated professions, such as for medicine and teaching, the programme requirements are set by external professional bodies and so there is less space for RPL.

(b) Do you feel that the policy is well known and widely utilised within the institution?

Where an RPL policy exists, it was felt that the APCL policy is both well known and well used. It was felt by the group that APEL is less widely understood. 

(c) What is the scale of RPL activity / demand for RPL activity within your institution?

Members expressed a sense that there is consistent demand for RPL at both UG and PG levels, though members felt in order to get a better sense of the numbers they would need to speak to relevant colleagues. A number of institutions noted a consistent interest in RPL from non-national applicants. 

(d) What processes have institutions / schools / departments followed in implementing RPL?

To address this question more accurately and fully members felt they would need to speak to colleagues within their institutions. Within all, UG RPL applications are processed centrally through the admissions office, through separate processes and structures may be in place for mature learners. Except where a policy exists, at PG level, applications are commonly made directly to a department of school or individual within a school. This is a very individual and personalised process about which there is little standardisation, though precedent is often called upon to assist in decision making. 
(e) What are the enablers and barriers in implementing RPL within your institution?

Enablers:

· The shift to learning outcomes 

· Modularisation

· Quotas for UG mature students

· The development of a policy itself acts as an enabler

Barriers:

· Minimum entry requirements set by professional / regulatory authorities

· Fear of ‘dumbing down’ particular in the case of awarding exemptions (as oppose to RPL for entry)

· Double credit

· Cost and resource implication of RPL; it’s time-consuming

Group 2 Discussion

Rapporteur: William O’Keeffe
a. Does your institution have an RPL policy and what is the scope of that policy?
b. Do you feel that the policy is well known and widely utilised within the institution?
Single institution-wide RPL policies are in place in some institutions, while all have discrete practices and policies in place regarding right of access, transfer and continuing education, though these are not necessarily distinguished as RPL-related policies.  

With regard to the NUI, it is the responsibility of constituent universities to co-ordinate any such policies, however the NUI does publish a document of minimum entry requirements for access to NUI colleges from the Leaving Certificate and non-conventional entry routes, as well as entry requirements to postgraduate study.  
The level of knowledge and understanding of RPL policies currently in place is mixed and generally there is a lack of information on awareness and understanding and how consistently practices are implemented within schools and faculties which manage admissions and access autonomously. Many institutions operate entry routes with specific further education colleges and schools and transfer arrangements from institutes of technology. 
c. What is the scale of RPL activity / demand for RPL within your institution?
It was generally felt that there is a gap in information on the level of demand and consequently RPL activity undertaken currently, as RPL activity has not recorded in the past and RPL practices are co-ordinated separately in different faculties/ schools. Some efforts are underway to begin capturing such data. 
It was expressed that while learners are generally unfamiliar with the language of higher education, and are consequently unaware of RPL, certain categories of learner / applicants are becoming far more aware of RPL, particularly those in unemployment or seeking promotion. It has long been used in the case of nursing. Similarly, there is demand from industry with an example offered of a local employer having input into programme design.   
The NUI contributed that RPL is considered in the development of non-major awards and also its engagement in the levelling of legacy awards on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). RPL is also practiced in its awarding of doctorate degrees for published works. There is demand for other routes into higher education and for RPL.

d. What processes have institutions / schools / departments followed in implementing RPL?

Processes are diverse and school-specific and not catalogued centrally in some institutions, while in others specific criteria are employed for RPL applications, including time limits and criteria concerning the relevance of prior learning and an induction programme to offer guidance to the applicant. 

In addition, processes are in place in each institution, which may not be explicitly described as RPL processes, including continuing professional development programmes, access programmes, designated mature student officers and individual school admissions policies which will consider a full remit of learning on a case by case basis. 
e. What are the enablers and barriers in implementing RPL within your institution?

Enablers: 
· Commitment from management;

· Support of mature student offices;

· Trained administrative teams;

· Increased use of learning outcomes;

· Champions at school or discipline level;

· SIF projects which promote varied assessment of learners from non-conventional backgrounds. 

Barriers: 
· The absence of a clear single institution wide policy;

· Difficulty in devising a standard policy across an institution

· The cost and resource implications of implementing RPL practices;

· The lack of analysis of the successes of RPL practices;

· Concerns over a reduction in standards and perceptions that routes other than the norm entail lower standards

· Difficulty of achieving a standard policy where faculties/ schools are autonomous;

· Lack of data/ information collection;

· Difficulty in cataloguing uncertified learning;

· The willingness of professional bodies to accept RPL. 

· In some cases, there an excess of demand for places so there is no need for RPL

4. Plenary
Following feedback from the group discussions, it was agreed that the case study template questionnaire would be amended to capture the issues raised at the meeting. 
The issues to be reflected in the questionnaire are as follows: 

1. Differences in treatment of undergraduate and postgraduate RPL applications (with different parts of institutions responsible for assessment/selection);

2. How RPL is to be assessed, and whether it should be graded – especially in the context of continuous assessment; 
3. Differing treatments for experiential and certified learning;

4. Address that access and transfer programmes may exist separately, or be linked to varying extents to RPL processes; 
5. The issue of applications from foreign learners, from the EU and internationally;
6. Multiplicity of routes for mature students – with quotas and guaranteed places for some learners;
7. Relevance and currency (in time) of prior learning;
8. Guidance for applicants;
9. The demand for RPL at all levels of education; 

10. Perception that standards applied to RPL are lower than those for traditional assessment, and, 
11. Professional bodies may not accept qualifications achieved through RPL or limit their recognition to specific qualifications. 
The questionnaire will then be circulated to members, for discussion with colleagues and to begin the process of compiling more detailed information on RPL practice. Work completed to date on the questionnaires will form the basis of the discussions at the next meeting of the network in June. 
To support this work, the FIN website will be updated to include useful links and resources and also the presentations from the first network meeting of the year. A number of representatives proposed that they may be in a position to circulate institutional RPL policy documents. A facility to make these available to members only on the FIN website will be investigated. 
7.
Next Meeting 

The next meeting of the network will be held on Tuesday, 8th June. Further details will be circulated to members in due course.   

