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ABSTRACT 

 

This study aimed to investigate the recognition of prior learning (RPL) policy texts and 

practices at select Australian universities, the influences affecting their development 

and enactment, and longer-term outcomes as a result of the enactment of these policies, 

particularly in relation to equity in higher education. In this study, RPL refers to the 

assessment and recognition of prior non-formal and informal learning experiences, for 

the purpose of admission into, or credit towards, university studies.  

 

Since the latter half of the 20
th

 century, and accelerating from the 1990s, national and 

international educational policy frameworks have referenced the increasing need to 

develop cultures and structures of lifelong learning, including RPL strategies and 

practices, in a rapidly changing knowledge era. It is often argued by educational policy 

makers that by fostering lifelong learning, individuals will be equipped with the 

‗learning to learn‘ skills required to achieve socio-economic success in an increasingly 

globalised world. As part of the policy push, higher education institutions are being 

encouraged to do more to recognise and value non-formal and informal learning 

experiences. It is believed by certain of the policy elite that RPL will reduce the time 

and cost of tertiary studies, as we as making the higher education sector more accessible 

to learners from traditionally disadvantaged groups. 

 

For this study, a hybrid critical and poststructural theoretical framework guided a 

critical discourse analysis of the data. Critical theory allowed the researcher to focus on 

the ways in which the RPL policies and practices surrounding the acquisition of 

knowledge acted to empower some learners and disempower others. At the same time, 

poststructuralism was an appropriate lens with which to consider the complexity and 

plurality of educational policy development and enactment in a globalised environment. 
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Critical theory was used as this study‘s primary tool of analysis at the macro-policy 

level (i.e. national and international policy development), whilst poststructuralism 

helped refine the analysis by providing greater detail as to what occurred at the meso 

and micro levels (i.e. higher education sector and individual institutions). 

 

Four different types of Australian universities were selected as the case-study sites. 

Taken together, the four universities represented a broad cross-section of the diversity 

and hierarchy of the Australian higher education sector. Data collected included 

webpages, policy statements, rules, guidelines, media releases, annual reports and 

student handbooks, as well as interviews with key participants in the universities. Data 

were analysed using critical discourse analysis.  

 

In line with the critical aspect of the theoretical approach, the analysis gave particular 

consideration to the dynamics of equity in relation to RPL. However across the four 

case studies, notions of quality emerged as a highly significant consideration in RPL 

policy and practice.  Discourses of quality and equity, which prevail in global, 

contemporary higher education policy, were frequently used as rationales for policy 

development and enactment. Throughout policy and practice discourses of quality and 

equity were ubiquitous yet in constant tension with each other.  Of the two discourses, 

quality was more powerful, appearing to be a non-negotiable goal at the policy level. By 

contrast, equity was more disputable as a policy imperative, and even excluded in both 

policy and practice at some universities.  

 

A major finding of this study was that when aligned with broader agendas of lifelong 

learning, RPL is mostly viewed as a consequence of economic rationalism in the 

Australian higher education sector. However there are signs that universities are 
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considering the issue of RPL with fresh interest, in respect of social inclusion. This is at 

least partially in reaction to the Australian Federal Government‘s direction to the higher 

education sector that by 2020, at least 20 percent of enrolled students should be from 

lowest quartile of socio-economic backgrounds. 

 

Building upon the individual case-study analyses, and a cross-case study analysis, a 

Bourdieuian analysis of lifelong learning and RPL policies was used to construct a meta 

conceptualisation of RPL policy in the field of higher education. This thesis revealed 

implications for Bourdieuian field theory, and in particular notions of economic, social, 

cultural and above all symbolic capital. This study found that although marginalised at 

an operational level, RPL policies and practices demonstrated how universities engaged 

in position-taking in the field of higher education. Focussing on quality, or defining 

equity in relation to quality, provided institutions with greater opportunities to maintain 

or potentially improve their position within the field of higher education.  

 

An implication of this study is that research and policy concerning RPL can be 

reinvigorated by a greater consideration of what this thesis refers to as ‗RPL for access‘, 

where recognition for prior informal learning is given towards admission requirements 

and not credit for university studies. In the field of RPL research, RPL for access is 

generally regarded as a ‗weak‘ form of RPL. However by precisely defining and 

clarifying the recognition of informal and non-formal learning in order to gain 

admission into university as an issue of RPL, could provide RPL proponents with 

greater influence over future educational policy development. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

Aim 

 

The aim of this study was to investigate the recognition of prior learning (RPL) policy 

texts and practices at select Australian universities, the influences affecting their 

development and enactment, and longer-term outcomes as a result of the enactment of 

these policies, particularly in relation to equity in higher education.  More specifically, 

this study is an analysis of the policies and practices of four Australian universities 

towards the use of recognition of informal and non-formal learning, as part of a broader 

policy ensemble concerning lifelong learning.  

 

RPL is almost universally regarded as a fundamental pillar of lifelong learning systems 

(Wheelahan et al., 2003); however the development of RPL policy in the Australian 

higher education sector has not been straightforward. Lifelong learning as a concept has 

been in the lexicon of education for decades, but is one that is constantly revisited and 

redefined. For some educational policymakers, lifelong learning is an opportunity for 

educational institutions to create teaching environments which provide students with 

―self-paced and self-directed learning‖ (International Labour Office, 2004, p. ix). For 

others, displaced communities such as refugees can use lifelong learning to inculcate 

the norms and tacit knowledge of their host society and thus better integrate (Morrice, 

2007). Other emergent discourses in lifelong learning emphasise social inclusion and 

people's ability to ―survive in a ruthless global economy‖ (Ecclestone, 1999, p. 332). 

Lifelong learning has and continues to be seen as an instrument of equity to create 

access to learning opportunities for traditionally marginalised social groups (Watson, 
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2003). Yet for other researchers the discourses of choice, education and work which run 

through lifelong learning agendas are inevitably connected to ―the market, their 

dominant meanings an iteration of the economic discourses through and in which 

subjectivity and lived experience are constituted, and choices made‖ (Bansel, 2007, p. 

286).  

 

Rubenson (2000) suggests that the world has experienced two distinct generations of 

lifelong learning, with the first being driven by the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and offering a humanistic agenda, 

championing the democratisation of educational opportunities. By contrast the second 

generation, arriving in the 1980s and driven by supranational entities such as the 

European Union (EU) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD), is almost exclusively structured around an ‗economistic‘ world 

view (Kang, 2000; McKenzie & Wurzburg, 1997). There is evidence that a third age of 

lifelong learning is emerging; one which seeks to synthesise the social and economic 

agendas of the previous two (Rubenson, 2006). Regardless of whether the impetus for 

lifelong learning is driven by social, humanistic or economic drivers, all discourses 

stress the importance of recognising all forms of learning, including informal and non-

formal learning. UNESCO has referred to lifelong learning as ―a life-span endeavour, 

whether in the formal, non-formal or informal mode‖ (Abukari, 2005, p. 143). Similarly 

in Australia, educational researchers and policy makers alike have pointed to RPL as a 

similarity in any lifelong learning agenda (Watson, 2003).   

 

The close relationship between RPL and lifelong learning policy has inevitability led 

many scholars to cite the importance of the higher education sector finding mechanisms 

to recognise the validity of informal learning in their curricula (Childs, Ingham, & 
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Wagner, 2002; Doddrell, 2002; Fox, 2005). For these and other researchers, the use of 

RPL by universities is seen as an integral part of lifelong learning policy. Situating 

universities within an educational continuum places a new focus on the ways in which 

universities recognise the prior learning brought into the university by the student, 

including non-formal and informal learning, in additional to their function as generators 

of new knowledge.  

 

This study analyses the ways in which the selected universities have developed and 

enacted RPL policy and whether or not the role of non-formal and informal learning in 

their teaching aims have been linked to any broader lifelong learning agendas promoted 

by the institutions. In particular, this study is interested in the extent to which the RPL 

policies and practices in consideration facilitate greater social inclusion. This study 

provides a detailed analysis of RPL and lifelong learning policy in four Australian 

universities, which as a group are highly representative of the Australian higher 

education sector. This study also sheds new light on lifelong learning discourses in the 

Australian higher education sector.  

 

Definitions 

 

For the purpose of this study, and for the purpose of introducing key concepts: 

 

 Lifelong learning means the ongoing process whereby an individual acquires 

knowledge and develops skills throughout the course of his or her life; and 

 RPL refers to the processes used by educational institutions to assess, evaluate 

and quantify non-formal and informal learning, for the purposes of admission 

into and/or credit towards, a course of study.  

 

It is important to state from the outset that both lifelong learning and RPL are terms that 

are problematised by, and contested within, scholarly work and policy practice. As the 
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focus of this study is concerned primarily with RPL (within the broader context of 

lifelong learning), greater attention is paid to the issue of RPL. In order to introduce this 

study, the following observations are offered. First, RPL can be considered a process 

(i.e. the act of assessing prior learning), an outcome (i.e. the recognition given for the 

prior learning) and a normative act (i.e. a values-based statement, or acknowledgement, 

that all forms of learning are worthy). Second, the motivation of the ‗actor‘ engaging 

with RPL determines, to a great degree, what aspect of RPL is prioritised. For example, 

many RPL practitioners are focussed on the process of recognition; thus they 

concentrate mostly on the ‗R‘ or RPL. Conversely – and as evidenced in this particular 

study – many higher education institutions are inordinately concerned with the 

power/knowledge associated with various forms/modes or learning. Therefore, for 

them, it is the ‗PL‘ aspect of RPL that is of the greatest concern. Both lifelong learning 

and RPL are explored conceptually, in the contextual background below, as well in the 

literature review of Chapter 2. 

 

Research design 

 

The data for this thesis came from publicly available policy documents concerning 

admission policies in general and RPL in particular. These documents included 

universities‘ policies, statutes, rules, protocols and handbooks. These documents were 

available online, via the universities‘ home pages. Furthermore, participants from the 

selected universities agreed to be interviewed, in depth, about RPL policy and practices 

at the institution.  

 

This was a qualitative study of RPL policy and practice, as policy enactment is 

essentially a social event, affected by a wide range of policy actors throughout the 

course of its development, implementation, enactment and enforcement (Ball, 1994; 
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Fairclough, 1989). In line with a critical approach, the author searched for ideologies 

which acted to maintain an inequitable status quo. Then the author sought to explicate, 

from the policies and practices, a normative approach to policy that might offer an 

alternative idea of society which is fairer and more equitable. Again in line with critical 

theoretical approaches, the researchers considered how any policy changes might be 

effected to empower disadvantaged groups (Hammersley, 1997; Peters, 2007a, 2007b). 

More detail regarding the research design is provided in Chapter 4 of this thesis.  

 

This study adopted a hybrid approach to critical and poststructural theory, as a 

framework to guide the individual and cross-case study analyses of the data. Then, in 

order to build on and further develop the analysis, a Bourdieuian perspective was used 

for the meta-analysis of the data. More detail regarding the theoretical framework is 

provided in Chapter 3. The Bourdieuian analysis is described in Chapter 10.  

 

Locating the researcher 

 

As is the case with many scholarly studies, this was an instance where the researcher 

was already to some degree involved in the topic matter and aware of some of the issues 

confronting policy development and enactment. For many years prior to the study the 

researcher worked in the admissions department of an Australian university. More 

specific to this project, the researcher was responsible amongst others for enacting RPL 

policy. This culminated in the researcher being charged with writing the institution‘s 

first formal RPL policy. In the process of collecting relevant information, drafting 

policy and securing commitment from relevant stakeholders, the researcher became 

aware of many of the problems surrounding the vexed nature of RPL policy and 

practice in the Australian higher education sector. 
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These experiences triggered an interest in policy agendas of lifelong learning and RPL 

and, consequently, the desire to undertake this PhD thesis. By this stage the researcher 

had moved to a different institution, in a position no longer concerned with RPL. The 

researcher did not work with any of the participants interviewed for this study. 

 

Contextual background  

Early activity in lifelong learning and RPL: its roots in adult education 

 

Awareness of, and interest in, lifelong learning predate the modern era. Islam could be 

described as among the first cultures to promote lifelong learning; for since the role of 

education was to understand God, this was to be a lifelong undertaking (Faure et al., 

1972, p. 289). Earlier still, the logical rationalists of the nation state of Athens saw the 

search for truth as an incremental and lifelong learning pursuit (Houle, 1974). Two 

centuries ago the French philosopher Condorcet wrote that education should not cease 

when people leave school and that it should embrace all ages (Jallade, 2000). Similarly, 

RPL stems from discourses on experiential learning, which in turn can be traced to 

Aristotelian examinations of the validity of practical wisdom and the degree to which 

the physical senses can assist in knowledge creation. There is broad agreement that 

natural, non-institutional forms of learning have been with us always and are lifelong in 

scope (Faure, et al., 1972). 

 

From a modern, educational policy perspective, interest in lifelong learning is built 

upon important work of the education of workers and adults in the early 20
th

 century. 

Although the terms ‗lifelong learning‘ and ‗lifelong education‘ became common 

currency only after the late 1960s, interest in adult education predates this by several 

decades. For example, the term Erwachsenenbildung (adult education) is one that 

appears as early as the 1930s (Tuijnman & Boström, 2002). The 1930s were the time of 
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the Great Depression and in countries such as Germany ‗Folk High Schools‘ were 

established to foster cultural interests among adults who had limited educational 

opportunities (Punke, 1931). Adult education also offered emancipatory opportunities 

for Black Americans (Cartwright, 1945). Similar motivations drove adult education 

movements in Scandinavian countries (Christie, 2001; Rubenson, 1994) and indeed 

throughout Western Europe (Merlyn, 2001). The practice by Nordic trade unions of 

harnessing adult education to share the benefits of education more equitably among the 

population would form the foundation for much European policy development in the 

1960s (Rubenson, 1994).  

 

Discussion ranged broadly over the need for and ability of public institutions to provide 

educational opportunities to a wider and more democratic range of people. This 

required policy makers to consider what forms of learning could occur in flexible 

educational environments. The Outward Bound Movement in the UK during the Second 

World War can be appreciated as a historically significant instance of learning acquired 

in an informal, experiential environment. Its founder, Kurt Hahn, saw the experience of 

adventure itself as a critical educational activity for youth, having profound moral and 

even political significance (Andresen, Boud, & Cohen, 1995). However, whilst adult 

education has always been associated with a belief that learning can and must occur in 

formal, non-formal and informal settings (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974), increased access 

to formal education remains one of its key aims. 

 

As was the case internationally, lifelong learning policies in Australia grew out of 

earlier support mechanisms for adult learners. A primary vehicle for adult education in 

the 20
th

 century in Australia was the Workers Educational Association. The founders 

had as their main purpose the provision of a university education for working-class 
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people (Dadswell, 2007). The first Australian branch was established in Victoria in 

September 1913 and, whilst being principally for the ‗working man‘, also provided 

services to educated persons and/or non-manual labourers (Dadswell, 2007).  Other 

branches followed throughout Australia and, while differing according to local 

environmental contexts, all had at their core the opportunity for workers with limited or 

no formal schooling to gain access to a university education (Truran, 1994). Early 

conversations on lifelong learning in Australia were thus based on concepts of equity 

and access. More specifically, these lifelong learning agendas focused on the right of 

those who had not had access to formal education to continue to learn and have that 

learning recognised through a formal, credentialed qualification.  

 

Recurrent and lifelong education: the 1960s to the 1980s 

 

Insofar as it began explicitly to inform educational policy, lifelong learning started to 

appear as a regular issue in the late 1960s. The term ‗non-formal education‘ was 

introduced at this time to signal a need for creating out-of-school responses to new and 

differing demands for education (La Belle, 1982). Early in the same decade, the Council 

of Europe made éducation permanente (recurrent education) central to its educational 

policies for the 1960s and 1970s. The intention was for the development of specific 

strategies aimed at providing education and training opportunities for all individuals 

during their entire life. It was promoted as a ―fundamentally new and comprehensive 

concept...capable of meeting the rapidly increasing and ever more diversified  needs of 

every individual... in the new European society‖ (Jallade & Mora, 2001, p. 362). The 

Council described the goal of lifelong learning in humanistic terms, where education 

became ―not only the driving force of humanity, but humanity itself‖ (Council of 

Europe, 1970, p. 520). This humanistic interpretation of lifelong learning can be found 
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throughout the educational discourses of the late 1960s and early 1970s and drove much 

of the policy debate at this time. 

 

From the 1970s, UNESCO was at the vanguard in promoting lifelong learning agendas 

on an international scale, founded on research it commenced from the mid-1960s. In 

1965 UNESCO recommended that it should ―endorse the principle of ‗lifelong 

education‘ as the animating principle of the whole process of education, regarded as 

continuing throughout an individual‘s life from his [sic] earliest childhood to the end of 

his [sic] days‖ (Jessup, 1969, p. vii). In 1972 UNESCO released Learning to be: the 

world of education today and tomorrow, also known as the Faure Report. In it the 

authors identified the dual challenges of education as the need to move from pre-

technological to technological methods of delivering education; and the continuing 

democratisation of education. The idea of lifelong learning resonated throughout the 

report‘s findings and was foremost in the report‘s recommendations; never more so than 

in the expression of its first principle that ―every individual must be in a position to 

keep learning throughout his [sic] life‖ (Faure, et al., 1972, p. xxxii). The Faure Report 

was instrumental in repositioning education as a lifelong and increasingly adult 

endeavour, with an emphasis on the latter stages of an individual‘s development.  

 

The Faure Report presciently identified the need for the higher education sector to 

reposition itself as a more flexible education provider: 

In higher education, traditional institutions are in a state of transformation, 

and all of post-secondary education is expanding and diversifying. This 

diversification takes two opposite paths. One is the seemingly paradoxical 

grouping of multiple facilities in one establishment or under one 

administration ('multi-universities') and the second is towards smaller, more 

flexible and more diverse types of institutions to cater for particular 

audiences in local conditions (Faure, et al., 1972, p. 17). 
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Although recommending that policy makers place more attention on adult education 

than had previously occurred, the report did not discount the importance of childhood 

education in the context of lifelong learning. For example, the report suggested that a 

person‘s formative years in formal education more fully exploit the rich experiences 

offered by non-formal and informal environments and not separate schools from life, 

resulting in a child ―split between two worlds…one in which he [sic] learns, like a 

disembodied creature, and the other in which he [sic] fulfils himself through some anti-

educational activity‖ (Faure, et al., 1972, pp. xxix-xxx). 

 

In 1974, in a study sponsored by the World Bank and carried out under the auspices of 

the International Council for Educational Development, the nature and needs of learners 

were analysed (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974).  The study concluded that it was no longer 

possible for education to be confined to limited periods of time or to particular 

institutions or locations; nor should education be measured primarily by the number of 

years of formal schooling an individual had been exposed to. The report concluded that 

education must instead be considered as occurring through the life cycle of each 

individual (Tuijnman & Boström, 2002); in the ensuing decades the notion of an 

educational ‗cycle‘ would become commonplace in the literature of lifelong learning 

{see for example Axford & Moyes, 2003; Candy, 2000}.  

 

In 1973 the OECD published Recurrent Education: a strategy for lifelong learning. In 

its opening comments it acknowledged the humanistic ideals of the research conducted 

in the late 1960s, referring as it did to education as a force for ―social justice‖ (Kallen & 

Bengtsson, 1973, p. 5). As with the Faure Report, it identified the inability of the 

compulsory schooling system to provide the needs of a lifelong learner, and suggested 

that education opportunities should be spread out over the individual‘s lifetime, ―as an 
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alternative to the ever-lengthening period of continuing education for youth‖ (Kallen & 

Bengtsson, 1973, p. 5). Again in harmony with the Faure Report, the importance of 

non-formal and informal learning was highlighted in the lifelong learning agenda. In 

fact the OECD report placed considerably more importance on the role of informal 

learning than did the Faure report, or other studies of the same era, and used this focus 

as a means of distinguishing itself from previous recommendations. Recurrent 

education, it stated ―differs from ‗permanent education‘ by making the principle of 

alternation between education and other activities central to the definition. [It 

encompasses notions of] both informal as well as formal education‖ (Kallen & 

Bengtsson, 1973, p. 12).   

 

However the OECD report diverged from its UNESCO antecedent by emphasising the 

economic drivers of educational policy. It noted that an emerging imbalance between 

supply and demand of highly-qualified manpower had become a serious problem in 

many highly-developed countries. The authors suggested that previous educational 

policy had failed at an individual level precisely because of a focus on social change. 

The belief that education policy could become an effective instrument for social change 

was no more than a ―smoke screen‖ for a policy that was designed to exclude the 

individual from the decision-making process (Kallen & Bengtsson, 1973, p. 33). The 

OECD argued that this change would better occur at the individual level, via self-

determination, rather than from an overly modernistic view of policy as a top-down 

instrument of social change. According to the report, the optimistic view of education 

policy held that it was possible to organise an educational system in such a way that it 

became an instrument for social change. However the OECD supported a more realistic 

view, holding that the operative values of society had to change before the goals, 

structures and content of education could be altered (Kallen & Bengtsson, 1973). Whilst 
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acknowledging that education policy could simultaneously initiate and respond to social 

change, the report made it clear that change was better effected by making educational 

policy and processes relevant to the individual‘s needs.  

 

The concept of RPL made an appearance in the OECD report, in the form of paid 

educational leave which, it was argued, would promote a learning culture for all and 

increase organisational competitiveness (Field, 2000, p. 6). The OECD made an explicit 

link between work experience and academic credit, stating that a basic idea of recurrent 

education was to have a uniform academic frame of reference as a basis of admission. 

This was an early exploration of the notion of a national qualifications frameworks; an 

issue which is explored later in this chapter. It was envisaged by the OECD that such a 

framework would make it easier for an individual to ―profit from his [sic] working 

experience in terms of credits when he [sic] decides to return to study‖ (Kallen & 

Bengtsson, 1973, p. 57). 

 

The following year, in 1974, the Council for Adult and Experiential Learning (CAEL) 

was founded in the USA, with a remit to determine whether valid and reliable ways of 

assessing informal and non-formal learning were feasible and, if so, to produce valid 

and reliable ways to assess such learning at affordable costs (Evans, 2000, p. 21). 

Although initially funded as a one-off project, the activities of CAEL continued well 

beyond its initial remit; indicative of changing demands for qualified workers in the 

post-World War II economy of the USA. The demobilisation of hundreds and thousands 

of adults into the workforce and the role this force played in the post-war economic 

expansion that lasted till the early 1970s transformed higher education access from a 

privilege to an economic necessity (Keeton, 2000). Furthermore, as this generation of 

people developed intellectually, many of them moved into higher education studies in 
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the search for qualifications that met either personal or professional needs (Michelson, 

1996). Consequently RPL loomed as a potential policy force, since many of these adults 

expected that their university-equivalent knowledge would enable access into 

university, and perhaps translate into academic credit.  

 

As a consequence of these historical antecedents and contemporary pressures, the first 

attempts were made to define RPL as a measurable educational outcome. This vision of 

RPL had at its core a belief that it was possible to make visible and assessable ―learning 

which has been acquired and is stored up inside people, when there is no external 

evidence of its existence‖ (Evans, 2000, p. 16). From the USA, the idea of quantifiably 

assessable information learning was disseminated to the UK, Canada and beyond. It was 

first introduced in 1979 in the UK, where, faced with a demographic downturn among 

18-year-old school leavers, universities were looking for ways of attracting different 

people, particularly mature students (Peters, 2005). The importance of RPL was 

acknowledged in the Toyne Report of 1979, in which credit transfer was both promoted 

and defined to include all learning experiences (Lueddke, 1997).   

 

Elsewhere, the strategies and goals of other nations were also having an impact on 

lifelong learning agendas and RPL policy. In France, the international push for recurrent 

education in the 1970s coincided with the introduction of the ‗Delors Law‘, enacted to 

finance continuing education and training (Jallade & Mora, 2001). This created a huge 

demand for continuing education, which was only partly met by universities (Jallade, 

2000). From 1985 onwards a series of laws in France gave individuals the right to 

request that RPL be considered for university admission, via the validation of a wide 

range of experience, including non-salaried and voluntary activities. By the end of the 
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1980s, RPL was starting to appear as an issue for consideration in state educational 

policy, internationally.  

 

In Australia, little if any significant developments occurred in either lifelong learning or 

RPL policy in the 1970s and 1980s. Certainly, UNESCO‘s Faure report was influential 

in pushes to democratise education further and promote the idea of the self-directed 

learner. Instrumentally, however, the national policy focus at this time was on 

developing the formal education system. Consequently, the 1970s saw the expansion of 

free education to university level in Australia (Casey, 2006). In the 1980s, the focus 

shifted to the retention of students in the compulsory years of school (Cornford, 2009). 

Overall, the 1980s was a time in which the focus of lifelong learning policy inexorably 

shifted towards an economic imperative; specifically to find more efficient ways of 

skilling the workforce (Clark, 2005). A focus on the economic aspects of lifelong 

learning would dominate policy discussions from the 1990s onwards. 

 

Lifelong learning and RPL: 1990-2009 

 

Interest in both lifelong learning and RPL increased from the mid-1990s, as more and 

more policy makers believed that knowledge-based societies were placing mounting 

demands on traditional education and training systems, meaning that they were 

struggling to provide adequately qualified graduates as fast as they were needed 

(Gallacher & Feutrie, 2003). Recognising non-formal and informal learning, in 

conjunction with a broader lifelong learning strategy, was seen as a means of alleviating 

this pressure. More and more the term ‗lifelong learning‘ was used to promote amongst 

other things the integration of RPL with formal education (International Labour Office, 

2004; Johnston, 1998; Kang, 2000; Rubenson, 2000). In 1994, UNESCO chose 

‗Lifelong Learning for All‘ for its midterm strategy covering the period 1996-2001. In 
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the same year, the OECD conference of ministers of education proposed that member 

countries adopt the goal of making lifelong learning a reality for all as a priority for the 

ensuing five-year period (Rubenson, 2000). Highlighting the importance of RPL, the 

OECD stressed the educational importance of the ―less formal settings of the home, the 

workplace, the community and society‖ (Johnston, 1998, p. 4). This was further 

evidence of a growing belief that not all necessary knowledge and skills needed in 

working life could be learnt exclusively through formal education (Omerzel & Sirca, 

2008).  

 

However it was not just economic agendas that were pursued through lifelong learning 

and RPL policy action during this period. Post-apartheid South Africa saw great value 

in RPL as a means of addressing the social inequities evident in the majority black 

community, as well as a practical means of credentialing a workforce that had had 

limited or no opportunity to access postsecondary education. The concept of RPL 

entered South African education and training policy discourse with the development of 

the National Qualification Framework in the late 1990s (Harris, 1999). RPL was 

positioned in South Africa as a central pillar of redress, seen as having the capacity to 

widen access to education and training and to enhance the qualification status of the 

coloured population (Breier & Ralphs, 2009). Accordingly, the South African 

Qualifications Authority (SAQA) policy on national qualifications stated that its 

objectives in respect of RPL were ―access to, and mobility and progression within 

education, training and career and accelerate redress of past unfair discrimination in 

education, training and employment opportunities‖ (SAQA, 2002, p. 8).  

 

International policy development in RPL continued as the 20th century drew to a close. 

1996 was somewhat of a watershed year for lifelong learning and RPL policy. Both 



 20 

 

UNESCO (Delors, 1996) and the OECD (1996) released further reports. The OECD 

report once again emphasised the economic imperative underpinning the need for 

lifelong learning, whilst the UNESCO report maintained a focus on education as a 

direct mechanism for social change. In 1999 there appeared a joint declaration by the 

European ministers of education, known as the Bologna Declaration. The Declaration 

affirmed the necessity of European-wide credit transfer arrangements - including RPL - 

as a facilitator of lifelong learning. In the Declaration the ministers identified a need to 

establish a system of credits as a means of promoting widespread student mobility. 

These credits ―could also be acquired in non-higher education contexts, including 

lifelong learning, provided they are recognised by receiving Universities concerned‖ 

(European Ministers of Education, 1999, p. 3). The link between lifelong learning and 

the higher education sector was reinforced in 2005, when the European Ministers of 

Education released the Bergen Communiqué, which underlined the central role of 

higher education institutions, their staff and students as partners in the Bologna Process 

(European Ministers for Education, 2005). Specifically, the Communiqué called for 

member nations to increase efforts to synchronise qualification frameworks and systems 

to ensure wider, more mobile and more equitable access to education.  

 

More recent developments have brought academic and professional qualifications 

together within the same framework, in the European Qualifications Framework for 

Lifelong Learning. Recommended by the European Commission in late 2007, this 

eight-level qualifications framework is based on learning outcomes and embraces 

qualifications obtained in all sectors of education, including general education, higher 

education and vocational training (Johnson & Wolf, 2009). Currently, lifelong learning 

is viewed in terms of a ‗meta-policy‘ issue in Europe (Schreiber-Barsch, 2009). At the 

state level, EU member nations have had varying success; ranging from countries such 
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as France and Norway which have established procedures which have in turn had 

positive outcomes, through to countries such as Bulgaria, where no action at all has 

been taken (Omerzel & Sirca, 2008; Valk, 2009). At the time of this study, evidence 

suggested that RPL in Europe appeared to be strongly directed towards the achievement 

of vocational rather than general education qualifications. 

 

As with Europe, other countries‘ national policies on lifelong learning and RPL 

contained a mixture of social and economic imperatives. For example, in Japan the 

government‘s National Advisory Committee for Lifelong Learning promoted systematic 

and continuing recurrent education for adults, for the purpose of advancing new 

professional knowledge and skills (Rausch, 2003). Yet at the same time it was 

considered equally important to support an individual‘s learning needs to secure a 

worthwhile life, as well as a rich and well-balanced mind throughout life (Yamada, 

Tatsuta, Sasai, & Sawano, 2003). Currently, much lifelong learning activity in Japan is 

targeted towards retirees who, after having focussed almost exclusively on work for 

their entire adult life, are now relieved of their responsibilities and obligations and wish 

to fulfil their long held personal goals (Watanabe, 2005). This also means that the need 

for RPL is not as great, as the lifelong learning activities were not predominantly geared 

towards formal education.  

 

In China, the growth of the country‘s economy from the 1990s onwards saw more than 

150 million extra rural workers moving to urban areas, drifting to secondary or tertiary 

industries with low skills and payments (Huang & Shi, 2008). This created a lifelong 

policy focus on improving the professional skills of workers for the benefit of the 

individual and wider community. In 2002 the National Congress of the Communist 

Party of China committed to developing ―a learning society in which all the people will 
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learn or even pursue life-long education ‖ (National Congress of Communist Party of 

China, 2002). In this context, lifelong learning was synonymous with professional 

employment and skills training (Huang & Shi, 2008). Consequently, national lifelong 

learning policy focussed on training and skilling workers to respond to the challenges 

and uncertainties of globalisation and the development of ‗knowledge economies‘ (Sun, 

2007).  

 

In Korea, and in line with other developed countries, from the late 1980s the 

government recognised a growing need to support continuing education programs, as a 

means of upgrading workers‘ qualifications and equipping them with new skills and 

knowledge (Kang, 2000). From a social perspective, the educational explosion of the 

early 1980s led to an overall excess supply of college graduates and a corresponding 

shortage of vocational and technically qualified workers (Chung, 2003). In 1995 the 

Korean government initiated plans to re-develop the post-compulsory education sector 

to provide greater support for lifelong learning goals. In 1996, the Korean government 

introduced the Educational Credit Bank System as a mechanism to recognise all forms 

of learning experience (including RPL), and to democratise access to further education 

(Kang, 2000). In January 2002 the Korean government introduced the  Comprehensive 

Plan for Lifelong Education Promotion to ―support lifelong education programmes 

operated on a local basis to incorporate lifelong education as part of daily routine, 

provide the undereducated class the resources to participate in society, and offer adults 

an opportunity to gain access to higher education‖ (International Labour Office, 2004, 

p. 4). 

 

In 2008 the OECD observed that learners were increasingly seeking courses that 

allowed them to update their knowledge throughout their working lives (OECD, 2008). 
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As a result, tertiary education institutions were starting to extend their lifelong learning 

programs and offering more opportunities for part-time learning, credit transfer 

arrangements, provision of non-degree studies, and also opportunities for the 

assessment of prior learning. Population aging and a decreasing skilled workforce were 

seen as other reasons for an increased investment in lifelong learning opportunities. 

Increasingly lifelong learning policies were concerned with the trade-off between 

efficiency and equity, such as the introduction of cost-sharing so that a greater 

proportion of the cost of adult education was borne by the learner (OECD, 2008).  

 

The European Union continued to be particularly active in lifelong learning policy 

development. The Bologna Process continued in its aim to create a European Higher 

Education Area by 2010, including a specific benchmark that ―the average participation 

of working adults population in lifelong learning should rise by at least 12.5% by this 

time‖ (European Commission for Education and Training, 2009).  Following its 

Memorandum of Lifelong Learning, issued in 2000, the EU set as an objective the 

provision of lifelong learning opportunities as physically proximate to learners as 

possible, i.e. in their own communities (Zarifis, 2008). As in other countries, lifelong 

learning centres were developed throughout member states, including Bulgaria, Cyprus, 

Iceland, Greece, Switzerland and Turkey. Typically, learning centres focussed on the 

provision of programs in distance-learning mode, usually in virtual/online learning 

mode (OECD, 2008). Another priority for these centres was to adopt regional-specific 

activities to reach all groups and enhance social cohesion throughout the EU; hence 

these centres were also referred to as Local Learning Centres (Papastamatis & 

Panitsidou, 2009). In 2008 the European Parliament and Council adopted the European 

Qualifications Framework, designed as a common European reference framework to 

link countries‘ qualifications systems together. It had two principal aims: to promote 
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citizens‘ mobility between countries, and to facilitate their lifelong learning (European 

Commission for Education and Culture, 2008). 

 

In Australia, in the 1990s, lifelong learning policy was directed towards the needs of a 

national economy undergoing significant structural change, as it moved towards a 

knowledge-based economy; that is, one relatively intensive in its use of technology 

and/or human capital (Watson, 2003).  Given that the decade of the 1990s was one of 

economic turbulence and escalating unemployment in Australia, it is not surprising that 

economic imperatives tended to underpin considerations about lifelong learning 

(Chapman, Gaff, Toomey & Aspin,  2005).  

 

For the first time in Australia, RPL became a policy issue in its own right. In 1989 the 

National Board of Employment, Education and Training (NBEET) and the Higher 

Education Council circulated a discussion paper on credit transfer and held a national 

summit. More than 200 participants attended the seminar, including representatives 

from State and Federal government, private industry, and the tertiary education sector. 

At the seminar it was noted that institutions were generally supportive of credit transfer 

but were concerned about ―the mechanics of implementation and the implications for 

institutional autonomy and standards‖ (NBEET, 1990, p. 2). Specifically on the issue of 

RPL it was agreed that universities should modify their courses to take account of work 

experience wherever possible, although a consensus on how exactly this could be done 

was not reached. The entire issue of RPL was taken up under the heading ‗Credit for 

Work Experience‘, an indication of the narrow manner in which the topic was 

considered, both in terms of what could be considered RPL, and the purposes to which 

it could be directed. Although a Working Party on Credit Transfer was a consequence in 

1992, its focus was firmly on credentialed learning, rather than RPL.  
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RPL was formally introduced into Australian curricula in 1993, as part of the Australian 

Qualifications Framework (Cameron, 2004b). In the same year the Australian Vice-

Chancellors‘ Committee (AVCC) gave RPL in-principle support. The first identifiable 

university policy written specifically for RPL appeared in June of the following year, at 

the Central Queensland University. Through it, the University encouraged its faculties 

to develop their own, more specific, policies as they grew in experience ―through a 

better understanding of the academic bases of certain types of prior learning, or by 

evaluation of a number of requests for recognition of the same type of prior learning‖ 

(Central Queensland University, 1994). Also in 1994, NBEET once again raised the 

issue of RPL with the release of its report ―Credit Transfer and the Recognition of Prior 

Learning‖. Though the title indicated RPL was to be considered in its own right and 

separately from credit transfer, there was little substance in the report detail. The report 

noted the need for more communication between post-compulsory education sectors on 

the topic of RPL, as well as the need to develop detailed policies and procedures 

(NBEET, 1994). However its main recommendations for RPL were the need for more 

information on how RPL processes might be enacted, and the need to offset the cost 

occurring when institutions forwent the revenue associated with teaching units given as 

credit.  

 

Following the international lead, 1996 was a watershed year for both RPL and lifelong 

learning policy development in Australia. NBEET released Lifelong Learning – Key 

Issues, which reiterated the holistic rhetoric of lifelong learning of international policy 

makers: 

Sometimes this [lifelong learning] imperative is couched in pragmatic 

terms… and sometimes in more liberal and humane terms… In either case, 

the message is clear: the key to economic and social improvement lies in 
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having a population that is adaptable, flexible, well educated and attuned to 

the need for lifelong learning (NBEET, 1996, p. 2). 

 

The ‗characteristics‘ of a lifelong learner, as defined by the report, were having the 

confidence, willingness and motivation to learn. The report made three 

recommendations, two of which related to greater cooperation and integration at the 

State and Federal level in the areas of curriculum assessment and teacher training. The 

third recommendation raised the idea of a credit transfer mechanism, to be known 

formally as the Australian Credit Transfer Agency (ACTA). The Agency was set up to 

provide advice to members of the public seeking credit in university courses for 

knowledge and skills acquired in a variety of ways, including through work experience. 

The Chair of the AVCC stated in relation to ACTA that "our goal has always been to 

ensure that people do not have to pay... to learn again what they already know or can 

do" (The University of Western Australia, 1995). For a fee a prospective student could 

obtain a customised portfolio of their particular competencies, as well as assistance with 

getting these skills recognised in higher and further education institutions. The 

possibilities of such an organisation could have been extremely beneficial for 

proponents of RPL; however ACTA was discontinued at the end of 1996 because it was 

to operate on a cost-recovery basis and lack of demand meant that it was not 

commercially viable (Department of Education Science and Training, 2002). Thus, 

although the fundamental principle underpinning RPL was that ―all learning is worthy‖ 

and that it was necessary to provide ―adequate opportunities at affordable rates to those 

who… need to acquire new knowledge and skills‖ (NBEET, 1996, p. 16), it was 

nonetheless an economically rationalistic consideration that mechanisms to support 

RPL and lifelong learning, such as ACTA, could be developed only when they 

represented no ongoing cost to the government.   
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At the same time, in 1995, The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) was 

established. The AQF intended to facilitate a unified system of national qualifications in 

schools, vocational education and training and the higher education sector. National 

qualifications frameworks (NQF) were a common strategy used by many countries to 

develop lifelong learners throughout the 1990s. An NQF is essentially a framework 

which classifies and registers qualifications, according to a set of nationally agreed 

standards/criteria for levels of learning/skills obtained. The development of an NQF is 

regarded as being in the interest of enterprises and workers as it facilitates lifelong 

learning, helps enterprises and employment agencies match skill demand with supply, 

and guides individuals in their choice of training and career (International Labour 

Office, 2004). Since qualifications are awarded on the basis of the assessment of 

competencies as required by the NQF, gaining a qualification is not bound by a place of 

learning, such as a university. This opens up the system to those who acquire skills in 

the workplace and through other activities. Consequently RPL plays a major role in any 

qualification framework as it enables individuals to re-enter the formal education and 

training system at the appropriate level by getting their skills assessed and certified. In 

Australia, the AQF was developed under instruction from both State and Federal levels 

of government and introduced in 1995. As with similar frameworks internationally, the 

AQF was considered instrumental in promoting RPL across all educational sectors. 

Crucially, it was instrumental in the development of national guidelines for RPL, which 

are discussed more fully below. The following year NBEET reiterated that ―because of 

rapidly changing circumstances (particularly but not exclusively economic), there is a 

strong need for people to continue their education – that is, to be lifelong learners‖ 

(NBEET, 1996, p. 2). 
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In January 1997 the Federal government appointed a committee to review Australia‘s 

higher education system, in order to develop a policy and financing framework to 

enable the sector to meet the nation‘s social and economic needs for the next two 

decades. In 1998 the Review Committee released its final report entitled Learning for 

Life. The report‘s opening statements spoke to humanistic ideals of equity and access in 

higher education. It noted that university cohorts were traditionally ‗elite‘ not in 

education, but in opportunity. If a student was given access to higher education, then the 

pathway to lifelong learning could be set: 

The first postsecondary qualification... gives the crucial qualification for 

setting a student on the road to lifelong learning. Elementary and secondary 

schooling lay the foundation of the scholar; the formation of the scholar 

occurs at undergraduate level; postgraduate work is the continuation of the 

scholar. It is at the undergraduate level that a mediocre student can be 

transformed into an independent learner and a competent scholar through 

excellent teaching (West, 1998, p. 6). 

 

The purpose of educational policy was, the report concluded, to develop a culture where 

learning, even to the most advanced levels, was accepted as part of the ―social and 

economic fabric‖ (West, 1998, p. 43). The report made no mention of RPL, other than a 

passing comment that individuals should be encouraged to use the skills acquired in 

―new and recurring formal and informal learning contexts throughout their adult lives‖ 

(West, 1998, p. 43). 

 

2002 was a year in which both RPL and lifelong learning were stimulated by policy 

discussion. In April 2002, the Federal Minister for Education released a discussion 

paper entitled Higher Education at the Crossroads (Nelson, 2002). Unlike the West 

report of 1998, this paper presented the ideal of lifelong learning as normalised within 

educational policy, rather than something to be developed. The role of the higher 

education sector was presented as producing a larger number of qualified graduates, 

although the paper suggested that capacity constraints would require it to seek the 
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assistance of private organisations and industry in order to supply the global worker 

market. At the same time the Minister warned against a ―smorgasbord‖ approach to 

education, where degrees were obtained by packing together disparate learning 

experiences, in which ―piecemeal, superficial learning may result and curriculum 

coherence could be lost‖ (Nelson, 2002, p. 19).  

 

Also in 2002, the Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board commissioned 

a report into RPL policy in the post-compulsory higher education sector. This followed 

an earlier discussion in 1996 by the AQF, which previewed the need to monitor RPL 

policies and practice to ensure that all sectors provided readily available, transparent 

and consistent RPL policy and procedures (Wheelahan, et al., 2003). A consortium of 

researchers was directed to research RPL policy and practice in Australia and proposes 

national RPL principles and operational guidelines common to all sectors of post-

compulsory education and training. The resulting report Recognition of Prior Learning: 

Policy and Practice in Australia represented the most thorough analysis to date of RPL 

policy in the Australian higher education sector and was both policy analysis and policy 

development in its own right. 

 

From the outset, the authors of the report set out to distinguish RPL from the 

overarching concept of credit transfer (that is, the recognition of prior formal learning, 

such as tertiary and vocational qualifications) and, in effect, give it its own voice: 

There are several reasons why distinctions should remain between RPL and 

credit transfer... The first, and most prosaic, is so we can know what is 

happening, and encourage the widespread take-up of RPL... If we are 

required to report, count, are funded, and held accountable for something, it 

starts to matter a lot. It encourages institutions to put in place mechanisms 

that are accessible, for champions to raise the issue and push for further 

development within institutions, and for students to push for its greater 

implementation (Wheelahan, et al., 2003, p. 41). 
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The report made four primary conclusions. First, in the Australian post-compulsory 

education sector, RPL was considered both a learning process in its own right, as well 

as a mechanism for credentialing. However (and second), RPL was treated primarily as 

an outcome, rather than a process, in line with an economic/market approach. In doing 

so the sector had not adequately considered the support students need to benefit fully 

from the potential offered by RPL. Third, funding disincentives constituted a major 

impediment to the more widespread implementation of RPL in all sectors. Finally, the 

main anxiety about RPL was to do with ensuring the quality and rigour of RPL 

outcomes. The report made 13 recommendations to improve the support and 

information provided to learners, development of RPL policy in the sector, quality 

assurance, staff development, and development of networks with educational 

stakeholders.  

 

In 2004 the AQF endorsed a set of National Principles and Operational Guidelines for 

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), based largely on the report‘s recommendations. 

The Principles were adopted by the AVCC in the same year as its own, de facto, 

guidelines. However the influence of the Principles on universities was marginal, as 

they only required institutions to ―consider the development of RPL policies as part of 

their responsibilities under the AQF‖ and ―promote their RPL policies, and include 

information about whether RPL is offered‖ (Australian Qualifications Framework 

(AQF) Advisory Board, 2007, p. 97). Unlike the vocational education and training 

(VET) sector, where there was a requirement for RPL to be offered for access and 

credit, a university was not so constrained and could conform to the principles simply 

by publishing advice that it did not offer RPL. The distinction between the VET and the 

university sectors is as important one in RPL discussion and debate. In Australia, as is 

the case internationally, the vast majority of RPL activity has occurred in the VET 
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sector, where it is also referred to as the ‗recognition of current competency‘. However 

the implementation of the AQF meant that policymakers ‗imagined‘ the possibility of a 

more or less seamless transition, via RPL, of students from the vocational sector to 

universities. In reality, the transition was anything but seamless. 

 

In May 2009, the AQF endorsed a new set of National Policy and Guidelines on Credit 

Arrangements which incorporated and replaced the previous RPL principles. These new 

guidelines reiterated RPL as a weak policy force in higher education by encouraging, 

but not directing, universities to offer RPL. Furthermore, Australia still lacked a formal 

and national policy on lifelong learning, leading to confusion and disagreement between 

observers as to the effectiveness, or indeed even the existence, of any overall lifelong 

learning strategies. An analysis of 

Commonwealth policy documents suggested that there were considerable differences 

across Australia with regard to lifelong learning policy; or indeed if lifelong learning 

did have a policy or was more simply a ―strategic priority‖ (Chapman, et al., 2005, p. 

99). For example, statistical evidence indicated that employment and education trends 

in Australia were consistent with the lifelong learning policy agenda that emphasised 

―self-funded, self-motivated participation in both formal and informal learning‖ 

(Watson, 2003, p. vii). Yet ongoing structural problems, such as the dominance of the 

formal education sectors; Commonwealth/State financial relations, and ineffective 

performance measurement meant that lifelong learning was ―likely to remain in the ‗too 

hard‘ basket of national education policy and the needs of individual learners across 

their lifespan will not be addressed‖ (Watson, 2004, p. 1). 
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In 2004, in a paper presented to the UNESCO International Expert Meeting on 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training, the managing director for Australia‘s 

National Centre for Vocational Education and Research, Tom Karmel, remarked that: 

The policy framework for lifelong learning in Australia is relatively weak, 

but this is because the educational framework is very open and does not 

discriminate on the basis of age. In a sense, Australia does not have a policy 

because it does not need one: our whole approach has encouraged lifelong 

learning (Karmel, 2004, p. 2). 

 

To justify this conclusion, the paper offered two statistics. First, Australians‘ 

participation levels in vocational education and training exceeded OECD averages. 

Second, on average Australians spent an expected 21 years in education, the highest in 

the OECD. However, this may have been evidence that contemporary Australian policy 

makers conflated lifelong learning with adult education; more specifically formal 

education that targeted vocational training. The evidence was that most lifelong learning 

developments were restricted to certain sectors and did not have their reference points 

in formal lifelong learning policy but rather implicitly support it (Chapman, et al., 

2005). 

 

In 2005, in a report for Adult Learning Australia, Kearns (2005) reported that with a 

few exceptions lifelong learning had not received the attention in Australia that the 

concept warranted. The key finding from the consultations and research was that 

lifelong learning was poorly understood in Australia, and that this had acted as a barrier 

to concerted partnership action by all stakeholders in progressing opportunities for 

learning throughout life for all Australians, in many contexts (Kearns, 2005, p. 4).  

 

Specific national and local policies influencing the study 
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In 2007 a new Federal government was elected. The previous government had been 

incumbent for over 11 years and the new government was Labor
1
 (notionally left-wing) 

as opposed to the previous Conservative coalition (notionally right-wing). There was 

thus potential for significant educational policy development and change, especially 

since Labor governments had a tradition of enacting significant higher education policy; 

such as the abolition of university tuition fees in 1974, and the creation of the Unified 

National System and introduction of the Higher Education Contribution Scheme in 

1989. In 2008 the new Labor government initiated a review of the Australian higher 

education sector. A final report was presented to the Government in 2008 and 

challenged it to ―turn the rhetoric of lifelong learning into a reality‖ (Bradley, Noonan, 

Nugent, & Scales, 2008, p. x). Identifying the recent trend of declining investment in 

education and training, the report set aspirational targets for participation in higher 

education and greater support for students, particularly those of lower socio-economic 

status.  

 

Significantly for lifelong learning and RPL, two of the report‘s recommendations 

adopted by the Labor government were: 

 A target that by 2025, 40 percent of Australian 25-34 year olds would 

have a Bachelor level or above qualification; and 

 The Government set a target that by 2020, 20 percent of higher education 

enrolments at undergraduate level should be from low socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

The first target described an aspiration that more Australians participate in and benefit 

from post-compulsory education. As such, it could be loosely described as a lifelong 

learning policy. The second target set its sights on access and equity. According to 

                                                 
1
 Note for international readers: in Australia, Labor, as in the Labor party, is traditionally spelt without 

the ―u‖. 
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Federal Government data, in 2006 less than 15 percent of domestic students enrolled in 

higher education courses were from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Department of 

Employment Education and Workplace Relations, 2007). In 2008, the higher education 

sector itself reported an even lower figure of nine percent: the disparity between the 

figures was partly a result of the different reporting periods but also due to different 

methodologies in determining low socio-economic status (Universities Australia, 2008). 

Higher education stakeholders generally agreed that achieving an improvement in this 

figure would be extremely challenging, given the prior performance of the sector in this 

regard, and the need to improve educational outcomes from an early age (Council for 

the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences, 2009a, 2009b; Universities Australia, 2008).  

 

Potentially however, the Government‘s current educational reforms represent a new 

impetus for RPL policy in the higher education sector. Achieving not only an overall 

increase in university enrolments but specifically an increase in enrolments from 

students of low socio-economic backgrounds requires universities to re-think radically 

what it means to be qualified for university studies (Pitman & Vidovich, 2010). Using 

RPL to assess informal learning practices for evidence of preparedness for scholarly 

study is one way in which universities might target groups of potential students who are 

traditionally under-represented in tertiary education. 

 

There was also one specific, local (i.e. State government) policy that had the potential to 

influence RPL policy action in the universities that formed the case studies for this 

thesis. In 2003, the starting age for students entering Year 1 in the State changed. Prior 

to 2003, students entering Year 1 turned six years old in the year they started Year 1. 

From 2003, students entering Year One consisted of students turning six between July 1 

and December 31 of the preceding year and students turning six between January 1 and 



 35 

 

June 30 in the year they started Year 1. As a consequence, in 2003, only students with 

birthdays from 1/1/03 to 30/6/03 were enrolled in year 1. That is, about 50 percent of 

the usual number of students entered school in the 2003 cohort. In 2015, this half-cohort 

will be the school-leavers, from which the majority of university enrolments in the State 

will be derived. Consequently, at the time of the study the State‘s universities were 

predicting a shortfall of between 4000 to 5000 university enrolments in 2015 and indeed 

beyond, as the students progressed through various three to five-year programs. At the 

time this study was undertaken, it was apparent that the universities were extremely 

sensitive to this specific, local issue and were considering their admission policies 

carefully. In some cases, this had direct ramifications on the issue of RPL. 

 

CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Introduction 

RPL and lifelong learning have both been widely researched and analysed. Lifelong 

learning, in particular, is such a broad topic of interest the focus here is on its 

relationship with RPL. Following initial interest in both topics mainly from the late 

1960s and early 1970s, the vast majority of research into lifelong learning and RPL 

occurred from the early 1990s, reached a peak around 1996 and has continued to the 

present day. An examination of that literature reveals several broad themes into which 

the findings and observations can be placed. This in turn helps to identify what has not 

been adequately investigated and demonstrates how this particular study is situated in 

the overall body of scholarship.  
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The first section (―Early research into lifelong learning and RPL‖) helps contextualize 

the link between early discussions on lifelong learning and contemporary scholarly 

work. The next section (―Definitions of lifelong learning‖) considers the various ways 

in which the notion of lifelong learning has been understood and delineated. The section 

that follows, (―Defining RPL‖), offers a parallel discussion for RPL which, in line with 

the focus of this study, is considered in greater depth than is lifelong learning. 

―Assessing RPL‖ looks at an issue that has attracted much scholarly attention; namely 

how informal learning is evaluated and accredited. The section entitled ―RPL in the 

higher education sector‖ explores scholarly investigations into how RPL has been 

understood in higher education, particularly the way in which RPL works with and 

against the sector‘s norms. Finally, ―Barriers to RPL in the Australian higher education 

sector‖ examines the major issues with potential to restrict the uptake of RPL in this 

sector. 

 

Early research into lifelong learning and RPL 

In this section, adult education and experiential learning are considered separately, 

although there is some overlap in the underlying concepts. Adult education has a greater 

focus on the aims or goals of education, whilst experiential learning tends to consider 

the pedagogical implications of learning to a greater extent. 

Adult education 

Interest in lifelong learning as a topic of research is built upon interest in the education 

of workers and adults; particularly philosophical concepts and normative principles that 

underpin many contemporary theories (Tuijnman & Boström, 2002). Although the 

terms ‗lifelong learning‘ and ‗lifelong education‘ became common currency only after 

the late 1960s, research into adult education predates this by several decades. The term 

Erwachsenenbildung (adult education) is one that appears in the International Review 



 37 

 

of Education as early as 1931, in an article by Ernst Michel concerning the education of 

German workers. As cited by Tuijnman and Boström (2002, pp. 94-95), at a time of 

―confusing social and cultural change‖ the task of adult education, wrote Michel, ―is to 

equip the human being mentally to master his or her immediate life‘s task‖. The 

confusing social and cultural change of which Michel wrote was the Great Depression 

in general, and more specifically life in Germany under the Weimar Republic. ‗Folk 

High Schools‘ were established to ―foster cultural interests among adults who have had 

limited educational opportunities‖ (Punke, 1931, pp. 700-701). That the courses had a 

focus on topics such as arts, language and culture, suggested emphasis on cultural rather 

than economic interests (Punke, 1931).  

 

Punke‘s assertion that adult education at this time sought, or should seek, to promote 

cultural over economic aspects of education, was a position shared by many scholars of 

the era. Writing in 1945, Earl Johnson addressed what he believed was the ‗problem‘ 

with adult education in the US: 

Adult education in America suffers from an excessive pre-occupation with 

vocationalism and possesses little by way of a unifying philosophy except 

that implicit in meeting the demands of education for vocational preparation 

and improvement. [It is] committed to a narrow utilitarian needs philosophy 

(Johnson, 1945, p. 272).  

 

Johnson continued: ―The end of economic activity is, as all intelligent men [sic] of good 

will agree, to guarantee the satisfaction of needs which are non-economic‖ (Johnson, 

1945, p. 274). In this vein, Cartwright (1945) observed that adult education offered 

significant emancipatory opportunities for Black Americans. Although he believed that 

the trend in adult education since the 1940s had been towards the vocational, Cartwright 

had faith that there would be an inevitable return to a ―balanced content of the 

vocational and cultural as soon as the exigencies of the war will permit‖ (Cartwright, 

1945, p. 292). It is evident therefore that from some of the earliest academic 
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conversations there was already a sense of disconnect between what lifelong learning 

should be, and what it was.  The sense of tension between the economic and humanistic 

goals of lifelong learning (and later, RPL) is a regular theme in the literature. 

 

An alternative, more emancipatory discourse was examined by Merlyn (2001), who 

argues that the liberal discourse is not the singular tradition of adult education, but lies 

with the more radical tradition earned in the struggle of the working classes to lay claim 

to their cultural capital and to force the ruling classes to a more equitable distribution of 

the common wealth. This was a position shared by Christie (2001), who pointed to the 

rise of adult education in Sweden as being primarily a reaction against first the church 

and later the state, both of whom used formal education as a means of keeping people in 

their rightful place in society. The traditional use of adult education by trade union 

movements in Sweden and other Nordic countries as a means of sharing the benefits of 

education more equitably among the population formed the foundation for much 

European policy development in the 1960s (Rubenson, 1994, 2006). In an examination 

of contemporary lifelong learning policy, Nicoll and Edwards (2000) observed that 

certain lifelong learning policy documents implicitly acknowledge a link to the past by 

use of language that suggests a ‗rebirth‘ or ‗renewal‘ of policies such as these, rather 

than a reformation of old policy.  

 

Similarly, much research into RPL draws upon earlier discussions of adult education 

and even earlier classical and philosophical musings on epistemology. Breier and 

Ralphs (2009) argued convincingly that there was a direct scholarly link between 

modern understandings of RPL and Aristotelian reflections on phronesis, or practical 

wisdom. Phronesis is said to have a moral or ethical component, towards the 

achievement of a ‗good life‘ that is acquired through practical experience. Similarly, the 
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recognition of prior informal and non-formal learning experiences is an 

acknowledgement that the ‗good life‘ is achieved through ―the complex circumstances 

of daily lives‖ (Breier & Ralphs, 2009, p. 491).  

 

Experiential learning 

Distinctions between experiential, formal, informal and non-formal learning, familiar in 

contemporary literature, were not common in the first half of the twentieth century. 

Adult education and learning were seen as supplementary to the child‘s formal 

schooling; teaching them to ―get along in the community, how to make a living, how to 

rear a family, how to adjust to a rapidly changing world of inventions, ideas, attitudes 

and facts‖ (Lorge, 1937, p. 362). This was learning by experience, as opposed to 

learning by curriculum. Weiland (1981, p. 161) defined experiential learning as 

―educational activities taken outside the college or university‖ and quoted Ralph Waldo 

Emerson from 1839 as championing experiential learning through his observation that 

―the reason for my deep respect for the farmer is that he is a realist and not a dictionary‖ 

(Weiland, 1981, p. 161). Eaton (1935, p. 683) referred to experiential learning as 

―objective learning‖ or an ―improvement in performance which results directly from 

practice without knowledge‖. John Dewey‘s Experience and Education (1938) is 

frequently cited as the seminal text on the importance of experiential learning. Dewey 

defined practical learning as not just a valid learning method, but the preferred one. In 

doing so, he defined all knowledge acquisition as a process of experiential learning 

(Dewey, 1938, p. 20). Dewey believed that every experience had the potential for 

instruction and that to neglect the lessons of students' everyday life needlessly limited 

the potential of formal instruction and denied the possibilities of satisfying learning 

(Weiland, 1981).  
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Amongst others, DiConti (2004), and Carver and Enfield (2006) observed that Dewey 

was often mistaken as the founding champion of experiential learning over all other 

forms of education, when this is not the case. Though Dewey argued that it was not 

possible to have education without experience, this does not automatically infer that all 

experiences have the same educational value, or indeed have any value of that sort at 

all: 

Dewey emphasized that... it was not simply experience, but rich and 

structured experiences, to which students were to be exposed, and upon 

which they would recapture the experience and learn. Just as Dewey 

believed that every experience was valuable, it is important to note that not 

all experiential programs are valuable experiences in the strict sense of their 

being connected to student learning (DiConti, 2004, p. 174). 

 

All learning necessarily involves experience of some sort, prior or current (Andresen, et 

al., 1995). However, whilst experience may be the foundation of learning, it does not 

necessarily lead to it: there needs to be active engagement with it. Furthermore the 

meaning within an experience is not constant and may result in different learning 

outcomes from one learner to another (Boud, Cohen, & Walker, 1993).  

 

The move, formally, to recognise experiential learning culminated in the latter part of 

the 20
th

century with the work of educational theorists such as David Kolb and Jack 

Mezirow. In the eighties Kolb (1984) built upon the foundations set by Dewey and 

proposed a dual-knowledge theory in order to harmonise any possible conflict between 

what he referred to as knowledge-by-apprehension (the empiricists‘ concrete experience 

including experiential learning) and knowledge-by-comprehension (the logical 

rationalists‘ mediating process of abstract conceptualisation). According to his theory, 

experiential learning was in no way inferior to abstract thought because each required 

the other in order for knowledge to occur. Kolb‘s dual-apprehension theory brought an 

empowering aspect to the RPL debate, since he viewed learning by apprehension as a 

positive process, especially as it related to social values. For Kolb, RPL is grounded in 
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reality; therefore it has greater relevance to people. Kolb drew upon Dewey to invoke 

the need to resolve the tension between impulse and reflection: experience creates an 

impulse for further action; yet action must be postponed for observation. Kolb‘s 

conclusion, that there are multiple learning styles and learning tendencies, led him to 

argue that experiential learning was more suited to certain individuals and/or 

professions. As Kolb worked his way through various tensions in learning 

(apprehension/comprehension; intention/extension; left-mode/right-mode), he 

concluded that it was dangerous to conflate conflicting learning dimensions, since 

―apprehension and comprehension are each independent modes of grasping experience‖ 

(Kolb, 1984, pp. 59-60). 

 

This view supported a pragmatic approach to experiential learning and, by extension, to 

RPL. If the conclusion was that learning by experience is affected by both the 

physiological make-up of the individual as well as the type of experience, then it 

followed that certain individuals would be better suited to reflecting upon their prior 

experiences; and/or that certain experiences would lend themselves better to reflection; 

and/or that certain individuals would be attracted to certain disciplines of study based 

upon their particular learning style. This was Kolb‘s conclusion. Whilst acknowledging 

the flexible structure of human learning he stressed the importance of a person‘s initial 

orientation; for, as in his own case ―my active orientation helps me perform well in 

active tasks, and since I am rewarded for this performance, I choose more active tasks, 

which further improve my active skills, and so on‖ (Kolb, 1984, pp. 97-98). 

 

Mezirow‘s corpus of work simultaneously built upon and diverged from Kolb‘s work. 

Mezirow viewed informal learning as a form of ‗transformative learning‘. 

Transformative learning occurs when the learner is helped to focus on and examine the 
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assumptions underlying his or her beliefs, feelings and actions and in doing so, foster 

critical reflection of personal experiences. In this way tacit (informal) knowledge is 

made explicit and it is possible for learning to be demonstrated, for the purposes of 

formal accreditation. Specifically in respect of RPL Mezirow believed that: 

Perhaps even more central to adult learning than elaborating established 

meaning schemes is the process of reflecting back on prior learning to 

determine whether what we have learned is justified under present 

circumstances. This is a crucial learning process egregiously ignored by 

learning theorists (Mezirow, 1990, p. 5). 

 

Mezirow theorised that ex post facto reflection would assist the learner dispassionately 

to consider previously-held beliefs and prejudices. Any previous action, belief or 

acquired knowledge would become part of future learning. The nature of reflection was 

equally important to Mezirow since he believed that, above and beyond anything else, 

learning should be emancipatory. In order to be this, reflective learning had to be 

critical: it must cause the learner to re-examine what he or she had previously taken for 

granted. In this respect self-reflection is of greater significance than the experience itself 

(Andresen, et al., 1995).  

 

Where Kolb (1984) focused on the prescriptive and cognitive aspects of learning, 

Mezirow was concerned more with its appraisive side. Mezirow drew much of his 

influence from Habermas (1971, 1984), with whom he agreed that learning had a 

critical social purpose: that learning to understand one‘s individual historical and 

bibliographical situation contributed to the development of the person‘s autonomy. Self-

reflection is one of the most important concepts in the theory of cognitive interests; it is 

also one of the most problematic. This is in part due to the ambiguity of its 

anthropological status and part to do with the degree to which self-reflection is a mode 

of experience and action in the same way as instrumental action (McCarthy, 1978).  
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Mezirow‘s work has influenced RPL theory in two ways. First, as others before him, he 

has reframed the epistemological debate in temporal terms, rather than spatial. Instead 

of focussing on where knowledge occurs (e.g. in the workplace or at home or at school), 

he concentrates on when it occurs: that is, during a period of critical reflection. This 

allows educationalists to articulate informal learning into a formal qualification without 

any ontological conflict. Second, by focussing on emancipatory learning he infuses the 

RPL debate with social and humanistic elements: not only can informal learning be 

recognised, it should be recognised. RPL is thus both valid and valued by 

educationalists and vital in the development of policies for the recognition of informal 

learning in universities. As Weil and McGill (1998) argued, making sense of oneself in 

relation to the world was at the centre of experiential learning. Mezirow‘s work has 

assisted future researchers in justifying the validity of experiential learning: valid both 

in the sense that it is a true form of knowledge/learning, and valid in the sense that its 

social function needs greater recognition. 

 

More recently, research into adult education provided the academic lexicon with the 

notion of a ‗non-traditional‘ learner. The terms ‗adult student‘ and ‗mature student‘ are 

frequently used as a proxy for sections of the population under-represented in higher 

education. Equally, however, the term non-traditional can be taken to mean socially or 

educationally disadvantaged sections of the population, or students studying part-time 

or via distance education (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). In RPL policy and practice, the 

term non-traditional has become synonymous with both these types of students, and 

different models of participation. Central to the definition of the non-traditional learner 

are the educational biography of the individual (e.g. non-linear); alternative entry routes 

(e.g. RPL) and modes of study (e.g. part time) (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). 
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Defining lifelong learning 

Studies into lifelong learning have frequently suffered from a lack of definitional focus 

(Knapper, 2001). Several scholars (Edwards, Ranson, & Strain, 2002; Knapper, 2001; 

Schuetze, 2007) pointed to the necessity for differentiating between the terms ‗lifelong‘ 

- referring to learning throughout life - and ‗life-wide‘ – referring to the actual physical 

location where the learning occurs. In general, however, the notion of life-wide was 

subsumed into that of lifelong and the latter term used universally. Lifelong learning 

definitions almost invariably contained the aims of lifelong learning policies. These 

were the economic, such as the desire to improve the economic competitiveness of the 

individual (Ecclestone, 1999); the social, such as the potential to harness lifelong 

learning experiences to reduce social exclusion (Morrice, 2007); or lifelong learning 

towards personal fulfilment and development (Strain, 1998). In fact, almost identical 

discourses were used for RPL and lifelong learning, highlighting the strong link 

between the two concepts (see for example Andersson & Osman, 2008; Breier, 2005; 

Field, 2006). Field (2006) argued that the term lifelong learning implied both 

definitional boundaries as well as a way of thinking about and restructuring a society‘s 

approach to education. And, as with lifelong learning, the recognition of informal 

learning based on experience required educators to place the learner at the centre of all 

considerations of teaching and learning (Andresen, et al., 1995). 

 

How various scholars expressed the goals of lifelong learning was further indication of 

how the term had become as broad as to begin to lose definitional form. It was argued 

that lifelong learning should cover the total human endeavour, including the social, 

economic and personal needs of the individual. This was is also based on the idea that 

education is a public good; hence its aim and objectives should be based on enhancing 
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the wherewithal of the general public (Abukari, 2005). Candy linked the adult education 

ideal of emancipation to lifelong learning: 

Although it is perhaps a little trite, the old maxim is nevertheless true: if you 

give somebody a fish, you feed them for one day; if you teach them how to 

fish, you feed them for a lifetime. The same is broadly true of education: if, 

as an educator, you teach somebody how to learn, you are giving them 

arguably one of the greatest gifts, namely, the ability to learn things after 

you have disappeared off the scene and, indeed, the ability to shape their 

own destinies (Candy, 2000, p. 111) 

 

Lifelong learning was seen as a means of transcending an economic/social dichotomy, 

since economic growth and human wellbeing are seen to be mutually dependent 

concepts (Strain, 1998). Most policy action stressed this ―double rational‖ (Jallade & 

Mora, 2001, p. 367). Coffield (1999, p. 479) ironically referred to the consensus view of 

lifelong learning as a ―wonder drug‖ which, on its own, would solve a wide range of 

educational, social and political ills. For others, lifelong learning became an adjective or 

descriptor, such as a ―lifelong learning society‖ that ―addresses individual fulfilment, as 

well as social cohesion through promoting lifelong learning for all its members, 

including children, young and older adults, the elderly, the employed and the 

unemployed, the advantaged and the disadvantaged‖ (Wang, Song, & Kang, 2006, p. 2). 

 

Somewhat paradoxically, the reverse was also true. As lifelong learning definitions 

expanded to become all-encompassing they were simultaneously harnessed to address 

quite discrete ideologies and theoretical frameworks. Coffield (1999) viewed lifelong 

learning in terms of social control or contested terrain between employers, unions and 

the state. Similarly, Mojab and Gorman (2001, p. 3) took a Marxist-Feminist approach 

to lifelong learning to ―expose the mechanisms through which labour power is 

commodified, appropriated and driven into competition‖.  In a study of women from 

low socio-economic backgrounds re-entering university, Broughton and van Acker 

(2007) found that the discourse of romance played heavily on the participants‘ 
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perception of lifelong learning. Clearly, lifelong learning was a field of research that 

offered disparate readings to an equally disparate group of scholars.  

 

The risk, however, was that lifelong learning would become a ‗floating signifier‘. 

Claude Levi-Strauss is acknowledged as the originator of this term (Mehlman, 1972). 

The Argentinean political theorist Ernesto Laclau preferred the term ‗empty signifier‘ 

(Szkudlarek, 2007). Either term refers to:  

A word which means everything and nothing, a word which has no intrinsic 

meaning, no ontological and epistemological entailments, no necessary and 

essential relationship with any of the ostensible objects with which it has 

been conventionally associated (Walker, 1989, p. 164).  

 

Scholarly researched revealed the term ‗lifelong learning‘ to be a fluid and contestable 

concept with multiple overlapping and differing meanings. Meaning was elusive and, 

despite the myriad of definitions available, the phrase escaped precise definition 

(Jackson, 2007). Already, the notion of lifelong was is attracting accusations of being 

over-inflated in terms of what it is meant to achieve (Nicoll & Edwards, 2000). Field 

(2006, p. 3) believed that the educational result was ―a kind of linguistic 

‗hyperinflation‘, in which the term is constantly devalued to the point where it might 

become intellectually worthless‖. To date, the term has been applied in an educational 

context to ‗excellence‘ (Peters, 2007b), ‗literacy‘ (Gough, 2007) and education itself 

(Szkudlarek, 2007). It is possible that before long the term ‗empty signifier‘ will be 

applied to lifelong learning.  

 

Defining RPL 

As with lifelong learning, a considerable amount of literature has been written on just 

what, exactly, RPL is.  This is because there has been much contention over definitions 

of RPL within and between the different education and training sectors (Cameron, 

2004a). Yet, as Fox (2005) noted, without a clear and consensual understanding of what 
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is being discussed, it is impossible to establish a basis for understanding debate and 

discussion, or create a foundation for logical and informed positions on the issue being 

considered. From a policy point of view, definitional anomalies created conceptual 

confusion, which was unhelpful to those seeking to explore the relationship between 

RPL policy statements and current practices, and to identify changes required to 

implement such policies. Interpretation of RPL was further conflated with processes 

referred to as ‗accelerated learning‘, ‗early assessment‘, ‗fast-tracking‘ and ‗challenge 

testing‘ (Bowman et al., 2003). The following subsections consider the more common 

approaches to conceptualising RPL. 

 

RPL as an outcome 

In the Australian higher education sector, the tendency was to view RPL as an outcome; 

that is, the actual assessment and the outcome of the assessment (Wheelahan, et al., 

2003). The focus here was very much on finding evidence to support claims for credit, 

or as Trowler (1996, p. 17) more poetically put it ―the angel already exists within the 

person; their abilities… are simply given credit value through assessment‖. More 

prosaically, Chisholm and Davis (2007, p. 47) called RPL ―the knowledge, skills and 

understanding which have been acquired through a work-based situation but which has 

[sic] not been formally attested through any educational or professional certification‖. 

The outcomes-based approach was based on the assumption that many adults acquired 

knowledge and skills through work experience, community activities, volunteer work, 

and personal study. An RPL system evaluated this learning and related it to courses or 

modules at formal educational institutions (Lueddke, 1997). The outcomes-based 

approach was also referred to as the ―technical/market‖ perspective, since it only 

accredited informal learning that could be matched against pre-defined learning 

outcomes (Breier, 2005, p. 55). Outcomes were usually assessed through various tests 
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or examinations, and the production of evidence through such forms as portfolios or 

professional résumés. The goal was not to assess experience per se, but rather the 

learning gained from the experience (Davison, 1996). 

 

An outcomes-based approach such as this inferred a human capital view of education 

which in turn suggested a prioritisation of knowledge, skills and values that would be of 

benefit to the economy (Davison, 1996). This had the potential to lead to flexible RPL 

assessment processes: for example, there was evidence that immigrant workers arriving 

at a time of labour shortages, or with experience in a high-demand field, might find 

their informal learning assessed more leniently (Andersson & Fejes, 2010). Extending 

the economic capital argument, Lueddke (1997) argued that RPL allowed the student to 

gain further educational experience and qualifications without undue loss of time.  

 

Another, more pragmatic, perspective was that the outcomes-based approach was 

notionally accountable and relatively inexpensive to the institution; especially when the 

onus for demonstrating learning was placed on the student. There was widespread 

agreement amongst researchers that this was the dominant model in higher education 

(Armsby, Costley, & Garnett, 2006; Cameron, 2004a; Jones & Martin, 1997). This 

created a degree of cognitive dissonance for some researchers. For example, Trowler 

(1996, p. 29) believed that arguments that RPL procedures should be ―simple, quick, 

cheap and reliable" were oxymoronic, since the first three criteria could only be 

achieved at the expense of the fourth. Furthermore there was contention that this 

approach did not adequately consider the support students needed to participate in 

effectively, and use RPL (Cantwell & Scevak, 2004; Wheelahan, et al., 2003); nor did it 

aid socially-disadvantaged groups in critically evaluating their prior experiences and the 

expertise gained by way of those experiences (Breier, 2005; Kamp, 2003).  
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RPL processes sometimes acted to constrain as much as liberate the student by linking 

and even subordinating social goals to economic ones: 

Whilst experiential learning can mean access to higher education using 

alternative forms of knowledge, it may also signify an instrumentalist 

approach where students‘ experiences are transformed into a set of saleable 

assets through a list of attributes with which they can market themselves. 

This is one way in which the discourse of experiential learning can link and 

align what is organisationally desirable (more productivity, flexible 

working, increased efficiency and profitability) with what is personally 

desirable (greater self-fulfilment) (Armsby, et al., 2006, pp. 372-373).  

 

Definitions and approaches such as these placed a significant emphasis on the nature 

and processes of assessment, and were heavily focused on system and institutional 

administrative needs. They were essentially silent with respect to stating the aims of 

RPL, and made no overt link between recognition and the learning/training process 

itself. These definitions also did not provide any statement about how RPL could 

contribute to notions of access and/or equity (Smith, 2004). However Jarvis and Parker 

(2004) argued that criticism of the outcome approach to RPL did not recognise fully 

that the process of working through the idea of competency might actually assist 

educationalists to break away from the traditional cognitive/skills debate.  

 

RPL as a process 

As an alternative to the outcomes-based definitions, many scholars conceived RPL as a 

process. This created a focus on using RPL for self-improvement, personal 

development, and self-actualisation (Weil & McGill, 1998). The main was not 

certification, but development. In this model, RPL was as much concerned with the 

process as the outcomes of learning. Andresen, Cohen & Boud (1995, p. 226) 

contended that the ultimate goal of RPL ―involves learners' own appropriation of 

something that is to them personally significant or meaningful‖. When learning was 

viewed as an individual making sense (of themselves, the world, etc.), the focus turned 
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from reception of given information towards learner-centred behaviours where the 

individual was able to construct their knowledge around the process of reflection 

(O'Toole, 2007). Consequently this was s also known as the developmental model of 

RPL (Wheelahan, et al., 2003). Many RPL proponents viewed the developmental model 

as the preferred version for the higher education sector (Trowler, 1996; Wheelahan, 

Miller, & Newton, 2002). Trowler believed its strengths were twofold. First, it allowed 

the institution to distinguish serious from non-serious knowledge via a critical, 

reflective discussion with the learner. Second, the developmental approach did not 

require academic staff to accredit a different form of knowledge from that normally 

accredited in higher education. The problem, stated Trowler, was that the 

developmental approach, if done well, was too time-consuming and too reliant on 

resources traditionally monopolised by ―privileged social groups‖ (Trowler, 1996, p. 

28). The challenge for educationalists taking the developmental point of view was to 

ensure that the process was completed in a limited period of time, within the context of 

a non-negotiable curriculum and in a manner that did justice to the student‘s experience 

(Breier, 2005). As a process, therefore, RPL could be empowering for the individual 

because the act of assessment was no longer simply about skills recognition, but an act 

of learning itself, which ―reviews and builds upon previous iterations of learning‖ 

(O'Toole, 2007, p. 54). Assessment in this sense, therefore, was expected to enhance 

student motivation (Brinke, Sluijsmans, & Jochems, 2009).   

 

Rather than focus on the differences between the outcomes and process-based 

conceptualisations of RPL, several researchers chose to highlight the links. For 

example, Breier and Ralphs (2009) argued for a definition of practical wisdom that 

accommodated both knowledge (i.e. outcome) and reasoning (i.e. process). Fejes and 

Andersson (2008) observed that both the process and outcome approaches to RPL had 



 51 

 

points in common, since the identification of individuals‘ prior learning involved a 

process in order to develop awareness of this learning. And in a study concerning ICT 

competence, Andersson (2007) showed how recognition could be intertwined with 

learning, rather than being a separate activity.  

 

Other approaches to defining RPL 

Andersson and Osman (2008) proposed that the outcomes and process-based definitions 

of RPL be redefined as ‗convergent‘ and ‗divergent‘. The focus of convergent 

approaches – notionally aligned with outcomes-based models of RPL – was on a 

predetermined norm or criteria, such as academic or practical skills, and whether the 

student had the particular competencies and fulfils the norm. Divergent approaches to 

RPL were similar to process-based models in that they sought to ―change the system‖ 

through a focus on ―what knowledge and competence the individual has... explored in 

an unprejudiced manner‖ (Andersson & Osman, 2008, p. 46).  

 

In what could be described as a concessionary approach, Breier (2005) offered a 

discipline-specific perspective. This required one to consider the nature and structure of 

the discipline or field of education concerned, the relationship between formal and 

informal knowledge within that discipline or field, and the extent to which the 

pedagogic discourse mirrored that relationship. This approach suggested that for some 

disciplines outcomes and evidence would be more important, whereas in others it would 

be necessary to adopt a more emancipatory, developmental method. Her view was 

supported by empirical research by Brinke et al. (2009), whose study of RPL 

procedures at the Open University of the Netherlands found that the application and 

assessment of prior learning procedures varied significantly depending on the course 

into which entry and credit was being sought.  
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Jones and Martin (1997) raised the concern that many aspects of the RPL process were 

inordinately focussed on what the learner had done, rather than what he or she had 

learnt from the doing. Furthermore the ‗doing‘ was usually seen only within the context 

of the desired course or job requirements. The result was that the RPL applicant was 

often not aware of, or confident about, their own learning outcomes and would often 

decide to do the course rather than relying on the credit granted to them through RPL. 

This was also referred to as the ‗Procrustean Model‘ of RPL, a term also used by Harris 

(1999). Although none of the authors made it specifically clear, presumably this was 

named after the ‗Procrustean bed‘, which referred to an arbitrary standard to which 

exact conformity was enforced. This was a norm-oriented approach to RPL which 

required the learner to re-contextualise their prior learning as academic learning, with 

academic literacy and cognitive capacity often being more important than prior learning 

per se. Thus, in order to negotiate the boundary into academia, successful learners were, 

it seemed, required to teach themselves the discourse of higher education and to 

―engage in processes of self-representation that are acceptable to the context concerned‖ 

(Harris, 2000, p. 7). 

 

Both Harris (1999) and Volbrecht (2009) argued for a derivation of the process-based 

form of RPL which they referred to as the ‗Trojan horse‘ model of RPL. This model 

featured greater engagement between the design of RPL and other parts of the 

curriculum, as well as broader exploration of the relationship between theory and 

practice. In essence, the Trojan horse model sought to reconcile the tension between the 

assessment of prior informal learning, about which universities retained traditional 

reservations, with efforts to incorporate praxis-based learning methods into curricula, an 

area in which the higher education has shown greater flexibility. The metaphor of the 
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Trojan horse, as Volbrecht (2009, p. 18) observed, suggested that the model was 

―designed to breach the battlements of the academy (Troy) by subterfuge‖. 

 

Taking the issue of definition more literally, Haeger (1998) argued that before a 

definition of RPL could even be attempted, it was first necessary to deal with the single 

word ―recognition‖. Haeger‘s argument can be outlined as a series of questions. Does 

recognition mean the recognition of informal learning as credit towards formal 

qualifications? Or does it refer to an acknowledgement by tertiary institutions that 

knowledge acquired outside their walls is valuable? Is it the recognition by the learner 

that learning has occurred, i.e. self-recognition of the tacit? Or perhaps it is a 

recognition of the importance of the context in which the learning was acquired and its 

influence on the learning process? If consensus cannot be reached even of the word 

―recognition‖ in RPL, then perhaps it is little surprise that, as Smith (2004, p. 11) 

observed: ―there is no clear agreement among writers, researchers and major policy-

influencing agencies regarding what RPL is, does or encompasses‖. 

 

Assessing RPL 

Generally, most assessment research falls within three broad categories: (1) research on 

the efficiency and validity of assessments; (2) studies of assessment results among 

different groups, with comparisons within and between populations; and (3) studies of 

the influence of assessments on studying, teaching and learning (Andersson, 2006). 

From the outset, universities have struggled with establishing processes to assess the 

learning gained from informal experiences (Woods, 1978). Lueddke (1997) offered 

some fundamental principles to assessing RPL, from which three key criteria could be 

identified. First, in order to be credited, informal learning must be measurable. Second, 

it must have both a theoretical and applied component. Third, it must be applicable 
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outside of the specific context in which it was learned; that is, it must be transferable. 

The issue of transferability is a central concept to the idea of RPL and the 

empowerment of the learner: 

Where new learning can be related to personal experiences, the meaning 

thus derived is likely to be more effectively integrated into the learner's 

values and understanding... The quality of reflective thought brought by the 

learner is of greater significance to the eventual learning outcomes than the 

nature of the experience itself (Andresen, et al., 1995, pp. 225-226). 

 

Yet many informal learning processes remain under-researched and their implicit nature 

makes them difficult to understand. Even when the processes were explored, there was 

evidence that most learning did not accrue from clearly defined personal episodes or 

experiences, but as a result of shared, longitudinal events (Eraut, 2004). Despite this 

reality, contemporary RPL policy continued to construct the individual as an adult with 

discrete competencies to be evaluated (Andersson & Fejes, 2005).  

 

An empirical study by Woods (1978) showed that both academic and general staff were 

heavily involved in the total crediting of prior experience procedures within five areas: 

formal and informal advice sessions; program planning; the actual evaluation process 

itself; and clerical support services. For their part, Brinke, Sluijsmans, Brand-Gruwel, 

and Joachim (2008) offered 12 criteria for assessment including not only the 

psychometric considerations of the learning acquired, but also institutional 

considerations such as the ‗meaningfulness‘ of the assessment to the university; or what 

they referred to as the ‗surplus value‘ for the institution, as well as its cost effectiveness.   

 

RPL required a high level of responsibility on the part of the learners (Brinke, et al., 

2008). Rather than being a fixed category, experiences were fluid, contestable 

occurrences. As Brookfield saw it: 

Experiences are constructed by us as much as they happen to us… It is a 

mistake to think that we have experiences in the sense that our own being 
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stands alone while the river of experience flows around us… It is more 

accurate to say that the knower creates and continually recreates the known 

(Brookfield, 1998, p. 129) 

 

Not only was the experience itself fluid and contestable, there was evidence that 

this was also true of the assessment process. For example, if the applicant had 

skills that were highly valuable and/or in short supply, they might get a more 

sympathetic assessment than an applicant with low demand/high supply skills 

(Andersson & Fejes, 2010). 

 

Students could struggle to equate personal experiences with propositional knowledge. 

Breier and Ralphs (2009) referred to this as the ‗contradiction‘ of RPL: the institution 

had a genuine intention to assist those who had missed out on formal education, 

however they enacted processes which required candidates to compare their learning 

with formal outcomes, which in turn required a sophisticated understanding of formal 

education systems. The difficult transfer of the practical into the propositional was 

further complicated where RPL candidates were expected to conduct their account 

according to academic conventions of written self-expression (Trowler, 1996).  

Furthermore, university academics were accountable to a range of stakeholders, such as 

professional bodies and government, and must negotiate a means of assessment that was 

not only acceptable to the academic and the student, but also to these external bodies 

(O'Toole, 2007). Thus, the problem of turning theory into practice centred around two 

key issues. First, what counted as worthwhile learning? Second, how was that learning 

measured? (Taylor & Clemans, 2000). 

 

Brinke, et al. (2008) contended that most scholarly work concerning the assessment of 

RPL was founded on theory, rather than empirical findings. Notable exceptions in this 

area have been Per Andersson and Andreas Fejes, who have conducted several studies 
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of RPL assessment in vocational areas, including ICT and health workers. For example, 

their study of aged-care providers found that RPL assessment was a collective and 

individual process of teaching, assessment and learning, whereby the workers 

participated in a collective learning process based on discussions relating to prior 

experiences, supported by formal teaching and learning activities directed by a teacher 

(Fejes & Andersson, 2008). Furthermore, recent work by Breier (2005, 2006) and 

Breier and Ralphs (2009) has taken the assessment of RPL into new, critical fields of 

study. 

 

Another issue has been the degree to which the individual must be critically self-aware 

before the learning has actually commenced. Unlike Mezirow‘s ex post facto 

proposition, scholars such as O‘Toole (2007) argued that students needed to build their 

capacity for purposeful, self-regulatory judgment, and negotiate the learning that would 

occur, before the learning commenced. Andresen, Boud and Cohen (1995, p. 226) 

referred to this as ―intentionality of design‖: a deliberately-designed learning event, 

often involving a teacher, leader or employer as a facilitator. Brookfield (1998, p. 129) 

colourfully described the educator in this context as ―a priestly or therapeutic expert 

who interprets the correct meaning of these experiences for the learner and then grants 

absolution for the learner's earlier misapprehension of her [sic] experience‖. However 

the active role of the teacher raised concerns that the type of assessment being adopted 

might influence students‘ approaches to their learning.  

 

Assessment has been found to shape how much students learn, as well as what (i.e. 

content) and how (i.e. approach) (Scouller, 1998). An empirical study of 292 Australian 

tertiary students by Watkins (1982) indicated that students who had thought more about 

learning processes were more likely to adopt a deeper approach to their studies and 
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work harder. This study in fact provided arguments both for and against the need for 

critical awareness at the time of learning. In support of ‗intentionality of design‘ was the 

evidence that students who were aware and reflective of the learning processes, fared 

better at university studies. However the study also found that mature-age students, with 

more life and work experience than school leavers, were more likely to display this 

deeper approach to learning. Thus, whilst it might be problematic to provide academic 

credit for their prior learning - because at the time of the experiences this deeper 

approach had not been fully developed - it was also true that mature-age students 

seemed to benefit from their prior learning in terms of how they approached their 

subsequent formal learning.  

 

The issue of RPL became less problematic for universities when it was considered as a 

mechanism for access to higher education, rather than credit towards a course of study 

(see for example Breier & Ralphs, 2009). Due to problematic issues involved in RPL, 

including the difficulty of establishing equivalencies between the different kinds of 

experience, knowledge and learning that adults may have acquired, Castle and Attwood 

(2001) proposed that emphasis should be placed on RPL for access rather than credit 

and the resources that might otherwise have been used to assess learning for credit be 

channelled into opening pathways for adult learners into higher education and 

supporting them en route. 

 

Assessment processes themselves have been criticised for being too subjective and 

lacking in consistency (Fox, 2005). Processes were not always transparent; for example 

sometimes terms not covering the objective of the procedure were used and therefore 

fitness for purpose was not obvious (Brinke, et al., 2008). This assumed, of course, that 

evidence of learning existed to be evaluated; the reality is that sometimes there was no 
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evidence to consider (Kamp, 2003). The problem for assessors was that RPL was not 

about assessing experience per se, but assessing the learning gained from experience. It 

was, as Davison (1996, p. 13) observed, ―about determining whether any relevant 

learning occurred at all in some specific personal experience; a personal experience 

where learning was neither intended or planned‖. Furthermore there was a concern that 

much of the work undertaken, concerning RPL assessment, was ‗surveying‘, rather than 

careful assessment of process and the value of RPL. Even further, the results of these 

surveys may have been biased, since the majority of the work seemed to have been 

undertaken by RPL ―enthusiasts‖ (Taylor & Clemans, 2000, p. 265).  Concerns such as 

these often translated into uncertainty, which resulted in barriers such as overly 

bureaucratic procedures in an attempt to ensure that standards were maintained 

(Trowler, 1996). Support for RPL therefore has been tempered, as evidenced by the 

Australian Education Union‘s (2004, p. 11) statement that ―genuine recognition of prior 

learning is desirable; watering down of entry qualifications is not. Subject knowledge 

and experience cannot be substituted for pedagogical knowledge‖.   

 

There has been a marked reluctance to allow academic staff to consider RPL 

applications, especially in an environment where ―quality control, quality audit and 

service standards are watchwords‖ (Trowler, 1996, p. 23). This was not surprising as 

quality assurance was a key component of every award system (Chisholm & Davis, 

2007). Additionally, early attempts to charge for the assessment of RPL in the US led to 

the implication that academic credit could be bought (Woods, 1978). There was also 

evidence that where RPL was allowed, the institutions sometimes had higher 

expectations of RPL students than those for students on taught courses (Merrifield, 

McIntyre & Osaigbovo, 2000). This resulted in many universities adopting processes 
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that were overly bureaucratic, time-consuming and difficult to negotiate for the student 

(Wheelahan, et al., 2003).  

 

RPL is a complex area and assessors usually received no training when they entered 

into it. Where there was lack of clarity about procedures and expectations, it was 

usually the student who suffered (Trowler, 1996). Too often, the information available 

to prospective students regarding RPL was not widely promoted or readily accessible 

(Wheelahan, et al., 2003; Wheelahan, et al., 2002). The problem was exacerbated when 

there was a perception that RPL was being promoted more as a marketing strategy, 

rather than an educational tool (Vinton, 1999). Brinke et al. (2008) proposed new 

assessment criteria that not only focussed on psychometric measurements, but also what 

they referred to as ‗edumetric‘, or learner-centred processes: 

The difference between psychometric and edumetric criteria is that the 

psychometric criteria focus on measuring the differences between learners, 

while edumetric criteria focus on measuring within-learner growth. The 

psychometric criteria are more directed at quantitative establishment of 

stable characteristics. Standardization is therefore essential. The edumetric 

criteria should do more justice to the characteristic of competency 

assessment, by emphasizing the flexibility and authenticity of assessments 

and the integration of assessments (Brinke, et al., 2008, p. 52). 

 

With respect to admission to higher education therefore, the evidence was that there was 

a pressing need for more procedures for the assessment and recognition of experiential 

learning (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002). 

 

Concerns regarding RPL processes were arguably symptoms of an entrenched view, 

held by many educational stakeholders, that the workplace remained the single most 

important site for work-related skills, whereas university was seen as the origin of 

professional skills valuing problem-solving, analysing, reflecting and imagining 

(Golding, et al., 1996; Weil & McGill, 1998). RPL was problematic in the academic 

context because the predominant perception of an institution of higher education was as 
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a place where people came to learn, rather than one where people brought their existing 

knowledge for recognition or sharing (Peters, 2005). In respect of this, Taylor and 

Clemans (2000, p. 268) referred to the ―alleged low-status, competency-based nature 

and the novelty of the theory which underpin [sic] the operation of RPL‖. The result 

was that, outside of universities, RPL was not widely known or understood and within 

them, was often regarded as too time-consuming and/or difficult (Merrifield, et al., 

2000).  

 

Assessing RPL acted to focus academics‘ attention on their values and attitudes about 

the nature of higher education and what counted as ‗appropriate‘ forms of knowledge. 

Trowler (1996, p. 24) referred to the ―traditional weapons‖ of ―the essay‖ and ―the 

literature‖ that RPL had to counter. An unwillingness to change what counts as 

knowledge contributed to the marginalisation of RPL in higher education: 

RPL has to be manipulated to fit the epistemological contours of traditional 

academic knowledge… successful learners are, it seems, required to teach 

themselves the discourse of [higher education] and to engage in processes of 

self-representation that are acceptable to the context concerned… Although 

the site of knowledge production is challenged what counts as knowledge is 

not (Harris, 2000, p. 7). 

 

This tendency to protect academic territory led Fox (2005) to conclude that RPL was 

not viable in Australian universities. However more recent, empirical research has 

found evidence that these institutions are now more active in developing and promoting 

RPL (Pitman, 2009).  

 

RPL in the higher education sector 

The purpose of higher education is a contested issue, not the least because the purpose 

of a university underpins academic values, which are themselves contested, negotiated 

and highly compartmentalised within structures such as faculties or disciplines 

(Bayenet, Feola, & Tavernier, 2000; Watty, 2006). This is what makes universities so 
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distinctive: they are, as Marginson (2007b, p. 32) observed, ―self-reproducing, 

knowledge-forming organisations‖ which operate under various degrees of academic 

freedom and whose values are subject to continuous change. A contemporary context 

for the Australian sector could be found in the Higher Education Support Act 2003, 

which at the time of writing this thesis was the legislative basis for Australian 

Government funding of higher education. According to the Act, the distinctive purposes 

of universities were: the education of persons; the creation and advancement of 

knowledge; and the application of knowledge for the economic, social and cultural 

benefit of all.   

 

In the broad educational sense, as previously discussed, RPL was seen as one of the 

facilitators of the ‗holy trinity‘ of lifelong learning; that is, economic progress and 

development; personal development and fulfilment; and social inclusion and democratic 

understanding and activity. Likewise, education itself promised socio-economic and 

cultural advancement at the individual and shared level. There was therefore the 

potential for much common ground between the aims of universities and the aims of 

RPL. Andersson and Hellberg (2009) observed that valuing and recognising prior 

learning from outside formal education was not a new concept and cited the 

‗journeyman‘ as an examples of how learning in the workplace had traditionally been 

recognised in higher education
2
. The following sections examine scholarly research into 

the ways in which RPL has been, or could be, incorporated into universities‘ goals and 

missions. 

                                                 
2
 A journeyman was someone who completed an apprenticeship for a particular trade or craft. However in 

order to progress to the ultimate level – a master – the journeyman had to submit a piece of his (they were 

always male) craft for evaluation by other masters. A contemporary equivalence can be made with 

prospective art, or art design, students, who are regularly asked to submit a portfolio of their work for 

similar evaluation. 
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Economic goals 

Universities have had from the outset the aim of professionalising certain social and 

community groups; specifically for the provision of work-ready graduates (Watty, 

2006). Medicine is usually considered the prototype of the professions, the one upon 

which current sociological conceptions of professions tend to be based (Bucher & 

Strauss, 1961). Modern-day universities differ in that the number of professions has 

increased significantly and the distinction is now increasingly being made between 

skilled and unskilled workers rather than between professionals and non-professionals. 

There has also been an increase in what Lueddke (1997) referred to as the ‗new‘ 

learners, or what Schuetze and Slowey (2002) called ‗non-traditional‘ learners. 

Regardless of nomenclature, many of these learners possessed substantial life/work 

experience that was credit-worthy.  

 

RPL could assist universities in providing work-ready graduates from non-traditional 

learners in two ways. First, it could act to motivate workers to skill or re-skill, as RPL 

provided them with a direct benefit in terms of a reduction in time and money to 

complete a qualification. Second, the integration of non-formal learning into curricula 

might enhance the applicability and relevance of the qualification. This was often 

referred to as work-based learning or work-related learning (Gallacher, Ingram & 

Reeve, 2009), or ‗Mode 2‘ learning. These new learning styles increasingly existed 

within negotiated awards such as work-based learning programmes and were organised 

in less hierarchical ways, often along trans-disciplinary lines. Traditional 

apprenticeships, informal learning and informal economies were perceived to be more 

important than formal learning in many (particularly third-world) countries, and 

universities needed to take into account the traditions and values of these alternative 
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sites of learning if they were to increase their contribution to the development of the 

workforce (Singh, 2000). In this environment, the university had to acquire a different 

role, becoming more of a partner in a joint educational process (Overwien, 2000), as 

well as adapting to different structures in delivery (Seagreaves, Kemp & Osborne, 

1996). By doing so, universities could be valuable in combining two theories of 

learning: the abstract and comprehensive, with that of the concrete and apprehensive 

(Raelin, 1997).  

 

Informal learning underpins much work-based learning. The ideology underpinning 

universities‘ recognition of this sort of informal learning seemed to be to accredit that 

learning which is useful to the economy and hence marketable for its owner (Trowler, 

1996). However, from this perspective, virtually the only learning worthy of recognition 

was the sort that could enhance the productivity or profitability of the company. From 

this top-down vantage point, much of the informal learning that workers did, both on 

and off the job, was irrelevant and effectively non-existent (Livingstone, 2000). 

Consequently most scholars believed that students were primarily interested in a 

degree‘s market value (see for example Vaira, 2004). Supporting the professional needs 

of workers in a global environment represented at the least a challenge, and at the most 

a crisis, for traditional, modernist institutions; particularly since the humanistic was 

downplayed within the economic discourse (Casey, 2006; Lingard & Gale, 2007). In 

this context, some governments might view ―genuine lifelong learning as a threat to 

their control of the workforce in a time of skills and worker shortages‖ (Cornford, 2009, 

p. 20). That is, broad lifelong learning agendas should support all forms of learning, a 

wide variety of motivations to learn, and multiple learning outcomes. Instead, most 

lifelong learning policy was focussed on a much narrower definition of the term: 
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specifically, a focus on work-related learning to service an increasingly professional and 

globalised labour market. 

 

Goals of personal development and fulfilment 

Many scholars advocated the notion of RPL as a source of learning worthy in and of 

itself. RPL was seen as a trigger to reflection whilst the student converted practical 

knowledge into a form of propositional knowledge which is conceptual, explicit, 

coherent and organised along disciplinary lines (Trowler, 1996).  The act of developing 

a portfolio, as proof of learning so as to receive academic credit, could itself be a 

worthwhile learning exercise, particularly of generic skills such as communication 

(Matas & Allan, 2004). Further, learning was recognised as an active dynamic that 

engaged the individual and could be claimed, or appropriated, by others (Starr-Glass, 

2002).  Some analysts viewed experiential learning as a valuable tool for transforming 

curriculum into an instrument of personal development (Weiland, 1981). As students 

worked through portfolios and reflected upon their learning experiences, there was the 

possibility that the process would cause changes in judgments, feelings, knowledge, or 

skills.  

 

In a study of the informal learning activities of Canadian adults, Livingstone (2000) 

found that those surveyed spent as much time (six hours per week) engaging in informal 

learning practices for personal interest, as they did in employment-related informal 

learning. This was evidence that individuals‘ learning motivations extended well 

beyond skilling for financial gain and that there was potential for universities to support 

learners in this respect. However if higher education institutions were to do this, they 

must do more to acknowledge that values, as well as knowledge, were learnt and any 

accreditation process must take these values into account (Starr-Glass & Schwartzbaum, 
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2003). Values, insofar as they are taught in universities, were often described within 

‗graduate attributes‘. These values included behaving ethically, civic responsibility, 

cultural sensitivity and environmental awareness (Pitman & Broomhall, 2009). If, as the 

evidence suggested, universities were increasingly defining values such as these as 

curriculum outcomes, then an argument might be made for learners to use RPL to 

accredit them. 

 

RPL placed value on self-evaluation and reflection as a means to gain a deeper 

understanding of oneself (Cretchley & Castle, 2001). This approach inferred both a 

relativistic and empowered approach to knowledge, since individuals were considered 

in unitary terms, with a core rationality enabling them systematically to reflect on and 

know their experience (Usher, Bryant & Johnston, 1997). Consequently, this could 

challenge preconceptions of normalcy, where such views were not fully inclusive, or 

potentially discriminate against certain groups of people. For example, a study of 

parents of disabled babies found that critical reflection - a key element in the RPL 

process - was helpful in countering a narrow view of normalcy, where a culture of 

individualized citizenship obliged people to strive towards maximum independence, 

thus devaluing the lives of some disabled children and their parents (Fisher, 2003). 

 

The challenge for learners was that, unlike self-directed adult education (andragogy), 

most of the focus of RPL was on presenting evidence of learning to the standard 

required by the institution for accreditation: 

RPL… relies on the individual‘s ability to articulate learning needs and 

achievements (with or without the assistance of a tutor), and on the 

expertise and political will of institution based assessors and programme 

teams to validate the learning and admit the adult to further learning 

opportunities (Cretchley & Castle, 2001, p. 497). 
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Cantwell and Scevak (2004) conducted a study that suggested that students entering 

university with RPL had a bias towards deeper learning and adaptive self-regulation. Of 

concern, however, was the tendency for these students to perform below average; this 

was caused in part, the authors proposed, by a tendency for these students to maintain a 

belief in a ―fundamental structural simplicity of knowledge‖ (Cantwell & Scevak, 2004, 

p. 143). Universities should therefore be prepared to support students with RPL, not 

only to guide them through the assessment process but also to enhance their reflective, 

critical reasoning and research skills through appropriate support programs (Jones & 

Martin, 1997).  

 

However the reality, according to Usher, et al. (1997, p. 94) was that the learning 

process was full of ―blockages and barriers, things which impede or hold back the self-

learning from attaining various ends, such as efficacy, autonomy, self-realisation or 

emancipation, which each tradition posits as the goal of learning‖. When learning was 

self-directed, learners appeared to be able to control the pace, direction and environment 

associated with the learning. But when RPL was placed into a formal setting, such as a 

university, control became largely illusory (Usher, et al., 1997). The paradox, therefore, 

was that RPL could emancipate the individual through active learning, but if he or she 

sought validation of this learning in a formal setting, he or she surrendered much of the 

validation gained informally. One possible solution was to enter into a ―learning 

contract‖ with the student which allows him or her to determine what would be assessed 

and considered worthy (O'Toole, 2007, p. 56). However this was most applicable when 

the learning had not yet commenced and more difficult to implement when ex post facto 

reflection occurred. 
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Several scholars have explored the extent to which informal learning experiences can 

hinder rather than aid further learning at an institute of higher education. Hart (2000, p. 

100) reported that ―prior mis-learning is also common and can inhibit further learning‖. 

An empirical study by Pitman, Broomhall and Majocha (2011) found that experiential 

learning could play a part in reinforcing existing prejudices and beliefs, particularly 

when the learner sought out experiences and learning environments that were 

comfortable, or pleasurable to them. However both Hart and Pitman, et al. reported 

these as risks to be managed, rather than the inevitable outcome of any RPL process. In 

fact Becker and Delahaye (2006) referred to ‗unlearning‘ as a crucial lifelong learning 

strategy, viewing it as a necessary pedagogical step in a person‘s educational 

development, rather than a potential barrier. In a similar vein, Huber (1991) chose 

conceptually to subsume unlearning under learning, rather than frame the terms in direct 

opposition with each other. 

 

A final, interesting observation was provided by Breier and Ralphs (2009) who 

discussed the relationship between modern definitions of RPL and the Aristotelian 

concept of phronesis, or practical wisdom. Although there is no direct English 

translation of the term, Breier and Ralphs observed that it was generally taken to have a 

moral or ethical component; ―to be geared towards the achievement of a good life, in a 

manner that takes account of a wider community, and to be acquired with experience‖ 

(Breier & Ralphs, 2009, p. 480). The idea that personal experience should be linked to 

social goals, including value systems, is explored further below. 

 

Social inclusion goals 

Too much has been written on education and inclusion to address adequately in this 

chapter; however the work of Lynch and O‘Riordion (1998) and Angus, Snyder and 
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Sutherland-Smith (2003) provide excellent discussions on not only the complexity of 

the issue, but also the inter-relationship between potential causes and effects of social 

disadvantage in education. Policy makers in some countries such as in Scotland have 

legally bound universities to create inclusive learning environments (Doughty & Allan, 

2008). However more specifically in the case of RPL policy, some scholars contested 

that much informal learning continued to be ignored by policy makers, maintaining 

unnecessary exclusion in definitions of a learning society, and an unjustifiable reliance 

on certification as a measure of learning (see for example Gorard, Fevre & Rees, 1999). 

 

Against this backdrop, RPL has been provided as part of the answer to social 

inclusiveness. Early discussions of universities recognising informal learning 

experiences included the idea that institutions must do more to be responsive to the 

needs and circumstances of an increasingly diverse population of students (Woods, 

1978). Jones and Martin (1997) believed that RPL had the potential to value 

experiential learning fully. In so doing, education would revert to its ‗true‘ (in the 

authors‘ opinion) purpose; that is, the empowerment of the individual. The potential for 

RPL policy to act as a transformative mechanism in education between informal 

experiential learning and more formal academically-recognised learning meant that 

RPL had considerable value in processes of social inclusion. Learners with no formal 

qualifications could, through RPL, gain recognition and status in the academic world in 

a way that they otherwise could not. In theory, RPL processes had the potential to offer 

anyone with either positive or negative life experiences an opportunity to gain access or 

credit within the formal education system. This is because of the potentially 

transformative nature of the RPL process through which exclusionary factors (for 

example, being working-class, being old, being divorced, being a drug user) are valued 

in themselves as providing forms of learning and knowledge (Cleary et al., 2002).   
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Morrice (2007) pointed towards social tensions arising out of the increasing rate of 

refugee migration throughout Europe as another area in which RPL could make a 

positive contribution. Her argument was that many governments‘ policies were based 

on a ‗one-size fits all‘ model which failed to consider not only the diverse range and 

backgrounds of refugees, but also the wealth of personal and professional knowledge 

they held. More effective methods of recognising this formal and informal knowledge 

had the potential to improve the integration of diasporas into local communities. South 

Africa is a country where RPL has played a prominent role into assisting black South 

Africans to access the quality education that was denied them during the years of 

apartheid (Breier, 2005; Castle & Attwood, 2001; Cretchley & Castle, 2001; Harris, 

1999). In this context, RPL could not be considered a politically-neutral process, 

especially where it was offered as a cause of redress (Cretchley & Castle, 2001). Osman 

(2006) concurred that, in the context of South African higher education, RPL was both 

an epistemological and political act.  

 

This is as true of gender as it is race. Michelson argued that RPL required: 

An institutional engagement with the work that women do in the world, 

with the knowledge they create in the course of that work, and, therefore, 

with woman as knower. It offers possibilities for dialogue among differently 

positioned women and opportunities to attend to tonalities of women's 

experience across categories of class and race. Informed by and 

reconfigured within feminist theories of knowledge, [RPL] can concretely 

reopen the question of how knowledge is socially and academically 

legitimated and thus challenge masculinist knowledge practices and the 

hierarchies they sustain (Michelson, 1996, p. 629). 

 

RPL was thus viewed as a means of delivering access to sections of the broader 

population traditionally under-represented in higher education, be it on the basis of race, 

gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity or any other descriptor of equity or 
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disadvantage. It was thus both a reaction against certain agendas, and an agenda in 

itself. 

 

In 2001 a team of researchers conducted a comparative survey on RPL and social 

inclusion that covered five European countries and included over 100 interviews with 

learners (Cleary, et al., 2002). The interviews in particular focussed on how RPL 

processes could help transform informal learning and contribute to processes of social 

inclusion. Their research concluded that the links between RPL processes and social 

inclusion were not as clear as might be expected. Many learners were drawn from social 

groups that were not traditionally excluded from education. Furthermore, RPL 

processes appeared to take place more often in traditional educational institutions rather 

than in community-based settings. This suggested that RPL processes were being used 

in traditional contexts with traditional types of learners rather than being associated with 

processes aimed at enhancing the social inclusion of excluded groups (Cleary, et al., 

2002).  

 

The reality, according to some scholars, was that RPL has failed to make higher 

education as inclusive as it might be. Wheelahan, et al. (2003) stated that, in spite of its 

lofty intentions, RPL has not acted as a mechanism of social inclusion for 

disadvantaged groups in tertiary education. There appeared to be a consensus amongst 

the overwhelming majority of scholars that RPL policy and policymakers should be 

doing more to encourage traditionally under-represented and disadvantaged groups to 

access formal education and training (Cameron, 2004a). National Australian data 

indicated that the uptake of RPL among equity groups was relatively low, partly 

because many people, including members of recognised equity groups, were more 

likely to participate in training than seek recognition of their existing skills because they 
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valued the learning experience over the benefits to be gained by RPL (Bowman, et al., 

2003). Equity group members were ―much more likely to participate in training rather 

than seek recognition because of the perceived benefits they would gain by actually 

undertaking the course/ training‖ (Smith, 2004, p. 25). 

 

Other scholars went further and argued that, far from being a passive or impotent policy 

force, RPL contributed to social barriers by reinforcing the status quo. From this 

perspective, RPL processes acted to create distance between the learner and his or her 

informal learning experience until ―by the final assessment stage the distancing is such 

that the loss of personal control, a key aspect of ownership, is complete‖ (Usher, 1989, 

p. 71). From this perspective, RPL assessment could be used as a means of identifying 

the sort of person who would do well at a particular course or career. Thus RPL 

processes reinforced the dominant discourse; they contained within themselves such a 

degree of subjectivity that there was a risk that scholars conducting the assessment 

would select only what they recognised, rather than everything that had been learnt.  

 

Whilst experiential learning could mean greater access to higher education using 

alternative forms of knowledge, it might also signify an instrumentalist approach where 

students‘ experiences were transformed into a set of saleable assets through a list of 

attributes with which they could market themselves. This is one way in which the 

discourse of experiential learning made a link between what was organisationally 

desirable (e.g. more productivity, flexible working, increased efficiency and 

profitability) with what was personally desirable (e.g. greater self-fulfilment) (Armsby, 

et al., 2006). Trowler (1996) believed the implications for students could be serious 

when academic staff made hidden assumptions about acceptable forms of expression, or 

where they were unsure about how far to try to match candidates' learning against the 
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objectives of the programme. Rather than promoting diversity and the social aspects of 

learning, such uncertainty and/or assumptions may act to reinforce dominant, neoliberal 

discourses. Spencer, Briton and Gereluk (2000) argued that adult educators have a 

―proud history of defending democratic and liberatory [sic] adult education practices, 

for individual and social purposes‖, and RPL was one of many contested sites that they 

must be active upon:  

Another often overlooked point is that most [RPL] models only value 

informal learning that matches the formal curriculum. In this scenario [RPL] 

does not become a process that helps focus attention on learning gaps but 

rather a process by which a potential student can avoid having to study 

certain areas of knowledge. And of course the promotion of [RPL] does 

nothing to resuscitate the democratic social purposes of adult education and 

learning. It has the opposite tendency, since it emphasizes the argument that 

learning should serve the individual needs of the global economy (Spencer, 

et al., 2000). 

 

From this perspective RPL processes were not in themselves hegemonic, they only 

became so if adult educators ceded the ground to employer-driven initiatives.  

 

Nicoll and Edwards (2004) observed that despite the overwhelming propensity to argue 

social and economic benefits of lifelong learning and its associated mechanisms (such 

as RPL processes), these claims relied more on the logic and coherence of the authors 

making them, rather than empirical evidence. There was support for the outcome-based 

model of RPL (see for example Blom, Clayton, Bateman, Bedggood & Hughes, 2004) 

on the basis that even basic skills recognition enhanced equity of access to education 

and to encourage lifelong learning more broadly. However it appeared to be the general 

consensus of previous research that the credentialing model was inferior to the 

developmental model as a means of social inclusion (Breier, 2005; Davison, 1996; 

Doddrell, 2002; Wheelahan, et al., 2003). This led some researchers to propose socially 

and/or culturally sensitive models of learning to enable these learners. For example, 

research by Boulton-Lewis, Marton, Lewis and Wilss (2000) investigated conceptions 
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of learning held by 22 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students from three 

universities in Queensland, Australia. The study found that whilst formal learning was 

not dependent on practical or cultural knowledge, informal learning was. Consequently 

the researchers proposed that Indigenous students be assisted to integrate their practical 

knowledge skills into a formal learning environment.  

 

RPL in conflict with university goals 

Although RPL could and did address certain social, economic and humanist goals that 

were shared by universities, equally there was the potential for RPL to work against 

other of their goals. Australian universities are becoming increasingly concerned with 

global rankings, such as the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU). The 

rankings act to norm comprehensive research universities; specifically a particular kind 

of science-strong university in the Anglo-American tradition (Marginson, 2007c). 

Universities focussing on social access necessarily carry a large group of non-

researching staff, disadvantaging them in rankings systems such as the ARWU. 

Additionally, most researchers are drawn from postgraduate students who tend to come 

from traditional education backgrounds. Australia‘s top eight research universities are 

the traditional, ‗sandstone‘ establishments known as the Group of Eight (Go8). It is no 

coincidence that, at the time of writing, only three Go8 universities accepted RPL, 

compared to more than 80 percent of all other universities (Pitman, 2009). Universities 

with a strong emphasis on research have tended to adopt more traditional models and 

adopt a cautious approach to RPL.  

 

Universities are used to producing knowledge by scholars working within discrete 

disciplines in academic and research-based institutions. Conversely, the space occupied 

by every day, informal knowledge is far less discrete. Experience, and learning from 
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experience, are lower-value commodities in such contexts and often viewed as largely 

irrelevant for learning (Harris, 2000). Aspects of RPL that challenge traditional 

boundaries include: the focus on the learner and on the learning (and the assessment of 

learning) acquired outside the academy; the high valuing of experience and learning 

from experience; the belief in the unfettered transferability of learning between 

contexts; the advocacy of fast-tracking rather than long-term acquisition: and the 

premise of earning authority rather than it being bestowed. RPL practitioners thus hold 

very different pedagogical understandings to those ―enshrined and privileged within the 

bounded terrain of traditional academia‖ (Harris, 2000, p. 7). Michelson (1996, p. 630) 

referred to this as ―academia‘s most self-serving and self-legitimating structures for 

managing knowledge claims‖.  

 

In fact boundary issues surrounding pedagogy have probably existed for as long as 

universities have. Physicians in the 17
th

 century emphasised the source of their medical 

knowledge as learned, rather than practical. They were both contemptuous of, and 

threatened by, practitioners such as midwives, who gained their learning experientially. 

Medical students were taught to discern the authoritative texts and logic of their 

discipline, and to lack this knowledge was a clear sign of non-university medical 

education. Thus, for the physician, to know medicine was to know its authoritative 

sources: theory was more important than applied knowledge (Broomhall, 2004).  This 

was an early example of a hierarchical, epistemological tension between experiential 

and abstract learning techniques that predates the terminology of both RPL and lifelong 

learning.  

 

It has been argued that a formal educational environment imparts in students certain 

skills and attributes missing in students who receive significant amounts of RPL. One 
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word used to describe this phenomenon has been ‗graduateness‘. The contention was 

that students who received a significant portion of their degree via RPL did not realise 

the full benefit of a full university education. In effect, RPL devalued their higher 

education experience. For example, a study of mature-aged students entering university 

with prior informal learning indicated that, while students‘ prior learning equipped them 

with a bias towards deeper learning and adaptive self-regulation, they retained a 

fundamental belief in a notion of practical rather than propositional knowledge 

(Cantwell & Scevak, 2004).  Conversely, a different study of 112 nurses undertaking an 

undergraduate nursing degree showed no correlation between prior experience and 

course completion: students with prior learning experiences were neither more nor less 

likely to succeed or fail (Rapley, Davidson, Nathan & Satvinder, 2008). Likewise, a 

study into students admitted into postgraduate nursing studies with RPL found no 

discernable difference in learning outcomes between students with or without RPL 

(Donoghue, Pelletier, Adams & Duffield, 2001).  However the first two studies used 

relatively low cohorts of subjects and the final two focussed on nurses with non-formal, 

rather than informal learning. None of the studies intended to draw broad conclusions 

and, overall, there has been little comparative qualitative research into the experiences 

of RPL and non-RPL students in higher education.  

 

Some scholars suggested that arguments of graduateness were in reality a diversion 

from a general unwillingness on the part of individual staff to deal with the complexities 

of the process:  

Getting agreement on [RPL] depends on purpose and inevitably, university 

staff will have varied views on the purpose of RPL and any activities 

associated with it... Even "equivalence" as same result or consequence will 

be bound up with levels of interest in, and valuations of, the result or 

consequences. In other words, questions and answers of meaning are 

immersed in site-specific politics and purposes, inextricable from other 

personal assumptions, beliefs, and motives (Davison, 1996, p. 15). 
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Likewise, Haeger (1998) argued that post-secondary institutions used the phrase ‗tacit 

knowledge‘ to close off any avenue for RPL, almost as a mantra for why they could not 

map experience to outcomes when in fact their very mission should be to make this 

knowledge explicit. Arguments have been made that students with RPL were at a 

disadvantage because they were required to convert practical knowledge into a new 

form that was ―conceptual, explicit, coherent and organised along disciplinary lines‖ 

(Trowler, 1996, p. 20). In such an environment Castle and Attwood (2001, p. 68) argued 

that ―instead of being a path to self-discovery and self-affirmation, RPL portfolios can 

seem self-absorbed, self-indulgent, and even undermining‖. 

 

It is contentious whether the codification that surrounds formal propositional knowledge 

is a pedagogically indefensible act of territory protection by academics, or in fact an 

essential skill that the student must acquire. There is increasing talk of the need for 

graduates to have a set of generic skills, such as literacy, numeracy, or communication 

and interpersonal skills, which are of value to the end-users of education, most notably 

employers (Billing, 2003; Chapman, et al., 2005). Australian universities have 

responded by producing statements not about ‗generic skills‘ but rather ‗graduate 

attributes‘ which, they have argued, enable and encourage students to ―continue 

learning throughout their lives, not only in… formal contexts… but at home, at work, 

and in the community‖ (Candy, Crebert, & O'Leary, 1994, p. 32). The difference in 

termninolgy was not accidental: universities made a clear distinction between skills and 

attributes. A study of Australian universities‘ graduate attribute statements by Pitman 

and Broomhall (2009) showed evidence that universities promoted a liberal arts 

tradition in their statements in an effort to distinguish the value of their degree programs 

from other competitors, such as the vocational education and training (VET) sector. 

What the literature does not yet reveal is whether this is a pragmatic attempt by the 
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higher education sector to protect its ‗brand‘ or whether it evidences a genuine belief on 

its part that universities are the ideal location for these attributes to be obtained.  

 

Barriers to RPL in the Australian higher education sector 

There is evidence that RPL in the Australian higher education sector is a weak policy 

force; both in the sense that there is not significant external pressure on universities to 

enact RPL policy, and that universities themselves consider the issue to be either 

unimportant, or problematic, or both. This section of the literature review considers the 

most significant barriers affecting the effective implementation of RPL policy in the 

Australian higher education sector. The first is the failure by universities to have taken 

leadership or ownership of the RPL policy debate. The second concerns the costs 

associated with enacting RPL policy. 

 

Ownership of RPL 

In Australia, post-compulsory education refers to any adult and further education 

beyond that which is mandated as compulsory by government education policy. In most 

States this denotes education beyond Year 10, although in some States compulsory 

education can extend to Year 12. Post-compulsory education therefore includes senior 

high school, VET, university and adult education. All of these sectors maintain an 

interest in RPL. However a unified system of RPL that straddles all sectors has not yet 

been considered important or possible by policymakers (Doddrell, 2002). Bureaucracy, 

territorial issues and conflicting policy goals all worked against the enactment of 

coordinated RPL policy. Education itself was valued differently by the various sectors 

based on how they were funded and the price they could place on their services (West, 

2006). The problem was exacerbated since countries with a long history of government 

involvement in education and training, such as Australia, had established systems that 
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resisted new directions in policy, particularly those that implied significant structural 

change (Watson, 2004).  

 

A further challenge for RPL, both internationally and in Australia, was that it was 

linked to lifelong learning policies, for which the organisation, regulation and financing 

no longer fell exclusively into the domain of ministers of education. Due to the breadth 

and complexity of the issue, lifelong learning policy frequently became the 

responsibility of other government departments such as culture, economic and social 

affairs, health and employment, not to mention non-government stakeholders such as 

employers (Schuetze, 2007). In situations such as this, the department with the largest 

budget tended to drive the policy agenda (Hamilton & Hillier, 2007).  Furthermore, 

RPL data were not consistently reported across education sectors or government levels 

(Wheelahan, et al., 2003). Even within just one sector, such as at the State government 

level, a ‗silo‘ approach to policy was evident, where public servants did not 

communicate fully and territory issues dominate policy debate (Searle, 2004).  

 

Watson (2005, pp. 16-18) identified three roadblocks to adult education policy in 

Australia. First, the sector best placed to support adult education policy was the Adult 

and Community Education sector, since it had a focus on informal learning. 

Unfortunately, it was not funded systematically for this purpose. Second, the division of 

financial responsibilities between State and Territory governments and the 

Commonwealth exacerbated problems associated with sectoral divisions in Australian 

education and training. As the pattern of Commonwealth financial support was not 

consistent across the sectors, the result was ―a patchwork of funding responsibilities 

whereby one level of government has more ‗purchase‘ on one sector than another‖ 

(Watson, 2005, p. 17). This reduced the likelihood of cross-sectoral co-operation and at 
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the same time resulted in policy stasis, whereby one department or organisation refused 

to fund a worthwhile policy initiative because it originated from another area. Third, the 

policy goals of publicly funded education and training were heavily tied to the outcome 

of employment. Although this was a logical objective for government funding, its 

application often led to short-term programs with the specific aim of re-training the 

unemployed, rather than pursuing the long-term objective of re-engaging individuals 

with formal education and training.  

 

RPL stakeholders must continue to build pathways across post-compulsory education 

sectors if RPL policy is to succeed (Gallagher, 1999). However pathways can be 

impeded when cross-sectoral policy relies on the support of a higher education sector 

that displays little enthusiasm for the concept. There appears to be more resistance to 

RPL in universities than in other education sectors. University academics are much 

more negative about the transferability of knowledge and skills acquired outside of the 

university sector (Golding, et al., 1996). As in other countries, Australian universities 

have always been, and continue to be, autonomous with regard to granting of awards. 

RPL government policy makers have always had to work with a sector whose 

cooperation was expected, but not completely enforceable (Murphy, 2003). Entrenched 

attitudes of resistance were harder to overcome when behaviour was not compulsory, or 

when RPL policy was seen only, as Andersson and Fejes (2010, p. 209) put it, as ―a 

recommendation for employers and higher education institutions‖ and not a guarantee.  

 

In circumstances such as these, it is not surprising that one of the various post-

compulsory education sectors dominated and took policy ownership of the issue. In 

Australia, this was the VET sector, which has incorporated RPL acceptance and 

assessment into its framework more than any other area. This was a natural 
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consequence of the tendency to discuss RPL in terms of vocational competence 

(Andersson, 2006). Consequently, much of the RPL debate and scholarly literature 

emanating as a result has directed its attention to this sector (see for example Bateman 

& Knight, 2003; Blom, et al., 2004; Bowman, et al., 2003; Chisholm & Davis, 2007; 

Hargreaves, 2006; Singh, 2000). Furthermore there was evidence that those universities 

that engaged with RPL tended to have strong links with the VET sector, and indeed 

were institutions that arose out of earlier, polytechnic schools or trade colleges (Pitman, 

2009; Trowler, 1996).  

 

The cost of RPL 

The problem of the cost of RPL has existed for decades and is yet to be overcome 

(Bowman, et al., 2003; Golding, et al., 1996; Hargreaves, 2006). In any attempt to 

establish a financially responsible system for RPL, ―the costing of such a crediting 

procedure is an important and essential step‖ (Woods, 1978, p. 362). However 

Australian universities have been, and remain, prohibited from charging domestic 

students fees for RPL assessment. This may be in part due to a concern that allowing 

universities to charge for RPL would create an impression that academic credit can be 

bought, rather than earned (Woods, 1978). Consequently, when granting RPL to a 

student, the university acts to deny itself the revenue associated with teaching that 

student itself.  

 

Furthermore, the costs associated with the assessment of RPL have been regularly 

underestimated in RPL literature (Bowman, et al., 2003; Golding, et al., 1996). The 

actual process of assessing an RPL application is time-consuming and requires a 

substantial commitment from the administrative and academic staff within the faculty, 

who, in diverting their attention from mainstream (fee-raising) activities, unwittingly act 
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to undercut their faculty income (Taylor & Clemans, 2000). In a survey of 321 higher 

education institutions in the US, Woods (1978) estimated that personnel spent on 

average 11.32 hours and US $232 assessing each individual‘s application for RPL. Even 

if the government changed financing policy to allow universities to charge for RPL, 

there is no evidence of any incentive for individuals to fund the cost of RPL themselves.  

 

Self-financing tended to be most successful when there was an immediate or short-term 

economic benefit to the individual. However it was estimated that it might take an 

individual approximately 20 years in the workforce to equate to between one to two 

years‘ worth of academic credit (OECD, 2001). In light of this, the OECD concluded 

that ―in the absence of interventions that reduce direct or indirect costs, the incentives 

for a working adult to invest in lifelong learning are rather weak‖ (OECD, 2001, p. 90). 

Golding et al. (1996) suggested that if institutions were funded for student completion 

rather than student load, then they would have an incentive to provide both entry and 

credit to RPL-based applicants. In this environment, the evidence was that universities 

preferred RPL for access rather than RPL for credit (Haeger, 1998; Harrz-Hindmarsh, 

1992; Valk, 2009). Where institutions did promote RPL for credit, the associated 

processes were significantly influenced by organisational models aligned to profits, 

marketability, student numbers and graduate output (Fox, 2005). 

 

Very early in RPL debates, an alternative view was proposed by Woods (1978) who 

suggested that rather than costing universities money, it was possible to view RPL as a 

means of delivering education more efficiently, whilst addressing its social agenda: 

Educational institutions pragmatically may come to view education of the 

population, without student exposure to previously mastered material, as a 

fiscally responsible way of utilizing taxpayers' funds. In this way, through 

decisions that support both a humanistic and financially responsible goal, 

these institutions may also provide a means of educational access for the 

experientially rich yet traditionally bypassed members of society who need 
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greater flexibility in the definition and certification of educational 

experiences-workers, women, minorities, and older students (Woods, 1978, 

p. 368). 

 

However the vast majority of RPL scholars and practitioners viewed the costs and 

efficiencies as a zero-sum game; that is, any saving achieved by the student would be at 

the cost of the institution, and vice versa. Brinke et al. (2008, p. 56) argued that ―if 

certification is to be the result [of the RPL assessment], there will be no income from 

selling modules‖ but for the student, the ―profit‖ is a certificate from one module or 

possibly even an ―exemption from a larger part of the educational program‖. However 

the authors conceded it was at least theoretically possible to develop cost-effective 

processes that would allow universities to offset the lost revenue with increased student 

numbers.  

 

Conclusion 

Both lifelong learning and RPL are problematic and contested concepts for educational 

researchers. Multiple definitions abound for both notions; though there is broad 

agreement that lifelong learning implies recognition of the importance of a cradle-to-

grave pursuit of knowledge, in a variety of fora. For its part, RPL is both an educational 

outcome and an epistemological process in its own right, as well as a key foundation of 

most lifelong learning agendas. The ability of both lifelong learning and RPL to address 

the ‗triple bottom line‘ of social, cultural and economic policy has been significantly 

researched, advocated and critiqued by the scholarly community. Yet this very breadth 

of opportunity presents a challenge for educational researchers. Given the potential for 

lifelong learning, and by association RPL, to be a ‗floating signifier‘, it is necessary for 

any researcher to situate his or her study within a robust theoretical framework, so as to 

delineate and focus the associated study. Consequently the next chapter sets out the 

theoretical framework that underpins this particular study. 
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CHAPTER 3  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter provided an overview of literature relevant to the development 

and analysis of lifelong learning policies, with a particular focus on the role of RPL in 

these policies. It highlighted the ways in which the two concepts have been 

problematised in scholarly literature and demonstrates how the goals, purposes and even 

the definitions of both lifelong learning and RPL are not universally agreed concepts. 

This conflict leads to tension in the RPL policies and practices of the higher education 

sector. To reiterate an argument of the preceding chapter, if it is difficult even to define 

RPL then it is hardly surprising that there is no consensus between researchers and 

policy makers ―regarding what RPL is, does or encompasses‖ (Smith, 2004, p. 11). 

With this in mind, the purpose of this chapter is to describe the theoretical framework 

used by this study in order to explore just that. If this study‘s intention is to reveal what 

RPL is, does and encompasses, then the theoretical framework is the crucial lens 

through which the RPL policies and practices of the four case-study Australian 

universities are to be regarded.  

 

The research underpinning this study was informed by both critical theory and 

poststructuralist approaches to policy research. RPL is itself fundamentally linked to 

concepts of transformative learning and emancipatory changes to social processes and 

systems. Consequently, critical theory provided an appropriate theoretical framework in 

which to conduct the research, as it is founded upon a desire to identify, challenge and 

reduce the power of dominant social systems. However university policy is enacted 

within increasingly extended policy networks, operating at macro, meso and micro 
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levels. For this study, macro refers to international policy action; meso refers to policy 

action by the Australian Federal Government or the Australian higher education sector; 

and micro refers to institutional policy, including the activities of individual actors 

within the organisation. Internationally, lifelong learning is a relatively strong policy 

force; however by comparison RPL is weak. Therefore, understanding how power is 

situated, negotiated and de-centralised within such a network, and calibrated against 

somewhat opposing policy forces, required a poststructural approach to theory to 

complement the more structural, critical perspective. 

 

This chapter sets out a hybridised conceptual framework for the research, based upon 

critical and poststructural theory. It explores and acknowledges limitations of both 

perspectives and concludes with an explanation of how a hybridised approach was used 

to resolve tensions between theories and explore the data more fully.  

 

Critical Theory 

‗Critical theory‘ has both a narrow and broad definition. In its narrow sense, it is often 

capitalised (i.e. Critical Theory) and refers to a social theory developed in the 1930s by 

Horkheimer, Adorno and other members of the Frankfurt School of social science. 

Amongst other things, these sociologists sought to explain why the socialist revolution 

prophesised by Marx in the mid-nineteenth century had not occurred as expected. They 

concluded that this was in great part due to the ability of capitalism to exploit false 

consciousness to maintain the status quo. False consciousness means a belief that the 

existing social system is both inevitable and rational (Agger, 1991; Crotty, 1998). 

Therefore, according to these theorists, what was required was a more interventionist 

approach by social scientists. Rather than using social science research merely to 

explain and understand how societies functioned, Horkheimer, Adorno and others 
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sought to use it to critique society and by doing so, direct it towards a more utopian 

ideal. Horkheimer‘s essay ‗Traditional and Critical Theory‘ provides a definition of 

Critical Theory that encapsulates this active, emancipatory approach: 

A consciously critical attitude… is part of the development of society: the 

construing of the course of history as the necessary product of an economic 

mechanism simultaneously contains both a protest against this order of 

things, a protest generated by the order itself, and the idea of self-

determination for the human race… (Horkheimer, 1972, p. 229) 

 

Whilst Karl Marx is viewed by many as being the founder of modern critical thought 

(Crotty, 1998), arguably the most significant proponent of Critical Theory in 

contemporary terms is Jürgen Habermas, whose own work built upon the earlier 

theories developed by Adorno, Horkheimer and others (Freundlieb, 2000; Scott, 1978). 

Habermas argued that the critically-oriented sciences, such as education, incorporated 

an emancipatory cognitive interest; that is, a desire to use knowledge to share power 

more equitably. In fact, Habermas viewed the emancipatory interest as a form of 'meta-

interest' that extended across all knowledge and human awareness (Scott, 1978).  

 

Habermas further believed that the social sciences could assist individuals towards their 

own emancipation via critical self-reflection, for ―in the power of self-reflection, 

knowledge and interest are one‖ (Habermas, 1971, p. 314). Habermas however 

acknowledged that whilst reflection could render a social ‗law‘ inapplicable, it could 

not, in and of itself, render the law inoperative. Nonetheless, an awareness of the 

―ontological illusion of pure theory‖ (Habermas, 1971, p. 314) was a crucial first step 

towards a more equitable distribution of social power. For many social science 

researchers (e.g. Agger, 1991; Crotty, 1998; Nielsen, 1993; Parkin, 1996; Scott, 1978), 

the Habermasian approach has the advantage of adopting and improving the strengths of 

both the empirical-analytical and historical-hermeneutic approaches to research. In 

respect of the former, Critical Theory has a strong grounding in empirical approaches to 
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study and acknowledges the importance of a systemic and rigorous approach to research 

to minimise subjectivity and bias (Parkin, 1996). And, like the empirical-analytical 

approach, Critical Theory searches for an objective foundation for reason, even if it may 

ultimately believe the search will be fruitless (Groves & Sampson, 1986).  

 

In its broader sense, ‗critical theory‘ refers to any of a number of approaches to 

knowledge that involve critical and self-reflective approaches in order to identify power 

and dominance within a given social system, and reduce their effect. In a non-

positivistic epistemology, understandings of the world are taken to be socially 

constructed and, according to Crotty (1998), exist to support a particular hegemonic 

interest, or power structure; namely the one which constructed them. Consequently the 

relationship between meaning and interest is reflexive: the first is created by the second 

and continues to exist by serving it. Critical theory requires the researcher to be aware 

of and more fully understand this relationship between meaning and interest, or power. 

Critical researchers consciously seek to bring about a radical transformation of the 

existing social structure by identifying, and even identifying with, an oppressed group in 

society (Crotty, 1998). Examples of fields where a critical approach may apply include 

Marxism (Nielsen, 1993), race studies (Su, 2007), feminist studies (Cooke, 1999; 

Crotty, 1998) and education (Devine, 2004). Critical theoretical approaches challenge 

scholars to look beyond well-intentioned rhetoric and liberal notions of equality and 

instead examine the everyday practices, patterns of inequality, and results of real-life 

struggles for justice (Su, 2007). Critical researchers generally believe that critical theory 

enables the individual with a sense of their own voice, which provides him or her with a 

basis for understanding what it means to be who one is and how change is needed and 

possible (McArdle & Mansfield, 2007).  
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Although critical approaches vary in terms of what they focus on, the claims they make 

and the techniques they employ, share three common elements. First, a critical approach 

is explanatory in that it produces knowledge of society that reveals ideologies which 

seek to maintain an inequitable status quo. Almost always, this knowledge is acquired 

from the analysis of empirical data. Second, a critical approach is normative in that it 

proceeds from the base of the status quo and offers an alternative idea of society which 

is arguably fairer and more equitable. Third, a critical approach should be practical in 

describing how this change might be realistically brought about, including the key 

actors and agents for change (see for example Armsby, et al., 2006; Habermas, 1971; 

Hammersley, 1997; Peters, 2007a). 

 

Critical approaches to educational research can assist in highlighting the fact that there 

are differing and conflicting theories which attempt to understand and explain education 

simultaneously as transmission of the social heritage, individual development, a product 

and a process (Black, 1952). Researchers are encouraged to question claims made on 

behalf of official knowledge regarding its neutrality, disinterestedness, objectivity, 

rationality and universality, by ―debunking, unmasking or deconstructing‖ these claims 

(Moore, 2007, pp. 30-31). However, in line with its emancipatory roots, Ball (2006) 

argues that critical approaches to research succeed best when they avoid introspective 

discussions of theory and concern themselves with the practice of social science and 

social research, rather than global abstractions for their own sake. Critical theory is thus 

practical both in that it should seek to effect social change, and should seek an 

accessible site in which this might occur. However a focus on a particular social system 

does not mean that critical researchers do not engage with broader, international themes. 

For example, in the field of education, critical theorists seek to explicate the links 

between how power is situated, and flows, between groups in society (Moore, 2007). 



 89 

 

The role that globalisation plays in educational policy is of special interest to many 

critical educational researchers (see for example Edwards & Usher, 1998; Marginson & 

Rhoades, 2002).  

 

Held, McGrew, Goldblatt and Perraton (1999) identify three broad schools of thought 

concerning globalisation. The first school of thought, which the authors denominate 

‗hyperglobalists‘, is comprised of scholars who see globalisation as a new epoch of 

human history and, whether for or against it, share a belief that globalisation is 

primarily an economic phenomenon that imposes a neoliberal economic discipline on 

all governments. The second school of thought (the ‗sceptics‘) use statistical evidence 

to maintain that contemporary levels of economic interdependence are by no means 

historically unprecedented and, whilst there is a heightened level of economic 

internationalization (i.e. trade between countries), the idea of a single, global economy 

is a myth. Thus, like the hyperglobalists, sceptics base their thesis firmly within the 

economic sphere. In contrast, the thesis of the third school (the ‗transformationalists‘) is 

that globalisation is a central driving force between rapid social and political and 

economic changes. It is a ―dynamic and open-ended conception‖ (Held, et al., 1999, p. 

7) and as such, transformationalists make no predictions as to how, or when, 

globalisation will unfold. Rather it is a long-term historical process ―inscribed with 

contradictions‖ (Held, et al., 1999, p. 7). Regardless of which school of thought the 

educational researcher chooses to follow, it is difficult if not impossible to disregard the 

influence of discourses of globalisation, when conducting research into higher 

education policy.  

 

Links between education and globalisation go back well over a century. Held et al. 

(1999) identify at least four international research and/or education organisations 
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formed prior to 1909. However there is evidence that the links are becoming greater and 

more complex and furthermore are increasingly represented as inevitable and 

unchallengeable. According to Marginson (2007c), higher education in the new 

millennium is increasingly (as opposed to only recently) seen as a global economic 

industry. Other researchers, such as Rubenson (2006) and Tuschling and Engemann 

(2006), use qualifiers such as ‗emerging‘ and ‗rapidly changing‘ when referring to the 

global context for education. Indeed, more than thirty years ago, Houle (1974) wrote of 

the changing goals of education and the need to move towards lifelong, learner-centred 

education in order that individuals might adapt and respond to social and economic 

changes over their life cycle. Thus, whilst some academics allude to globalisation 

concepts such as the ‗knowledge economy‘ as something that has occurred post-1996 

(e.g. Bullen, Fahey, & Kenway, 2006), many others suggest education and globalisation 

have a relationship over the longue durée, albeit with an accelerated rate of change from 

the mid-1990s onwards (see for example Edwards & Usher, 1998). 

 

Contemporarily, the idea of education‘s accountability to both State government and a 

global market is seen as a primary policy concern (Marginson, 2007c; Vidovich & Slee, 

2001). In this global context, critical researchers remain focussed on the desired future 

state of affairs for individuals and society. What has changed, however, is the definition 

of ‗individuals‘ and ‗society‘ (Lingard & Gale, 2007). Critical theory thus retains a 

belief that the existing social structure contains within itself the possibilities for 

emancipation, even though social structures appear to be less and less ‗local‘ (Anievas, 

2005).  

 

The emergence of what Postone (2005, p. 69) refers to as a ―neoliberalist capitalist 

global order‖ suggests that contemporary critical theory must be centrally concerned 
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with historical dynamics and large-scale structural changes. In this context, critical 

educational researchers continue to explore the Habermasian idea of false 

consciousness. The reach of capitalism has extended, but for most critical theorists its 

central tenets have not: 

Capitalism deepens false consciousness, suggesting to people that the 

existing social system is both inevitable and rational... The particular 

character of false consciousness in a society founded on [capitalism] is the 

inability to experience and recognize social relations as historical 

accomplishments that can be transformed (Agger, 1991, p. 108). 

 

For example, many examinations of government discourse on the function of 

higher education policy note that the economic agenda has gradually become 

linked with discourses of inclusivity and access (Devine, 2004; Morrice, 2007). 

Although for some scholars the social and economic dimensions rest on 

contradictory epistemological assumptions about tertiary education, they have 

increasingly been presented in official discourse as ―unproblematic co-habitees‖ 

(Fanghanel, 2007, pp. 191-192).  

 

Devine (2004) argues that, globally, education processes are increasingly concerned 

with the production of professional, technically-trained workers who are given little if 

any understanding of community and citizenship, in order to be better suited to the 

vicissitudes of a global market. The nature of education in a postmodernist world, 

where there is a tendency towards a ‗technicizing‘ of knowledge and a focus on 

accountability and assessment, is of great interest to educational researchers (Lingard & 

Gale, 2007). In such a global environment, the critical role of emancipation is realised 

in a social form where ―transhistorical  ‗labor‘, freed from the fetters of the market and 

private property, has openly emerged as the regulating principle of society‖ (Postone, 

2005, p. 71).  
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Overall, therefore, a critical approach to this study allowed the researcher to 

demonstrate how the RPL policies and practices of certain Australian universities could 

be analysed to identify, describe and explore how certain social systems, and 

discourses, exert their power more widely. However to stop there would be potentially 

to ignore the ability of individual social agents to resist, reinterpret and even rewrite the 

more dominant discourses. How power flows and is contested within a wider social 

system is the focus of the next section of this chapter. 

 

Poststructuralism 

Poststructuralism encompasses a wide range of theories which are critical of or 

reject more structuralist approaches that explicate complex patterns of relations in 

language, culture and society. For some, poststructuralism was born in the 1960s‘ 

student protests in Europe. These were ground-up protests that seemed to emerge 

spontaneously and were events that could not readily be explained by structuralist 

approaches to society and culture (Peters, 2003).  Protests such as these, most 

notably those in France, in May of 1968, have an almost talismanic quality for 

some poststructuralists (McQuillan, 2006). However for most theorists, it is not so 

easy to find a meaningful point of departure from which to discuss 

poststructuralism; partly because of its many and diverse forms, and partly 

because of a tendency by many educational researchers to conflate the term with 

postmodernism (Agger, 1991; Constas, 1998; Humes & Bryce, 2003). Foucault, 

Derrida, Lyotard and Baudrillard are viewed as being at the vanguard of 

poststructural thinking, regardless of whether or not they labelled themselves as 

such (Olssen, 2003). 
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It is in the nature of poststructuralism to be inherently suspicious of meta-

narratives; those ―unifying stories, based upon metaphysical premises that purport 

to legitimate contemporary events and institutions‖ (Peters, 2003, p. 120). 

Poststructuralists focus on the plurality of meanings or discourses evident in a 

social or cultural event and challenge the idea of knowledge as an absolute or 

irreducible concept (Peters, Humes & Bryce, 2003; Leonardo, 2003; Olssen, 

2003; 1996). This is not necessarily an outright rejection of the validity of a 

particular ‗fact‘ or ‗reality‘ but rather recognition that the associated claim is not a 

truth, but instead a socially-formed, historically located cultural construct which is 

thus partial and specific to particular discourses and purposes (Usher, et al., 

1997).   

 

As with critical theorists, poststructuralists are interested in understanding how 

dominant ideologies are able to transform themselves to deal with threats to their 

supremacy; be they external, such as a competing ideology, or internal, such as an 

inherent limitation (Peters, 2003). This they do partly by suppressing potential 

conflicts to the dominant ideology as subtexts within the discourse (Agger, 1991). 

One interesting question raised by poststructuralists is the extent to which subtexts 

can subvert the text, or whether their suppression is sufficient for 

disempowerment. Consequently, poststructuralism is interested in understandings 

of hegemony; that is, the ways in which the dominant discourse, or ideology, 

controls subordinate discourses through subtle uses of power and influence, rather 

than via any direct challenge to their legitimacy.  

 

Poststructural theorists are able to make an important contribution to educational 

research in a number of ways. They can offer modes of thought that draw 
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attention to the tendency of official discourse to present its position as immutable 

fact. By identifying subtexts and the extent to which they do or do not subvert the 

dominant discourse, poststructuralists can highlight the ways in which power 

circulates within a system. Poststructural theory raises important questions about 

ways in which academics may have to reposition themselves as public 

intellectuals speaking from the privileged position of the academy (Humes & 

Bryce, 2003). ―Critical research in education is not what it used to be‖ argue 

Lingard and Gale (2007, p. 1) and in a globalised world with different social and 

material conditions for its peoples, researchers must acknowledge that they are 

operating from a position of relative power which encourages inertia. This is 

linked to what Young (1995, p. 13) also refers to as the ―paradox of learning‖: 

that is, the necessity to take an ideological position in order to be critical. Since 

researchers cannot understand how power operates within a social system without 

first understanding the system first-hand, they must to some degree accept the 

conventions of the system in order to operate within it. For example, the use of 

specialised jargon, methodological approaches and citation practices are all 

constructs to which the researcher must conform, even if his or her intention is to 

critique the system itself (Agger, 1991). Therefore, whilst a poststructuralist 

researcher has the ability to highlight how a system may privilege an individual or 

group, he or she should not lose sight of the fact that the same may be occurring 

for him or herself. 

 

A poststructural approach can also highlight the importance of what Ball (2003) 

refers to as the ‗field of judgement‘: the ‗who‘ or the ‗what‘ which determines 

what is stated or excluded in a discourse and thus, what is considered to be 

important, or of value, and what is not. Leonardo (2003) views issues of 
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importance as relations that are produced socially and historically and are 

reframed by the dominant discourse as, if not immutable, then legitimate and 

inevitable constructs. For Andersson and Osman (2008), the ‗order of discourse‘ 

is paramount in the sense that a discourse simultaneously has a certain order and 

forms an order. That is, the order of discourse defines and normalises for example 

how members of a profession are included and excluded. Yet unlike earlier 

critical approaches, much poststructuralist research relies upon a Foucauldian 

rejection of the idea of a central structure, believing instead in a plurality of 

reasons related to specific genres, types of discourses and epistemologies (Peters, 

1996), and focussing its attention on the borders and margins of power. 

Poststructuralists seek to understand, but not to reconcile, divisions that might 

exist between ethnic cultures, social classes, linguistic communities, and gender-

based identities. This represents for some researchers an important departure from 

critical theory, since those who seek to understand the world from a poststructural 

perspective tend to reject grand theory, favour local knowledge over systemic 

understanding and view the world as an indeterminate place beyond coherent 

description (Constas, 1998). Yet Kenway (1995) somewhat mischievously argues 

that, in one sense at least, poststructural approaches to research are interested in 

centred, structured systems of power; namely in their desire to be ‗The Theory‘ 

which positions all other theories as ‗other‘. 

 

Critiques of critical theory and poststructuralism 

As a social scientific approach that proceeds from epistemological, rather than 

ontological, foundations, critical theory has been accused of cognitive weakness. 

Moore (2007) challenges a theoretical approach that advocates for disadvantaged 

groups to benefit from epistemologically weak forms of progressivism rather than 
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from cognitively powerful forms of school knowledge. There is an argument that 

knowledge, re-written as power relations between groups, is weakened as a 

concept until it is in danger of becoming irrelevant. By socially and historically 

contextualising knowledge, critical theory has been accused of being little more 

than ―a kind of systematically deconstructing relativism with a built-in 

scepticism‖ (Moore, 2007, p. 27). Critical theory‘s highly academic discourse is 

hard to understand, overtly political, densely written and requires much previous 

knowledge from its readers (Agger, 1991; Leonardo, 2004). Its reliance on 

Habermasian concepts of communicative theory means that critical theory is 

overly philosophical, with little or no practical dimension, and therefore fails to 

constitute a specifically critical theory at all (Parkin, 1996). These criticisms 

combine to present an image of critical theory as a deliberately impenetrable 

deconstruction of knowledge as a by-product of historical power relations, which 

attacks the status quo for ideological reasons, rather than through ontological 

rigour.  

 

The previously referred-to ‗paradox of learning‘ has also been used to question 

the validity of critical theory. In this instance, the paradox is re-written as a 

paradox of knowledge: for in order to ‗succeed‘, critical theorists must 

demonstrate that knowledge is ‗only‘ a social construct – but because the position 

taken by critical theorists is itself a social construct they effectively erase their 

own rationale for existence (Moore, 2007). More pragmatically, there is a belief 

that critical approaches can involve unhelpful and unjustified forms of 

reductionism that effectively alienate the primary group, such as the middle class, 

which in turn discourages them from supporting educational change (Beck, 2007). 

For others, critical theory is in such a state of flux that it is always vulnerable to 
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exclusion from mainstream, or applied research (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005). 

Consequently its practitioners are in constant danger of being positioned only as 

marginal actors in education policy (Gunter, 2009).  

 

There is similar resistance against poststructural approaches to educational 

research. Peters and Humes (2003) believe that educational theory is still 

essentially conservative, mainly by virtue of being mostly publicly funded and 

strongly imbued with the positivist ethos it inherited during its historical 

development and professionalisation as an emerging and legitimate field of study. 

However, Lingard and Gale (2007) suggest that resistance is directed to the 

mechanics of the system, rather than policy actors. This is because, they suggest, 

whilst we, as humans, are in a postmodernist environment, most of our 

educational infrastructure (e.g. universities, funding systems) remains modernist, 

both in design and purpose (Lingard & Gale, 2007). Nicoll (2007) points to the 

tendency of poststructuralists to view policy rhetoric as nothing more than ‗spin‘, 

having as they do an awareness of agency and multiple discourses. But in order to 

be effective, good policy, as well as bad, requires rhetoric in order to be sold; 

labelling it simply as ‗ideology‘ or another ―overtly politicized phrase‖ 

(Leonardo, 2004, p. 13) does not help effect meaningful change. Identifying 

policy as ideological or political, whilst perhaps accurate, is not helpful in 

creating meaningful dialogue between researchers and educationalists. More 

pragmatically, it could be argued that ‗traditional‘ policy work seeks to improve 

what already exists and must therefore ignore, for practical reasons, certain 

inequitable exercises of power within the system. However such a compromise is 

viewed by Nicoll and Edwards (2000) as anathematic to poststructuralists. 
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With poststructuralism it is increasingly difficult if not impossible to concede a 

privileged viewpoint on knowledge and meaning, including that posited by many 

critical theorists. Nonetheless, the analytical tools and pragmatic ideology that 

underpin critical theories of education, combined with poststructuralist 

understandings of power and meaning, result in robust theoretical lens through 

which to view education policy. This chapter now concerns itself with a more 

detailed description of this study‘s combined critical/poststructural approach.  

 

A hybrid approach to critical and poststructural theory 

Scholars have cited the early disagreement that Habermas wrote about, 

concerning Foucault‘s poststructuralist approach, as evidence of the 

incompatibility of the two theories. Much of the disagreement seems to concern 

the importance or otherwise of modernistic, Enlightenment approaches to 

education; strongly evident in early discussions of critical theory, but vehemently 

opposed by poststructuralists (Peters, 1996).  Yet Agger (1991) argues that in fact 

poststructuralism supports a critical approach to theory by drawing attention to the 

sub-texts of hegemonic power structures. Poststructuralism thus supports the 

emancipatory ideals of critical theory via a thorough reading of texts, discourses 

and power relations. This potentially provides critical researchers with greater 

ability to address the pragmatic aspect of their work: namely the need to provide a 

realistic alternative to what is perceived to be an inequitable status quo. If nothing 

else, it helps critical researchers problematize exactly who is subjugated in a 

complex social structure of competing discourses and agency. 

 

Globalisation is an important factor in education policy in the 21
st
 century and 

poststructuralist theories are well-suited to interrogating systems in which 
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knowledge is decentred and becoming rapidly, almost overwhelmingly, available 

(Usher, et al., 1997). In such an environment, it is becoming harder to justify 

discussion of a meta-narrative and a top-down, modernist flow of knowledge and 

power within a system. Critical theory highlights the importance of identifying the 

subjective nature of power and whom it represents. Yet of equal importance is the 

poststructuralist revelation that power operates within an increasingly decentred 

and hegemonic, global structure. With blurred communicative lines of power, the 

purpose of knowledge is not so clear and understandings of its function gravitate 

towards measurable and assessable processes within the system. For many (e.g. 

Ball, 2003; Usher, et al., 1997) the purpose of knowledge has become the 

optimisation of efficient performance, or what Ball (2003) refers to as 

‗performativity‘. Educationalists are re-worked as producers or providers of 

knowledge and are subject to regular appraisal, review and performance 

comparisons. By rendering old ways of thinking as ―redundant or even 

obstructive‖ (Ball, 2003, p. 218), contemporary educational networks demonstrate 

that critical theoretical understandings of false consciousness remain relevant in a 

postmodern, global context (Agger, 1991; Crotty, 1998; Fairclough, 2006; Held, 

et al., 1999).  The issue of globalisation is closely aligned with postmodernist and 

poststructuralist approaches to policy studies (e.g. Lingard & Gale, 2007; Postone, 

2005; Vidovich, 2004). Critical approaches to research acknowledge and critique 

the changing role of power at the global, national and local level; or what 

Marginson and Rhoades (2002, p. 289) call a ―glo-na-cal‖ agency heuristic.  

 

Critical theory and poststructuralism have the potential to combine to provide new 

understandings of the context in which education policy is developed, 

implemented and enacted. For both critical and poststructural theorists, the 
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historical/genealogical context within which policy exists is a major consideration 

for researchers.  Poststructuralist thought, through its emphasis on anti-

essentialism, tends to historicize questions of knowledge, investigating the 

cultural construction of subjectivity genealogically, and the changing values and 

shifting meanings underlying the development of educational policy (Peters, 

1994; Peters, 2007b; Peters & Hume, 2003). Consequently, power is emphasised 

over knowledge, and practice over language (Olssen, 2003).  

 

There are frequently deliberate, controlled attempts to exercise power within a 

system and these events can be subjected to a critical perspective. For example, 

Fairclough (2006) argues an inherent irony in pro-globalisation discourses in that 

communist countries are criticised for attempting to control their states' 

economies via central planning; yet there is a belief that these countries, post-

communism, can be 'transitioned' to a free-market economy (i.e. the process of 

transition can be planned and controlled). Critical theory is therefore generally 

useful for providing a broader, meta-analysis of education policy and particularly 

useful for investigating lifelong learning policy at the international level, as 

discussed below. And, whilst a poststructuralist analysis assists in allowing a 

focus on the complex, micro-level discourses that abound in a hegemonic system; 

it in turn benefits from the emancipatory critical approach, since the poststructural 

fascination with the ‗messiness‘ of policy work often means that it fails to develop 

a relevant, applicable link between policy and research (Ball, 1994; Humes & 

Bryce, 2003).  Thus, poststructuralism becomes not only a complementary 

theoretical perspective but also the environment in which critical theory ‗plays 

out‘, or the context in which the researcher re-situates and re-negotiates his or her 

perspective.  
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Critical theory, poststructuralism, lifelong learning and RPL 

The humanistic ideal that education is central to individual emancipation is evident in 

the earliest discussions of lifelong learning. UNESCO‘s seminal text on the topic of 

lifelong learning, Learning to be: The world of education today and tomorrow, extends 

from a decidedly critical desire to further the democratisation of education, with a focus 

on political education that is: 

 ...a preparation for broad, free reflection on the nature of power and its 

components, on the forces working in and through institutions... [linked to 

the] just, efficient and democratic exercise of power (Faure, et al., 1972, p. 

151).  

 

The authors of the report expressed their puzzlement at the ‗paradox‘ of education; 

namely that what they saw as a secondary purpose of education (i.e. employment) 

counted for more in education policy than the more important search for knowledge. 

UNESCO championed a move towards a more flexible approach to education that 

embraced the critical ideas of reflexivity and emancipation: ―Education is no longer 

focused on the learner... it must necessarily proceed from the learner‖ (Faure, et al., 

1972, p. 161). 

 

Critical approaches to lifelong learning proceed generally from two assumptions. The 

first is that lifelong learning can promote equality and democracy by emancipating the 

learner from the constraints of a formal, institutionalised education system (Cooper, 

1998; Mezirow, 1981; Rubenson, 2006; Wortham, 2008). The second is that this 

humanistic goal is under threat from neoliberal discourses which value knowledge for 

its strict utility rather than its emancipatory potential (Bansel, 2007; Fejes, 2010; Peters, 

2007b; Strain, 1998). Mezirow (1981) embraces the Habermasian approach to critical 

theory and applies it directly to his studies of adult, experiential learning. Emancipation 

involves an interest in self-knowledge, that is, the knowledge of self-reflection, 
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including interest in the way one‘s history and biography creates a self-image and 

expands or limits one‘s social expectations. Insights gained through critical self-

awareness are emancipatory in the sense that at least an individual can recognise the 

correct reason for his or her problems.  

 

Likewise, the term 'lifelong learning' implies the desirability of a formative, reflexive 

relationship between learning and an individual's conduct and experience of life (Strain, 

1998). Many life experiences have the advantage of being transformative by virtue of 

their significance. Divorce, bereavement and loss of employment are all examples of 

―pressing external circumstances‖ (Mezirow, 1981, p. 7) that can cause the individual to 

question and re-examine the false consciousness of the dominant ideology. There is 

evidence that this epistemological approach converges with cognitive evidence that 

stressful life experiences can enhance certain processes involved in learning (Shors, 

2006). The teacher, or institution, can assist in the learning process by teaching the 

student critical self-consciousness; to be critically self-reflective and identify 

experiences that have deep personal meaning (Andresen, et al., 1995). Critical 

approaches to lifelong learning are therefore learner-centred and are less concerned with 

educational content than with equipping the student with lifelong and life-wide learning 

strategies. In respect of educational policy, praxis is evident in many of the strategies 

promoted by researchers to support lifelong learning policies which promote humanistic 

goals of education (Coffield, 1999). 

 

From the poststructuralist perspective, Fejes and Andersson (2008) argue that lifelong 

learning is constructed by and is constructing a neoliberal governmentality, or the 

organised practices through which subjects are governed. Within this mentality, an 

ever-changing future requires a constantly educable citizen: thus those who do not, or 
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cannot learn, are excluded. As with Bansel (2007), Fejes and Andersson propose that it 

is each citizen‘s choices that drive change, yet it is ultimately the state that is 

empowered. Whilst there is choice, making the wrong one delineates the citizen as 

‗other‘. Within the discourse of lifelong learning, poststructuralism can enable the 

researcher to track how this ‗other‘ changes across time and policy borders. 

Consequently poststructural research must, by definition, be conducted within tightly 

framed spatial and temporal borders and/or use genealogical analysis to account for, for 

example, shifting notions of self-identity. 

 

Using poststructuralist theory, Olsson and Petersson (2008) demonstrate that some 

lifelong learning policies seek to control and qualify an ever-changing, amorphous 

future by inculcating a self-reflective, adaptive disposition within individuals. Thus, as 

active subjects of their own development, the ―pedagogical paradigm‖ (Olsson & 

Petersson, 2008, p. 62) expands to include all manner of lifelong and life-wide learning. 

Consequently, modernist approaches to lifelong learning policy cannot suffice: the 

meaning or intent of any lifelong learning policy becomes secondary to the meaning 

that the ‗policy actor‘ perceives. This fluidity extends to the macro-level of policy 

action as well. Specifically in respect of lifelong learning, Healy and Slowey(2006, p. 

375) observe that ―the globalised neoliberal model is, by definition, one which is based 

on an international competition implying that over time some may be winners and some 

losers‖. Combining critical theory and poststructuralism, the educational researcher can 

link the policy intent, through the actor‘s interpretation, ultimately to the plurality of 

policy effects and outcomes. 

 

Critical perspectives drive much of the theoretical educational research into RPL and 

practical policy development. RPL is frequently viewed as a mechanism to enhance 
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social equity and social inclusion, particularly in societies that have experienced 

significant social upheaval, such as post-apartheid South Africa (Breier, 2005; Harris, 

1999, 2000).  RPL can be viewed as a practical response to pressure upon the higher 

education sector to address issues of social justice (Murphy, 2003). Mezirow (1990, p. 

5) believes that ―the process of reflecting back on prior learning to determine whether 

what we have learned is justified under present circumstances... is a crucial learning 

process egregiously ignored by learning theorists‖. Therefore any previous action, belief 

or acquired knowledge might become part of future learning, provided it is interpreted 

in a reflective manner. RPL as a process is more closely associated with emancipation 

than RPL as an outcome that, critical theorists believe, aligns with neoliberal discourses 

giving primacy to technical skills, measurable outcomes and accountability. In contrast, 

the process-based approach to RPL creates a focus on using RPL for self-improvement, 

personal development, and self-actualisation (Weil & McGill, 1998).  

 

Whilst Mezirow‘s notion of ‗transformative learning‘ has had a strong influence on 

theoretical framings of adult education studies (e.g. Taylor, 2007), many critical 

theorists argue that experience alone is not enough. Simply having experiences does not 

mean that they are reflected on, understood or analysed critically. Experience can be 

construed in a way that confirms habits of bigotry, stereotyping and disregard for 

significant but inconvenient information. It is therefore conceivable that a learner's 

experience can represent a barrier to, rather than an enhancement of, learning 

(Brookfield, 1998; Pitman, et al., 2011). This is not to say that people do not think 

critically as part of their life experiences: elements of such higher-order thinking are a 

continuous and intrinsic part of everyday thought. However it is not the ability to think 

critically, but the awareness of criticality and its importance which can be learned 

within higher education (Toynton, 2005).  
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The assumption that neoliberal discourses represent a threat to the emancipatory 

potential of lifelong learning and RPL is evident in much critical discourse. Higher 

education is a ‗market‘ with a focus on organised, formal learning spheres (Marginson, 

2007b). The success or otherwise of the learner is reframed as a discourse of ‗choice‘ 

where success becomes the success of the system, but failure becomes the responsibility 

of the individual (Bansel, 2007; Devine, 2004; Fejes, 2010). Neoliberal discourses 

repackage social responsibility as 'inclusive', or 'relevant' learning; however this also 

implies notions of 'deserving' and 'undeserving' learners and access to relevant (i.e. 

‗responsible‘) or irrelevant (i.e. ‗irresponsible‘) types of learning (Ecclestone, 1999). 

Critical approaches to lifelong learning and RPL seek to highlight the false 

consciousness of the market economy in which the individual is situated as the locus of 

their own success or failure, where success accrues to the ‗right‘ choices, and failure 

results from the ‗wrong‘ choices.  

 

Bansel (2007) views lifelong learning as an overwhelmingly economic discourse 

whereby both fiscal and social capital are accrued as a consequence of the strategic 

choices made by the subject. Similarly, Harris (1999) and Breier (2005) describe much 

RPL as proceeding from a technical/market perspective that focuses on ‗evidence‘ of 

learning, to be matched against pre-defined learning outcomes that prioritise 

employability. Critical theorists challenge notions of RPL that are rooted in a 

behaviourist epistemology which portrays knowledge as ―objectively measurable, 

aggregative, context-independent…and imperishable‖ (Trowler, 1996, p. 20). In critical 

studies of education, the term ‗RPL‘ is highly value-laden: ‗recognition‘ implies it is 

valued by the person assessing; ‗prior‘ qualifies it as learning that has occurred before 

admission into a university and thus without reference to the institution‘s culture, 
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discourse or reality; and ‗learning‘ that a degree of critical awareness has occurred 

(Armsby, et al., 2006; Haeger, 1998). 

 

Andersson and Osman (2008) propose that RPL discourses order and define valid 

knowledge in social practice. Since the order of discourse defines or determines what 

knowledge (and by extension which individual) is to be included or excluded as ‗valid‘, 

the act of assessing prior learning becomes a Foucauldian act of surveillance, similar to 

the processes whereby the ―mad are divided from the sane, the sick from the healthy, or 

the criminals from the good boys‖ (Andersson & Osman, 2008, p. 47). Furthermore the 

act of recounting (i.e. evidencing) prior learning causes the student, as narrator, to 

‗weigh‘ the ‗value‘ of his/her experiences against social, predominantly neoliberal, 

understandings of success and failure, which Bansel (2007) believes encourages the 

individual to believe that failures of the system are in reality failures of the self. 

 

It therefore seems that early discussions of lifelong learning and RPL betray evidence of 

their modernist roots. Proceeding mainly from an interest in adult education, early goals 

associated with lifelong learning centred on the need to provide traditionally 

disadvantaged social groups with access to continuing education (e.g. Cartwright, 1945; 

Christie, 2001; Johnson, 1945; Rubenson, 1994; Tuijnman & Boström, 2002). These 

humanistic aims are also evident in UNESCO‘s 1972 report Learning to be (Faure, et 

al., 1972). Whilst the OECD report of the following year, Recurrent Education: a 

strategy for lifelong learning (Kallen & Bengtsson, 1973) is more economically 

rationalistic in its outlook, it too assumes a modernistic, top-down approach to policy.  

 

Increasingly however, the hegemonic and global nature of lifelong learning and RPL 

calls for more poststructuralist perspectives on education policy. On the one hand, 
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neoliberal discourses view lifelong learning and the recognition of prior learning as 

individual responsibilities. Education choices, both lifelong and life-wide, are seen as a 

matter of making the ‗right‘ choice at the individual level, rather than as a result of 

state-inspired policy (Bansel, 2007; Devine, 2004), since the state is merely an ‗enabler‘ 

of learning choices, not a provider (Fejes, 2010). On the other hand, given the economic 

importance of lifelong learning in terms of supplying a global, professional community 

of workers, nations and states cannot afford to be hesitant in enacting appropriate policy 

(Tuschling & Engemann, 2006). Since the mid-1990s, educational policy actors have 

recognised the need for a more flexible education system that does away with notional 

boundaries between sectors, as well as formal and non-formal learning (Candy, 2000; 

Golding, et al., 1996). At the same time, nation states have re-situated themselves 

within alliances (the European Union, North American Free Trade Agreement, 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations, etc.) that seek to exploit geographical and 

cultural similarities for global economic dominance. Education policy is increasingly 

being written across borders, particularly within the European Union (Tuschling & 

Engemann, 2006).  Power/knowledge structures are thus being negotiated at the macro, 

meso and micro levels of the policy network (Marginson & Rhoades, 2002; Vidovich, 

2004). The poststructuralist concern with the ‗messiness‘ of policy work thus becomes 

an invaluable resource for the researcher. Likewise, the realisation that education and 

the economy have become conflated to such a degree, since the 1980s, has affirmed 

critical, poststructuralist approaches to educational research (Ball, 1994).  

 

Conclusion 

Within the broader construct of research into higher education policy, this thesis‘ focus 

on lifelong learning and RPL was well suited to a hybrid critical and poststructural 

analytical approach. Critical theory provided the researcher with a clear focus: namely 
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the way in which the policies and processes surrounding the acquisition of knowledge 

acts to empower some learners and disempower others.  At the same time, 

poststructuralism was an appropriate lens with which to consider the ‗messiness‘ of 

educational policy development and enactment in a globalised environment.  How two 

primary discourses of lifelong learning and RPL – namely social emancipation and 

economic progress – played out in the context of this study was of great interest to the 

researcher and the results will inform educational research elsewhere. 

 

The first discourse of social emancipation was at its heart modernistic and Enlightened, 

and was most easily read from a critical perspective. However this discourse was played 

out simultaneously with its more neoliberal partner, namely economic progress. This 

discourse was best understood via a poststructural approach to education theory. 

Another way of considering the hybrid approach adopted for this study is to say that 

critical theory was used as the primary tool of analysis at the macro-policy level – in a 

sense, the ‗big picture‘ approach. Poststructuralism could then be said to have refined 

the analysis by providing greater detail as to what occurred at the micro, or individual 

level of policy enactment. It is also the fact that lifelong learning and RPL policies 

formed part of a greater policy network that encompassed issues of access and equity 

within the Australian higher education sector. This policy network was informed by the 

global, national and local heuristic and here, the critical and poststructural approaches 

worked in synthesis, rather than in tandem. For this study, the term ‗heuristic‘ had a 

symbolic as well as a functional meaning since understandings of lifelong learning and 

RPL are closely aligned with practical or experiential approaches to learning. 

Consequently, considering policy networks as entities being driven by experience-based 

approaches to problem solving had a pleasing symmetry.   
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CHAPTER 4  

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter outlined the theoretical framework used to guide this study of 

RPL policy in the Australian higher education sector. A hybrid conceptual framework 

was developed, which combined a critical theory perspective with a poststructural 

approach to the analysis of the RPL policies and practices of selected universities in the 

Australian higher education sector.  

 

This chapter outlines the methodology, derived from the theoretical framework, which 

underpins the research. First, the research questions are outlined. Second, data 

collection methods are described in detail. Third, a description of the critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) approach to data analysis is provided. Fourth, an example of specific 

data analysis conducted in the study is provided by way of illustration of the 

methodological approach. Fifth, the ethical considerations related to this research are 

explored. Finally, a guide to the format of the case-study chapters is provided. 

 

Research approach 

Research aims and questions 

This study explored how lifelong learning and RPL policy was enacted in four 

Australian universities, within broader national, and international, lifelong learning and 

RPL policy networks. The study was framed around the following questions: 

i. What were the influences affecting the development and enactment of RPL 

policy at the four case-study universities? 
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ii. What are the RPL policy texts and discourses at the four case-study 

universities? 

iii. What are the effects of the RPL policies on the institutions, staff and 

students, of the four case-study universities? 

iv. What are the longer-term outcomes of RPL policy in relation to equity in 

higher education? 

 

Qualitative approach 

Given the nature of the research focus and the specific research questions, a qualitative 

approach was considered to be the most appropriate method for collecting and analysing 

the data. Qualitative research is an umbrella term that refers to a number of research 

methods that, if taken as a single entity, would form what Punch (2009, p. 115) refers to 

as a ―complex, changing and contested field‖. Diversity is reflected in the ways in 

which data is collected and analysed, as well as the theory underpinning the entire 

study. Critical theory and poststructuralism are well-established theoretical paradigms 

that draw upon qualitative methodologies. Due to this diversity, it is accepted that 

multiple interpretations can be applied to the same data. However it is the aim of most 

researchers to provide an interpretation that is compelling for theoretical reasons, or on 

grounds of internal consistency (Punch, 2009). 

 

Despite this diversity, most qualitative research approaches display certain recurrent 

features, many of which are evidenced in this particular study. First, the data collection 

was naturalistic in design, since people and documents were studied in their natural 

settings (Creswell, 2005; Punch, 2009). Second, the researcher attempted to capture 

data on the perceptions of local policy actors through a systematic and empathetic 

understanding of the holistic situation (Punch, 2009) to arrive at conclusions that were 
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reliable – though Roth (2005) prefers the term ‗dependable‘ as reliable is more 

commonly associated with quantitative research. Third, relatively little standardized 

instrumentation was used at the outset of the research process (Punch, 2009), the most 

common being the survey or pre-determined list of questions (Sofaer, 2002). For this 

study, a semi-structured approach to interviewing was adopted (see below). 

 

Case studies 

The case-study method is an approach to studying a social phenomenon through a 

thorough analysis of an individual case, or group of cases (Kumar, 2005; Punch, 2009; 

Robson, 2002). Whilst approaches to case-study research vary, in accordance with their 

qualitative foundation, Robson (2002) identifies three typical features of case-study 

methods. First, the researcher selects a single case, or a small number of related cases, 

of a situation, individual or group of interest or concern. Second, the case or cases are 

studied in their context. Third, gathering of information is via a range of data collection 

techniques. Site selection is a crucial issue for qualitative research projects involving 

case study. Rather than choosing sites primarily for convenience and ease of access the 

researcher should, as Walford (2001) notes, choose sites that are closely related to the 

theoretical objectives of the study. 

 

For this study, four universities were selected for investigation. Universities, rather than 

higher education institutions in general were a particular delineation of this study. This 

was because – as outlined in Chapters 1 and 2 – to date, the vast majority of research 

into RPL in Australia has taken the VET sector as the locus of study. Universities 

therefore remain significantly under-researched. It is not the intention to conflate the 

terms ‗higher education‘ and ‗university‘; however for the purposes of this study, 

universities remained at all times the focus of analysis and discussion. Each university 
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was representative of a particular Australian university ‗group‘. There are two formal 

groups (i.e. with secretariats) within the Australian universities sector: these are the 

Group of Eight (Go8) and the Australian Technology Network (ATN). There are two 

further, informal strategic alliances that are known as the Innovative Research 

Universities (IRU) and the New Generation Universities (NGU). For this study, one 

university from each of these groups was chosen. The cases were studied in their higher 

education context. The interviews were conducted on-site and the policy documents 

(see below) were also collected and analysed in their natural setting, as they were 

intended to be written for, and disseminated via, the internet. Information was collected 

via interviews and the content analysis of written policy documents. A non-purposive 

(snowballing) approach to participant sampling was adopted (Punch, 2009). Each 

participant was used to suggest and identify other likely participants, until a sufficient 

level of saturation was achieved. Only three participants declined to be interviewed. 

 

It is important to acknowledge how each of the case-study universities is situated, in 

relation to the hierarchy of the Australian higher education sector. This is a highly 

contentious topic; with debate occurring around two broad themes. The first focuses 

mostly on the methodologies used to derive rankings and how they can be improved 

(see for example Abramo, Angelo & Caprasecca, 2009). The second corpus of scholarly 

work considers whether or not rankings should even be used, or what alternatives there 

might be to bibliometric analyses (see for example Frey & Rost, 2010). Two of the most 

influential ranking systems in the contemporary higher education field are the 

Academic Rankings of World Universities (ARWU) and the Quacquarelli Symonds 

World University Rankings (QS). In both rankings, the case-study universities were 

located in the same order, relative to each other and as outlined in Table 4.1 below. 
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The purpose of providing these rankings is not to validate them. Instead, they are 

provided as an acknowledgement that these and other rankings can and do matter to 

institutions and can and do affect institutional behaviour, including the operalisation of 

strategic priorities and allocation of resources. For the purposes of this study, rankings 

provide an extra level of contextualisation in order to understand some of the rationale 

behind the development and enactment of RPL policy in each of the universities.   

 

Table 4.1: World rankings of case-study universities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Generalizability and validity of findings 

The issue of generalizability is fundamental to research involving case studies. For 

some researchers (e.g. Walford, 2001), generalization is a dilemma for qualitative 

researchers since the method requires a focus on a very small number of sites, yet there 

is often a desire to draw conclusions which have a wider applicability than just that 

small number of cases. The researcher must decide whether he or she intends their study 

Case-study 

university 

Australian university 

group 

ARWU ranking 

(2009) 

QS ranking  

(2009) 

University 

Green 

Group of Eight Top 200 Top 100 

University 

Yellow 

Australian 

Technology Network 

Top 500 Top 400 

University Red 

Innovative Research 

Universities 

Not ranked Top 500 

University 

Brown 

New Generation 

Universities 

Not ranked Not ranked 
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to be representative of a wider context, or community and if so, how the study can 

produce this degree of applicability. This is not to deny the close connection of the case 

studies to their specific context (Rosenmund, 2000) since individual case studies do not 

easily lend themselves to support generalizations that are transferable to other similar 

contexts (Roth, 2005). Furthermore, Punch (2009) identifies two situations in which 

case studies deliberately do not seek to generalize. First, the case might be so important, 

or unique, or misunderstood, that it deserves a study in its own right (also Walford, 

2001). Second, a strong argument can often be made for the ‗negative case‘. This is 

where a case it so markedly different from the norm that there is a need to explore it in 

depth to understand why this has occurred. Myers (2000) argues that the issue of 

generalisation is overstated since social science research, rather than concerning itself 

overly with the extent to which findings can be transferred to other settings, has greater 

research value by supporting or invalidating particular theories for a particular, given 

situation. Walford (2001) argues that in qualitative research, provided the author/s give 

full and detailed descriptions of the particular context studied, the reader/s can make 

informed decisions about the applicability of the findings to other situations. 

 

However these qualifications aside, Punch (2009) believes that case studies, if 

approached rigorously and systematically, can produce both concepts and propositions 

that suggest, if not prove, generalizability. Roth (2005) prefers to use the term 

‗transferable‘ to indicate that whilst the research findings might be specific to a 

particular setting, the concepts and propositions put forward are often applicable in 

another. Walford (2001) and Ritchie and Lewis (2003) believe that generalization can 

occur both representatively and theoretically. Generalization may be representational in 

that the case studies can offer findings applicable, in this case, to other Australian 

universities. Alternatively, or additionally, generalization may be theoretical in that it 
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may generate or advance ideas and theories, in this case, towards critical and 

poststructural educational policy theory, as well as the structure and behaviour of policy 

networks. Kumar (2005) argues that the case-study approach rests upon the assumption 

that through intensive analysis of a specific instance generalizations may be made that 

will be applicable to other cases of the same type. Using as it does a qualitative 

approach, this study does not attempt to offer any form of statistical generalization, that 

is a generalization of a phenomenon, or ‗fact‘ that can be attributed to other universities 

or higher education sectors. Rather, it offers what Sim (1998), Walford (2001) or 

Ritchie and Lewis (2003) refer to as theoretical generalization or ―theoretical insights 

which possess a sufficient degree of generality or universality to allow their projection 

to other contexts or situations which are comparable to that of the original study‖ (Sim, 

1998, p. 350). 

 

In all cases, the argument for generalization is enhanced where the research method is 

‗trustworthy‘, or demonstrably reliable and valid. Reliability is generally understood to 

concern the extent to which research findings could reasonably be expected to be 

replicated, if the same or similar methods were undertaken (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In 

qualitative research, the term ‗confirmability‘ is often preferred (e.g. Miller-Day, 2004), 

meaning that others are able to confirm findings by using the same method on the same 

data. Confirmability is most commonly achieved by providing sufficient data within the 

study to allow an independent reader to determine if the conclusions, interpretations, 

and recommendations can be traced to their sources and if they are supported by the 

inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 

Validity has both an internal and external dimension. Internally, findings are often said 

to be valid where the researcher can display a causal relation between two variables 
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(Brewer, 2000). As a primarily observational and descriptive study, this study was not 

concerned with this type of internal validity. However, findings are also said to be 

internally valid when the researcher demonstrates that he or she is, as Arksey and 

Knight (1999, p. 51) put it, ―actually investigating what you claim to be investigating‖. 

For case studies involving interviews with key personnel, Arksey and Knight believe 

that validity can be enhanced by using interview techniques that use a set of questions 

that fully cover the issues raised by the research question; build rapport, trust and 

openness and which give informants scope to express the way they see things; avoid 

asking irrelevant research questions; and prompt informants to illustrate, expand and 

clarify their responses. 

 

In the case of this study, the data collection and analysis methods adopted (see below) 

provided a reassuring level of rigour, reliability and validity. Consequently this study 

has both representational and theoretical generalizability. That is not to say that the 

findings from this study are representative of the entirety of Australian higher education 

sector, nor the findings completely transferrable. However the rich detail provided in 

the analysis of policy documents and interviews has potentially broader relevance as 

‗food for thought‘ and could form the basis for theoretical generalizability in other 

settings. Furthermore, the findings have international relevance as the emergent themes 

of ‗equity‘ and ‗quality‘ resonate throughout many national and international 

discussions concerning higher education policy and practice (in particular see Chapters 

9 and 10). The author therefore believes that this study can be used to inform and 

promote similar discussions in other contexts. 
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Data collection 

Data for this research was drawn from policy and other documents, and participant 

interviews, as described below. 

Documents 

During the latter half of 2009, each of the case-study universities‘ websites were 

searched for publicly-available documents concerning lifelong learning and RPL policy 

and practice. The collection was an iterative process since each search revealed 

alternative keywords and sub-sites within the institutions‘ website domains that could 

be used to further identify relevant documents from other case-study universities 

already searched. Over 300 webpages were identified as being partly or wholly relating 

to lifelong learning or RPL. Types of documents included webpages, policy documents, 

rules, guidelines, media releases, annual reports and student handbooks. Of these, 27 

were considered to address significantly either concept so as to be relevant to this study.  

 

Participant interviews 

To complement the analysis of written policy, a total of 28 people were interviewed. 

Thirteen were senior executives involved in the development of university policy at 

both the central (i.e. Vice Chancellery) and devolved (i.e. Faculty) level. All had first-

hand experience in the development and enactment of RPL policy. All held positions of 

Vice Chancellor and/or Deputy Vice Chancellor and/or Pro-Vice Chancellor. Twelve 

participants were admissions officers who dealt with the University‘s RPL policies and 

practices on a regular basis. Their positions were variously described as ‗admissions 

officers‘, ‗prospective student advisors‘, ‗admissions managers‘, and ‗course and career 

advisors‘. Three participants were academics working within faculties, who considered 

RPL applications specific to the course of study for which they were course coordinator. 
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One worked in the field of public health, one in education and one in commerce. Three 

further academics declined to be interviewed.  As with the collection of documents, all 

interviews were conducted in the latter half of 2009.  

 

Anonymity 

All reasonable attempts have been made to protect the anonymity of both the 

institutions and the participants. Each institution has been given a pseudonym, in this 

case being renamed a random colour. The case-study universities‘ pseudonyms are 

Brown, Green, Red and Yellow. The relevant references, in particular the hyperlinks, 

were also amended to protect anonymity. Thus, for example we have: 

University Brown. (2007). Admissions Policy. Retrieved 23 July, 2010, from 

HYPERLINK SUPRESSED 

Furthermore all reasonable attempts were made to delete or make generic certain 

distinguishing features of the institution that might be expected to reveal its identity. 

 

No participant names are used in this thesis. Instead, each participant was given a 

unique code, which also indicated their university and position title. Position titles were 

also generalised to further protect the identity of the participant. The generic titles used 

are as follows: 

 Senior Executives - senior executives involved in the development of university 

policy, including matters relating to admission, equity and access.  

 Admissions Officers - Non-academic staff members charged with the 

administration and oversight of the RPL processes.  

 Academics - Academic staff member who were responsible for advising 

students about RPL and assessing their non-formal and informal learning 

experiences.  
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A guide to the unique identifiers is provided in Table 4.2 below. 

 

Critical discourse analysis 

Both interview and policy document data were investigated using critical discourse 

analysis (CDA). CDA is an area of interdisciplinary research and analysis which 

includes a number of approaches: what they share in common is a concern to ensure 

more satisfactory attention in critical social research to 'discourse' as a facet of social 

life, and to its relations to other facets of social life, than they have received in the past 

(Fairclough, 1989, 2006). This critical approach concerns itself with relations of power 

and inequality in language, explicitly intends to incorporate social-theoretical insights 

into discourse analysis, and advocates social commitment and interventionism in 

research (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). Such approaches assume that certain instigators 

of discourse (e.g. authors, policy makers, etc.) believe that they can influence the 

process of interpretation through various techniques and contribute to the domination of 

one group over another (Fairclough, 1989; Graham, 2007). However, CDA also focuses 

on how texts are socially regulated and used and the historical contexts from which 

these practices have developed (Hamilton & Hillier, 2007). Blommaert and Bulcaen 

(2000) contend that CDA is most effective when it works at the intersection of language 

and social structure.  

 

As with all forms of critical theory, CDA is ultimately concerned with emancipatory 

ideals; or ―humanity‘s emancipation from slavery‖ (Parkin, 1996, p. 417). Taylor 

(2004) observes that CDA is simultaneously an analytical strategy and a political 

practice, in line with the aims of most critical theoretical approaches. Given that 

lifelong learning and RPL policies are closely aligned with notions of equity, access and 

fairness it is not surprising that CDA has often been employed as an analytical tool in 
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this field of educational studies. A case in point is Coffield‘s (1999) analysis of the 

UK‘s Economic and Social Research Council's The Learning Society Programme (see 

also Michelson, 1996; Peters, 2005; Strain, 1998; Wortham, 2008). Beyond its 

analytical practices, Hammersley (1997, p. 243) believes a fundamental realisation of 

CDA is to ―unite theory and practice and thereby to facilitate human emancipation‖. 

Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000) believe that CDA explicitly intends to incorporate 

social-theoretical insights into discourse analysis and advocates social commitment and 

interventionism in research. Norman Fairclough, one of the most influential exponents 

of CDA, observes that studies using a CDA approach tend to focus on a social problem 

rather than the more conventional ‗research question‘ as this ―accords with the critical 

intent of this approach – to produce knowledge which can lead to emancipatory change‖ 

(Fairclough, 2003, p. 209). 

Table 4.2: Participant unique identifiers 

University 

Senior Executives 

codes (n=13) 

Admissions Officers 

codes (n=12) 

Academic staff 

codes (n=3) 

Green 

(n=6) GE1-GE3 GG1-GG3 na 

Brown 

(n=8) BE1-BE5 BG1-BG2 BA1 

Red (n=5) RE1-RE2 RG1-RG2 RA1 

Yellow 

(y=9) YE1-YE3 YG1-YG5 YA1 

 

Adopting a CDA approach allowed the researcher to interrogate both public and private 

discourses of RPL and lifelong learning. The online policy texts were designed for 

public consumption and represent what Ball (1994, p. 17) refers to as ―textual 
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interventions into practice‖ or an explicit attempt to normalise institutional processes as 

well as individual behaviour. However the information gathered through the interviews 

reveals the ways in which policy is encoded, via ―struggles, compromises, public 

interpretations and reinterpretations‖ and decoded, via ―actors‘ interpretations and 

meanings in their relation to history, experiences, skills, resources and contexts‖ (Ball, 

1994, p. 16). This allowed the researcher to consider both the text, or what Fairclough 

(2003) refers to as ‗textually oriented discourse analysis‘, and the wider social and 

cultural structure in which the discourses are constructed (Fairclough, 2003; Taylor, 

2004). Taylor furthermore believes that CDA is particularly appropriate for critical 

policy analysis because it allows a detailed investigation of how language and other 

social processes are related, as well as how language works within power relations. 

 

For this study, the linguistic and semiotic choices of language used were analysed to 

establish how power relations were constructed and sustained by the policy texts, as 

well as how they were understood and enacted by policy actors. This was done through 

a close analysis of the following aspects of both the written texts and recorded 

interviews as outlined by Fairclough (2003) and Taylor (2004): 

 Holistic (whole) organisation of text in terms of narrative and argument, 

 Generic structure – such as the use of headings or glossaries (specifically for 

written policy texts); 

 Clause combination (for example when the clause of a sentence/statement was 

nuanced or even negated by the addition of further clauses); 

 Grammatical or semantic features including modality, such as clichés or 

metaphors, or the use of the word ―may‖ (modality) to register varying degrees 

of commitment to truth or necessity; 
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 Disembedding, a process whereby an idea, understanding or phrase which 

develops in one context becomes used in others; and 

 Individual words, such as the use of jargon, words charged with subjectivity or 

emotion, as well as the omission of certain words.  

Ultimately, this micro-level analysis of discourse took place with reference to the 

holistic organisation of the text in terms of narrative and argument for as Cukier et al. 

(2009, p. 179) observe: ―While a strategy for understanding an argument is to parse it, 

the final judgement is made on the entire argument‖.   

 

Sample data analysis 

The following sample data analysis is taken from the first case study, that of University 

Green (a pseudonym). It demonstrates how CDA was employed, in this case on text 

appearing on the University‘s webpage. 

Historically, University Green drew not insignificant cachet from being one 

of the oldest universities in Australia. The University made direct reference 

to this on its website where it proudly stated that ―Since 19XX [University 

Green] has helped shape the careers of over 100,000 graduates‖. This 

simple, concise sentence encapsulated a vision of the University that was at 

its heart reflexive. More specifically, the power of the statement resided in 

its application of one date, one number, one verb and one noun. The date 

(―19XX‖) invoked historical prestige, veneration and stability, since only a 

handful of Australian universities could lay claim to having being created 

around the time of the federation of Australia (i.e. 1901). The number 

(―100,000‖) conveyed a sense of demonstrable, significant achievement. 

The verb (―shape‖) situated the University as a master crafter and 

furthermore invoked notions of individual care: students were not processed 

unitarily. And the noun (―careers‖) suggested not only a demonstrable 

outcome, but also one that imparted social and financial benefit. 

Furthermore, a ―career‖ as opposed to a ―job‖ conveyed benefit that was 

simultaneously of the moment as well as an investment in the future. As a 

whole, the sentence presented a seamless link between the past and the 

present, written as it was in present perfect tense (i.e. ―has helped‖). In other 

words, University Green had always shaped the careers of its graduates, was 

continuing to do so and would do so into the indeterminate future. 
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Ethical considerations 

Each phase of research carried with it its own ethical issues. In the analysis of policy 

documents, data was collected solely from the public domain and in this respect 

presented the researcher with few ethical concerns. Interview participants were given an 

information sheet outlining the purpose of the study and the reason for the data 

collection. The data collected was only used for the purposes as described on the 

information sheet. The participant‘s consent was required and each interviewee was 

given an opportunity to review the transcripts in their raw data form and make 

comments as necessary. The individuals were not identified in any way in the data and 

the institution to which he/she belonged was de-identified through the use of a unique 

code. Furthermore, given that the individuals being interviewed were adult professional 

higher education workers and did not represent an ‗at risk‘ group, a minimal level of 

human ethics clearance was required. 

 

Guide to the format of each case-study chapter 

Each of the four case-study chapters follows the same format. The chapters are divided 

into seven main sections, each of which generally has related subsections. The sections 

are as follows: 

1. ―The setting‖: which provides the context for the case study, including a brief 

history of the institution, its demographics and policy developments that had a 

bearing on the current study. Functioning primarily as a descriptive and ‗scene-

setting‘ opening, this tends to be the smallest section of the chapter. 

2.  ―Understandings of lifelong learning at University [X]‖: This section describes 

how lifelong learning is conceptualised in formal or written policies, as well by 

the participants.  Definitions, purposes and effects upon the institution, of 
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lifelong learning activity are described through the participants‘ own voices. 

These statements are critically examined for convergent and competing lifelong 

learning discourses.  

3.  ―Understandings of RPL at University [X]‖: this section takes a parallel 

approach to the above for RPL.  

4.  ―Supporting the learner: pastoral care for RPL students‖: the section describes 

how participants considered the ways in which informal learners were or were 

not provided specific support services to assist them in succeeding in university 

studies.  

5.  ―RPL, access and equity‖: This section considers policy and practices at the 

case-study university with specific reference to agendas of equity and inclusion.  

6. ―The influence of the external policy environment on lifelong learning and RPL 

policy at University [X]‖: this section considers how external policy forces 

affected RPL policy development and implementation at the case-study 

university.  

7. ―Conclusion‖: this section provides concluding comments about the case study. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the methods used in carrying out this study. A case-study 

approach was adopted, selecting four Australian universities, one from each university 

grouping. Data were collected from written policy texts and recorded interviews with 

several key policy actors within each institution. Data were analysed adopting a CDA 

approach, broadly investigating the construction of power relations within the 

discourses. The detailed findings from this study are outlined in the next four chapters. 

Following the individual case-study analyses, another chapter considers the findings 

and implications of a cross-case study analysis. The final chapter of this thesis considers 
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the theoretical implications of the research and provides concluding comments for this 

study. 
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CHAPTER 5  

CASE STUDY 1: UNIVERSITY GREEN 

 

The setting 

University Green (a pseudonym) is the oldest university in its State. In Australian 

higher education parlance it is a member of the ―Group of Eight‖ or Go8. Go8 

universities were all formed before or recently after Federation (i.e. 1901). They are 

characterised as research-intensive institutions that focus on theory-based teaching and 

with large postgraduate student enrolments, relative to other universities. Due largely to 

its age and associated prestige, University Green regularly attracts high-ranked students 

from private schools and students from higher-income families. University Green 

benefits from historical government and private bequests and is one of the largest 

landowners in the city. 

 

In comparison to other universities, the student demographics at University Green, as 

well as the processes that select them, are elite, relative to many other institutions. The 

majority of undergraduate students are high-school leavers and of those, University 

Green accepts more private-school students than any other university in the State. The 

University is situated in a wealthy suburb and its immediate communities are all located 

in high socio-economic areas, serviced by the city‘s greatest concentration of elite, 

private high schools. The overwhelming majority of these students sit a tertiary entrance 

examination to create an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR). The ATAR is 

the primary selection criterion for enrolment at University Green. Each year, the 

university sets the highest ATAR required for entrance, of all the State‘s universities. 

This is colloquially known as the ‗cut-off score‘. Only students with an ATAR that 

places them in the top 20th percentile of all school leavers are eligible to apply to 
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University Green. The high cut-off score functions not only as a quality selection 

mechanism but also as a market-differentiating tool. On its website, University Green 

explicitly links its ―highest quality undergraduates of any university in Australia‖ to the 

―high quality intake of students‖. It proudly advises that the State‘s ―top-achieving 

school leavers choose to study at this University‖. Other means of student selection, 

such as articulation pathways from the vocational education and training (VET) sector, 

or sitting ‗alternative‘ or ‗mature-age‘ aptitude tests, are less commonly used by 

University Green in comparison to the State‘s other public universities. According to 

data published by the Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace relations (DEEWR), in 2009 only six percent of University Green‘s students 

were from a low socio-economic background (DEEWR, 2009). 

 

At the time of data collection (2009), University Green did not accept RPL, for either 

access or credit. However in 2008, University Green‘s admissions committee met to 

discuss the ongoing issue of mature-age student entry. It was noted that ―given the 

University‘s stated desire to diversify its student body, there is a need to modify 

admission requirements to accommodate a wider variety of educational backgrounds‖ 

([University Green], 2008).  In the second semester of that year, University Green 

launched a trial mature-age access program, known as the Second Chance Program 

(SCP)
3
. The program targeted mature-age students who had never been to university 

either because of a lack of a required ATAR; leaving high school early; or any other 

circumstances leading to obtaining insufficient formal qualifications required for 

admission. These students were offered a provisional enrolment in the course of their 

choice, with successful completion of one semester‘s study confirming their enrolment. 

The SCP could therefore be viewed as a form of RPL for access. 

                                                 
3
 An anonymised term. 
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Understandings of lifelong learning at University Green 

At the time of data collection (2009), University Green had no formal, written policy on 

lifelong learning. Nonetheless, several of its documents either alluded or referred 

directly to the idea of lifelong learning. These included teaching and learning policies, 

material to assist academics in the assessment of student learning, and aspirational 

statements identifying the qualities and attributes of a graduate of University Green. 

Overall, these documents presented lifelong learning discursively as a graduate 

attribute: power-knowledge possessed by the University and imparted to the student. 

This discourse was reinforced in some participant interviews. Other participants 

described lifelong learning as an attitude rather than a skill and in doing so, gave greater 

valency and power to various forms informal and life-wide learning. Yet at the same 

time, this lifelong learning ‗attitude‘ also had the potential to function as a tool of 

normalisation, by selecting students who either possessed or had the potential to be 

inculcated with the ‗correct‘ mentalities.  

 

First, this section describes how University Green positioned itself as the ‗producer‘ of 

lifelong learning skills. This meant that lifelong learning was most commonly 

understood as an outcome of the institution‘s processes, rather than an innately or 

previously-acquired attribute already possessed by the learner. Second, University 

Green‘s admissions processes are scrutinised to illuminate how, reflexively, the students 

selected both conformed to and reinforced the University‘s norms. Finally, other, 

minority lifelong learning discourses are analysed. 
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Lifelong learning: an academic skill 

At the time of data collection, various documents produced by University Green 

presented lifelong learning as a skill, with the institution as the sole provider. Rather 

than being an amalgam of various formal, informal and life-wide experiences, lifelong 

learning was a power-knowledge construct tightly defined, and controlled, by the 

institution. University Green promoted eight ‗educational principles‘, which regularly 

appeared in mission and value statements, and various strategic plans. The second 

educational principle called for the University to facilitate and develop within its 

students the ability and desire to ―acquire the skills required to learn, and to continue 

through life to learn, from a variety of sources and experiences‖ ([University Green], 

1997a). Here, the student was presented as a tabula rasa upon which the University 

could inscribe its own norms. Whilst there was an acknowledgement that informal 

learning was important to lifelong learning (i.e. ―a variety of sources and experiences‖) 

it was not the experience that invested the learner with power, but the tools required to 

make sense of these experiences, which had been imparted to him/her by the University. 

 

To control the definitional boundaries of lifelong learning even further, the University 

listed a series of ―teaching methods‖ used to ―encourage lifelong learning‖. These 

included ―peer-assisted and self-directed learning‖, and ―experiential and real-world 

learning‖ ([University Green], 1997a). Here, learning opportunities that were created, or 

occurred outside of direct institutional control, were nonetheless governed through the 

technique of teaching. The focus was not upon the learning experience, since this would 

emphasise its potentially self-directed nature. Instead, by utilising teaching methods that 

encouraged ―reflective practice and critical self-awareness‖, University Green 

prioritised learning processes that situated the institution as the active agent. 
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Furthermore, the document stated that one of the most significant factors in influencing 

lifelong learning in graduates was ―the intellectual inquiry climate of the institution and, 

in particular, the example academic staff gave through their own curiosity, passion and 

predisposition to continue learning‖ ([University Green], 1997a). In this way, the 

normative behaviour of the institution‘s employees was held up as an ideal for the 

learner to aspire to. 

 

By downplaying the importance of informal learning practices occurring prior to the 

learner‘s engagement with University Green, control over pedagogical power was 

reinforced. Lifelong learning was delineated in three ways. First, it was presented as an 

academic skill. Second, it was described as a curriculum output that the learner did not 

have when entering University Green, but would be taught and subsequently would take 

with them as a graduate. Third, it was seen as a formal attribute, acquired via 

credentialed, directed learning processes. These boundaries helped conceptualise 

lifelong learning as a process of normalisation. To reinforce the centrality of the 

university in the lifelong learning discourse even further, University Green also equated 

lifelong learning with the ability ―to transfer skills and abilities acquired at university to 

other contexts, whether related to work, community, creative or family contexts‖ 

([University Green], 1997b). By describing the transfer process as one-way only, the 

University sought to normalise (by valuing) knowledge acquired within its boundaries 

and simultaneously control (by excluding) informal learning acquired elsewhere. 

 

As with written policy, three out of the six participants understood lifelong learning as 

proceeding from, not preceding, engagement with University Green. Lifelong learning 

―summed up‖ the idea that a ―good university education would equip the student with 

the skills to value learning and continue to engage in learning throughout life‖ (GE3).  
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Even the act of recognising the valency of informal, non-intuitional learning acted to 

reinforce the supremacy of more formalised definitions of lifelong learning at 

University Green. One admissions officer described lifelong learning as a commitment 

from the student ―not to just finish their course and go off and get a job and that‟s it – 

they learn in the workplace, they come back to do further study in the same area, or 

come back and study something different‖ (GG2). Again, lifelong learning was 

described as commencing from scholarly study and the subsequent non-formal learning 

events (‗the workplace‘) served to reinforce institutional norms by encouraging the 

learner to return to university study. Informal learning was therefore valued only where 

it reinforced the power of formal pedagogy.  

 

In a similar vein, another admissions officer defined lifelong learning as something ―not 

necessarily structured or formal, you take books out of the library or attend local 

lectures or non-assessed courses‖. This was ―learning for your own benefit without any 

degree at the end of it all‖ (GG3). This definition acted to reinforce the power of 

University Green‘s formal learning programs in two ways. First, the notion of informal, 

self-directed learning was totally excluded: all learning activities described were in 

some way inscribed with a structure and delivered institutionally (the library, the 

lecturer). Second, the importance of the informal learning was devalued since its 

‗benefit‘ accrued only to the individual, implying through contrast that the lifelong 

learning provided by University Green profited the wider community. 

 

There was evidence that the process of normalisation at University Green was reflexive. 

As one of the admissions officers said: ―Ninety percent of what I do is with high school 

students‖ (GG3). This remark was supported by the statistical data: in 2009, 76 percent 

of domestic students commencing studies at University Green were school-leavers. In 
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comparison, the State‘s other public universities averaged 65 percent school-leaver 

enrolments. Having a homogenous input of learners might have assisted the University 

in not only inscribing their lifelong learning values but also reinforcing their valency; 

especially since a school-leaver with relatively little exposure to life experience would 

be more likely to understand lifelong learning as a formal, institutionalised process. 

Thus the prior learning a new student, typically, brought with them when enrolling at 

University Green was likely to strengthen the institution‘s own tightly prescribed 

understanding of what lifelong learning was. 

 

Lifelong learning conceptualised as an attitude 

The idea of University Green as a producer of lifelong learners was not, however, the 

sole perception of lifelong learning at the institution. The other participants 

conceptualised lifelong learning as a prior attitude or in the words of one, a 

―commitment and attitude of continual self-development and self-improvement‖ (GG1). 

One of the senior executives described lifelong learning as ―an attitude that you‟re 

going to spend the whole of your life learning‖ (GE2). Such an attitude was viewed as a 

gauge of success at university by establishing how well prepared the learner was for 

higher education. In other words, a student‘s informal learning experiences were 

considered a predictor of their capacity to learn.  To illustrate the point one senior 

executive described his experiences enrolling young farmers who were injured and 

unable to continue to work manually: 

They might have completed year 12 but might not have done very well 

because they weren‟t interested, but with a crook back they‟re thinking how 

they are going to earn a living and then they decide to come and learn 

agricultural science at the university. We had a number of those guys and 

many did very well, without having a formal learning background (GE2). 

 

He believed that if you could ―replicate in the admissions interview‖ the 

relationship between lifelong and life-wide experiences, and a student‘s capacity 
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to pass, then the possession of the right ―skills set‖ would allow University Green 

to admit a ―whole lot of students‖. University Green could then use this attitude to 

work towards a mutually agreeable outcome or in the words of one senior 

executive, ―if you want to become a doctor and I mean you really want it, then we 

will get you there‖ (GE1). 

 

Ultimately, however, the definition of lifelong learning as an attitude had a similar 

outcome as the definition of lifelong learning as a skill; namely the promulgation 

of institutional normative behaviour. The student‘s ‗right‘ lifelong learning 

attitude was the one that conformed to University Green‘s values, as expressed in 

their teaching and learning programs and the associated rewards of success, most 

notably graduation. The primary difference between a lifelong learning ‗attitude‘ 

and lifelong learning ‗skills‘ was that the former acted to institutionalise the 

learner by selecting individuals with corresponding norms, whilst the latter 

institutionalised the learner via the teaching and learning process. In both cases, 

the value system of University Green dominated that of the learner. 

 

Other participant understandings of lifelong learning 

Although all participants viewed lifelong learning as an attitude and/or a skill, two 

of them also held alternative viewpoints. Although happy to talk about the 

concept of lifelong learning, one of the senior executives had a strong negative 

reaction to the actual phrase which, for her, was ―just terminology‖ (GE1). As she 

pointed out, ―all education or knowledge systems are based on a presumption that 

you learn from life‖. For his part, an admissions officer stressed that lifelong 

learning was not ―necessarily tied up in completing a formal qualification of any 

kind‖ (GG1). He held a firm conviction that informal learning in and of itself had 
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value. Yet he was acutely aware of what he described as ―the bookish, incestuous 

culture‖ of University Green that required the student to ―learn the discourse so 

as not to feel like a bump on a log‖. Therefore, whilst lifelong learning was a life-

wide, cradle-to-the-grave activity, this admissions officer believed that within 

University Green, lifelong learning was conceptualised in a more limited fashion. 

Yet at the same time the culture of the organisation allowed him to hold ―an 

individual perspective upon an institutional perspective‖ which in turn allowed 

him to hold an alternative, somewhat dissenting view on the topic. 

 

Understandings of RPL at University Green 

University Green did not accept RPL and so did not have a formal written policy on the 

use of RPL within the University. Perhaps unusually however, in 1995 it published its 

reasons for not accepting RPL, via a resolution from the University‘s Academic Board 

([University Green], 1995). This document and the participant interviews described a 

situation whereby RPL was understood discursively as a threat not only to institutional 

norms, but to the way in which the wider community esteemed those norms. 

Furthermore the act of restricting RPL was understood by many of the participants as a 

strategic move to position University Green as the elite university in the State‘s 

educational market. As described below, RPL was discursively viewed as a threat to 

University Green‘s normative power-knowledge, and consequently faced some internal 

institutional resistance. In making publicly available these concerns, this resistance was 

actively employed as a form of market differentiation whereby University Green 

solidified its position as the State‘s foremost provider of an elite, liberal-arts education. 
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RPL as a threat to the culture of University Green 

Referring to the ―movement towards competency-based approaches to post-compulsory 

education‖, University Green observed that this had created an external environment in 

which RPL was ―very strongly supported‖, and which was having ―a significant impact 

on attitudes to admission and credit in some institutions in the University sector‖ 

([University Green], 1995).  Yet this was not the case at University Green, which had 

been ―cautious in its approach to RPL‖ ([University Green], 1995).  Unlike most 

universities, University Green ―was negative about granting credit for work or life 

experience‖; would ―cautiously‖ consider RPL for access; but ―would not recognise life 

experience for the purposes of granting credit towards its courses‖ ([University Green], 

1995). There was thus a clear sense of resistance to change and of inertia for the 

institution. This is interesting in the field of policy studies because, generally, change is 

described in positive terms in policy documents and is frequently invoked as a 

justification for the policy. Language promoting forward movement is frequently 

employed to infer advancement, improvement and overall, desirable change. Yet in the 

case of RPL, University Green deliberately positioned itself as opposed to change.  

 

RPL, as change, represented a threat to the normative values of University Green, 

expressed in terms of a belief in the supremacy of a traditional, liberal-arts education. 

For the University, RPL was ―a natural flow-on from a movement which places primary 

emphasis on what a person can do as a result of training, rather than on the nature of the 

processes involved in that training‖ ([University Green], 1995). Tellingly, the section of 

the policy that outlined the University‘s response to the external policy events was 

entitled ―The University‘s response to the pressure for increased RPL‖ ([University 

Green], 1995). Here it was stated that during a visit by the Department of Employment, 

Education and Training, ―pressure was put on the University to respond more positively 
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to the Commonwealth thrust for enhancement of credit transfer opportunities‖ 

([University Green], 1995). RPL was thus presented as a direct attack on the values of 

University Green, which resisted ―substituting a mechanistic approach to the granting of 

credit for the University‘s historically preferred method of making academic judgments 

on credit at the point of delivery‖ ([University Green], 1995). Here, a prescriptive (i.e. 

―mechanistic‖) approach to RPL was seen to compromise sound ―academic judgments‖. 

 

The official position of University Green was well understood by the participants. All 

six participants understood that the institution would not consider RPL for the purposes 

of credit. There was also a strong, shared belief that this was because RPL was seen to 

represent a threat to the University‘s norms and values. In the words of one of the 

admissions officers, new students were carefully selected in respect of institutional fit, 

since ―when you have students with differing experiences, it does make teaching more 

difficult‖ (GG2). Whilst personally disagreeing with this sentiment, another admissions 

officer acknowledged its currency within the institution: 

There is probably still a proportion of lecturers who would feel teaching 

different students is all too much trouble. They would rather just come in, 

start using the lecture that they prepared in 1995 and have been delivering 

unchanged for however many years. They want the bar set really high, so 

that they can work with the top students and get them out with minimal fuss. 

(GG1) 

 

Therefore, as active players in constructions of power-knowledge, a learner had the 

potential to undermine normative practices by virtue of his or her informal learning 

background, simply by requiring the institution to engage actively with him or her, in 

order to change his or her norms. In order to avoid this friction, the admissions officers 

believed the University acted to exclude these types of learners in the first place. 

 

Where the participant responses differed was the extent to which the participant‘s own 

value system accorded with that of the institution. Two participants appeared to agree 
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strongly with the University‘s position on RPL. One admissions officer believed that 

University Green‘s ―straight down the line, historical approach‖ was partially in 

response to the needs of the wider community, who did not want the University ―to be 

seen as easy, who didn‟t want those barriers broken down‖ (GG3). In much the same 

way as the formal policy did, the participant described the University as a bastion of 

traditional values which restricted access in order to conserve these values. Likewise, 

one senior executive described RPL as a threat to normative values when she said ―the 

student has got to fit the university‖ (GE1). This fit was most often described in terms 

of pedagogical quality, since she believed that the University ―wasn‟t interested in 

having second-rate doctors‖. Both participants therefore projected University Green‘s 

value system onto the broader community, expressing the University‘s actions as being 

in the wider interest. In doing so, they appeared to support entrenched notions of power-

knowledge within the institution. Furthermore, it appeared that University Green 

perceived a direct link between its hierarchical power and the ‗quality‘ of its students. 

The implication, therefore, was that RPL represented a potential threat to both the 

University‘s position and quality. 

 

Two participants were more ambivalent about University Green‘s resistance to RPL. 

Another admissions officer distanced himself from the University‘s position by stating 

that RPL was not allowed because ―the University wants everything to be objective and 

observable” and “the University wanted to be cautious‖ (GG2). In all cases, the 

participant distanced himself from the policy by speaking in terms of ―the University‖ 

and ―them‖. His ambivalence was somewhat shared by a senior executive, who believed 

that ―some subjects can be learnt informally, but others are very difficult to be learnt 

that way‖ (GE2). He acknowledged that the University struggled to admit non-

traditional learners ―who had demonstrated capacity but nothing to show for it in terms 
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of formal qualifications‖. This response evidenced a conflict between ideologies of RPL 

and support for hegemonic institutional practices. Informal learning was described as 

valid and worthwhile, and institutional processes deficit. Yet the validation of informal 

learning was qualified on disciplinary lines, since the participant believed that not all 

subjects could be learnt informally. Furthermore, by expressing knowledge in 

institutional terms (i.e. ―subjects‖), the pedagogical power of the institution was 

maintained.  

 

The final two participants provided responses that indicated their resistance to 

University Green‘s normative-protecting position on RPL. A senior executive 

contextualised the University‘s response to RPL within the broader context of the 

university group of which it was a member of noting that ―generally and historically the 

Group of Eight has been slowest off the mark to grab RPL in all its important 

dimensions‖ (GE3). She believed that ―most of the learning we do throughout life is 

informal‖ and ―it intrigues me thinking what we are potentially missing out on by not 

thinking more about informal learning‖. She continued: 

I would like to think there are people in the university that do see education 

as transformative. It sounds a bit idealistic maybe, but I think a number of 

people engaged in higher education are motivated by considerations of the 

transformative power of education. Otherwise why would we be in this 

game, we‟d all be off earning millions of dollars as lawyers instead. The 

beauty of education is that it transforms lives, and I would like to think that 

somewhere deep down that remains the motivation for me and my 

colleagues (GE3). 

 

Thus, the norms and practices of the institution were compared and contrasted 

with those of the individuals within it and power was understood not as a product 

of a single, institutional entity, but of multiple entities within the larger construct. 

Although there was general agreement as to the purpose of a university and broad 

institutional goals, it appeared that various policy communities existed to 

influence policy development in ways unintended by the policy elite. Although 
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the notion of ‗them‘ was not always explicated, there was nonetheless a clear 

sense of competing ideologies.  

 

In the case of the final admissions officer, who used the most critical language of 

all those interviewed when describing University Green‘s resistance to RPL, it 

was apparent who the ‗them‘ was. Resistance to RPL was a symptom, he 

believed, of ―a certain amount of snobbery from academic staff in the faculties‖ 

(GG1). University Green academics thought they were superior educators because 

they taught to the ―privileged‖ when in fact for him, the sign of a good teacher 

was ―the ability to take people from a much wider range of backgrounds and 

ensure they achieve a similar output at the end”. These responses demonstrated 

that power was a contested discourse within University Green. For the senior 

executive, ‗us‘ and ‗them‘ were expressed ideologically as those who believed in 

the transformative power of education and those who did not. However for his 

part, the admissions officer explicated ‗us‘ and ‗them‘ demographically; that is, 

the norms of academic staff versus the norms of general staff.  

 

There was evidence that the University‘s resistance to RPL extended to considerations 

of the normative practices of other universities. For example, one admissions officer 

remarked that University Green was reticent about ―admitting people from other 

universities at a lower level because they accept RPL‖ (GG3) (Emphasis added). In this 

case, a formal learner from another university encountered barriers to becoming a 

formal learner at University Green, because his/her original university supported 

informal learning practices by their acceptance of RPL. This could be described as a 

form of epistemological damnation by association, whereby University Green protected 

its values and beliefs by ascribing the ‗wrong‘ values to not just informal learners, but 
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also institutions that accepted these learners. Just as the ‗right‘ learner reinforced the 

‗right‘ epistemological values at University Green, the ‗wrong‘ learner had a 

corresponding detrimental effect upon those of the other university. The ‗correct‘ 

response was thus for University Green to exclude these learners. 

 

Ultimately, RPL was viewed in some quarters as an active challenge to the purpose of 

the University. One of the senior executive participants recounted a story whereby a 

student approached his lecturers and said he did not want to attend any lectures, he just 

wanted to sit the end-of-year examinations each year and, subject to passing, be 

awarded the relevant degree. This represented a challenge to University Green since, in 

the words of the participant, ―it changes the role of the university from being a teaching 

body to an accrediting body‖ (GE2). This anecdote neatly encapsulated the 

epistemological dilemma RPL presented for the University. If RPL was to be 

considered purely as a pedagogical issue, where a student demonstrated that they had 

already acquired the appropriate knowledge then, potentially, situations like this could 

occur. However since universities are not passive bodies for accrediting qualifications, 

their consideration of RPL must be more complex and nuanced.  

 

RPL as an opportunity for University Green: market differentiation through elitism 

University Green saw restricting RPL not just as a defensive, negating action. Front-line 

policy actors also viewed University policy as a strategic move to position the 

University as the State‘s premier, elite institution. Thus, power-knowledge was not just 

protected internally, essentially passively, but also actively transmitted to the wider 

community to send a signal about its norms and beliefs. This in turn maintained the 

University‘s attractiveness to the top echelon of high school students, which reflexively 

solidified its notions of high-quality education and the ‗right‘ type of student. Crucial to 
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this message was the understanding of informal learning as inferior to formal learning, 

and the reflexive relationship between the learner and the institution.  

 

The reasons for the University‘s elite reputation were part historical inheritance and part 

strategic maintenance. Historically, University Green drew not insignificant cachet from 

being one of the oldest universities in Australia. The University made direct reference to 

this on its website where it proudly stated that ―Since 19XX [University Green] has 

helped shape the careers of over 100,000 graduates‖. This simple, concise sentence 

encapsulated a vision of the University that was at its heart reflexive. More specifically, 

the power of the statement resided in its application of one date, one number, one verb 

and one noun. The date (―19XX‖) invoked historical prestige, veneration and stability, 

since only a handful of Australian universities could lay claim to having being created 

around the time of the federation of Australia (i.e. 1901). The number (―100,000‖) 

conveyed a sense of demonstrable, significant achievement. The verb (―shape‖) situated 

the University as a master crafter and furthermore invoked notions of individual care: 

students were not processed unitarily. And the noun (―careers‖) suggested not only a 

demonstrable outcome, but also one that imparted social and financial benefit. 

Furthermore, a ―career‖ as opposed to a ―job‖ conveyed benefit that was simultaneously 

of the moment as well as an investment in the future. As a whole, the sentence 

presented a seamless link between the past and the present, written as it was in present 

perfect tense (i.e. ―has helped‖). In other words, University Green had always shaped 

the careers of its graduates, was continuing to do so and would do so into the 

indeterminate future. 

 

Strategically, University Green sought to maintain its prestige in two ways. First, it 

focussed heavily on research, which in Australia as is the case internationally, is 
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regarded as an indicator of elite university status. Second, it sought to attract the highest 

quality undergraduate students. One of the admissions officers observed that ―a lot of 

our teaching here is privileged because you‟re working with a very able cohort coming 

from a fairly narrow band of experience, so you can assume a certain level of ability‖ 

(GG1). This was, he believed, ―a sheer accident of history‖, since the cachet of being 

the State‘s oldest university imparted a prestige that could not be matched by any other 

institution. Consequently, this had bred an elitist attitude towards quality applicants, 

where students ranked in the top twentieth percentile of school leavers were ―almost 

begrudgingly‖ admitted to the university. Here, the notion of power-knowledge was 

problematised by the participant, through the way in which he presented the idea of 

‗privilege‘. In this case, privilege worked unfairly since University Green had not 

‗earned‘ its position as the State‘s top-ranked history but rather had acquired it by birth 

right, in the manner of landed gentry. Furthermore this privilege was self-serving and 

self-replicating: the best students were attracted to University Green and since these 

students‘ normative practices were analogous to those of the institution, minimal effort 

was required on the part of the University to promulgate and maintain its values and 

beliefs. 

 

Resistance to RPL acted to send a signal to the community that the educational 

standards at University Green were higher than its competitors, or as one admissions 

officer said: ―you want to keep up your standing and reputation and that means 

attracting the best students‖ (GG3).  When asked specifically whether RPL had the 

potential to compromise the quality of academic standards she replied, ―yes, there is 

definitely that fear and that possibility‖. The way in which this participant discussed 

academic standards provided an interesting insight into the way in which RPL could be 

employed to promote University Green and undermine at the same time the State‘s 
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other universities. The admissions officer spoke of ―friends who tell me [about the] 

chance of lower standards‖ or ―what is a pass at one university might not necessarily be 

a pass at another‖. These perceptions were expressed neither as her avowed opinion, 

nor as being substantiated fact. Nonetheless the act of utterance indicated an awareness 

of the issue and its importance within the culture of University Green. In this way the 

idea that University Green represented the most elite option in the State was reinforced 

without ever being explicitly stated. 

 

The idea that restricting RPL excluded some students from University Green was not 

challenged; the question for the institution was whether it was the ‗right‘ or ‗wrong‘ 

students who were being excluded. One admissions officer believed that ―with an 

increasing emphasis on widening access, there is the potential to make us less attractive 

to top students‖ (GG1). This statement presented the learner as a much more dynamic 

player, actively seeking out institutions which displayed principles of access and equity, 

or conversely principles of elitism and exclusion. Acknowledging the student‘s agency 

in affecting institutional culture created a potential policy tension for the University, 

with goals of wider participation representing a threat to institutional norms. In the 

words of the admissions officer, this represented for University Green ―a delicate 

balancing act‖ (GG1). Again, concepts of equity and quality were seen as conflicting 

forces. Either University Green could offer a high-quality education to a few, or a 

lower-quality education to many. 

 

By and large, RPL was perceived to exclude the ‗wrong‘ sort of students. Another 

admissions officer typified them as ―Generation Ys who want things quicker and easier 

now. If one university will give them credit for previous studies so they can have their 

degree a year quicker, then they‟ll go there‖ (GG3). The values of the University meant 
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that such a student would be unlikely to be accepted, since a typical University Green 

student was ―a very intelligent 21 year-old with little life experience‖ (GG3). The final 

admissions officer recounted a conversation between his colleagues that encapsulated 

the institutional attitude towards informal learning. Describing how work experience 

could be used towards credit for business-related units, one of his academic colleagues 

remarked ―it might be taken to mean managing to sweep a floor for two years‖ (GG2). 

For him, this clearly had the potential ―to reduce academic standards‖. Although 

related in an anecdotal fashion, both the message and the tone in which it was conveyed 

served to reduce informal learning practices to the banal (―sweeping floors‖) and had 

the potential to de-legitimise not only these learners but also universities which 

accepted them. Despite the pressure to accept RPL, University Green believed that it 

―wasn‟t appropriate to give credit for something at that higher level from something 

that is considered to be of a lower level‖ (GG1).  

 

Yet the perception that, institutionally, University Green restricted RPL in order to 

maintain an elite status, or to protect its norms, was not shared by the senior executives 

who developed institutional policy. One senior executive stated that he ―did not want 

[University Green] to be the university for the wealthy suburbs‖. At the same time he 

acknowledged that traditionally the University had been too restrictive in its acceptance 

of RPL. He believed that in the past the University ―had such a strong supply of 

credentialed, high-quality students that we‟ve tended not to give a lot of attention to 

RPL‖ (GE2). Another senior executive recognised that the elite status of University 

Green had allowed it to ignore the issue of RPL, unlike other universities where ―it was 

easier to think about RPL constructively, since they need to sell themselves to 

prospective students‖ (GE3).   
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The third senior executive believed that there was little external pressure for University 

Green to accept RPL at that time. As she said, ―if you don‟t do it you might get rapped 

over the knuckles, you might get a bit embarrassed, but that‟s it‖ (GE1).  Thus, whilst 

acknowledging institutional resistance to RPL, these senior executive participants 

argued that it was a failure of policy development, rather than an active maintenance of 

the status quo, that had resulted in this resistance. Consequently, there were two 

competing discourses of RPL at University Green. From the perspective of the 

executives developing policy, it was a case of passive policy enactment caused by the 

‗weak-force‘ nature of RPL. Put simply, University Green had not shifted its position 

on RPL, at the time of the study, because there was no internal or external impetus to do 

so. Yet the responses of the admissions officers interviewed indicated their belief that 

institutional resistance to RPL was a much more active attempt to protect and even 

project institutional norms - action through inaction.   

 

Supporting the learner: pastoral care for RPL students 

The idea that students entering University Green through an alternative, RPL-based 

admission pathway should receive appropriate support and counselling received mixed 

responses from the participants. Given that at the time of the interviews University 

Green did not have a formal policy on RPL, some participants chose to address the issue 

ideologically. Thus the tendency was for participants to describe what they thought the 

University should do if RPL was formally accepted for both admission and credit. Other 

participants preferred to describe current support services for students and from these 

extrapolate probable future responses to RPL students.   

 

The belief that students without a formal educational background should receive 

additional pastoral care throughout their university experience was a notion strongly 
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supported by the senior executive. The argument for additional support was put, 

passionately, by one senior executive: 

People who have advantages in life have so many advantages that those that 

don‟t need all the support they can get. We neglect high-quality public 

education at the cost of social inclusion; of having groups of people 

excluded from education (GE2). 

 

Specifically in respect of RPL, he argued that if University Green was to recognise prior 

informal learning and then find that the student had not the usual literacy or numeracy 

skills, it would be incumbent upon the University to provide appropriate bridging 

programs to assist them. In his words ―if we let someone in who isn‟t at our usual 

standards then we have to make certain that by the time they leave they are above the 

usual exit standards of the University‖ (GE2). This was an approach echoed by one of 

his senior executive colleagues, who also believed that acceptance of RPL was 

predicated on the assumption that ―there are appropriate enabling bridging units that 

you can undertake to get up to speed‖ (GE3). One of the admissions officers concurred, 

referring to post-enrolment support for RPL students as ―the holy grail of diversity and 

access goals‖ (GG1).  

 

These responses indicated a strong in-principle commitment to the need to provide 

tailored support services for RPL students. Indeed, the language used by the participants 

meant that provision of such services was described as a responsibility of University 

Green. Here, participation in higher education was expressed not in neoliberal terms of 

individual responsibility and choice, but in more critical terminology describing higher 

education as an emancipatory vehicle, as well as a shared compact between learner and 

educator. However it is important again to note that these responses were provided 

primarily in the abstract, since University Green did not accept RPL. 
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There was recognition that it was not just the education but the overall organisational 

culture that was potentially bewildering to the new student and that necessitated support 

and guidance. Admission and enrolment processes, especially the requirement to 

providing supporting documentation of prior learning, presented a challenge for learners 

with informal backgrounds, due to the quantity and complexity of information required, 

as well as the need to explicate informal learning experiences in formal, academic 

language. One admissions officer ironically remarked that new students should be 

awarded their degree ―if they can just work out their timetable‖ (GG3). One senior 

executive saw the need to provide pastoral care even prior to application, since the 

learner needed to be advised what informal learning would be recognised prior to them 

making a commitment; or in her words ―what they could put up and what wasn‟t going 

to work‖ (GE3). She continued: 

I think there‟s shared responsibility on the part of the university to provide 

specific assistance to get them into the right place to fulfil the promise that 

they‟ve demonstrated. If that means working with them more closely for a 

period, to assist students who have had a lot of time away from formal 

learning environments, then I think it‟s important and appropriate that the 

University do that (GE3). 

 

These and other statements by the participants posited University Green as a much more 

active player in the RPL process than previously indicated by formal policy positions or 

broad conceptualisations of RPL. Part of the reason appeared to be the ways in which 

discourses of equity and learner-centred teaching were brought much more to the fore 

when the discussion shifted from what RPL was to what RPL should look like, if 

University Green ever changed its policy position. Participants were clearly more 

familiar with this topic and spoke decisively about the need to support learners defined, 

broadly, as ‗non-traditional‘. In all interviews there was a tendency for the conversation 

to shift from RPL learners in particular, to non-traditional learners in general. When this 

happened, the majority of participants spoke more assertively and animatedly about the 

centrality of pastoral, targeted support services for students. With all participants there 
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was general agreement, therefore, that RPL students, as informal learners, had particular 

learning issues that needed and deserved particular care and attention. 

 

When the conversation shifted from the theoretical (i.e. how University Green should 

support RPL students) to the actual (i.e. how University Green did support non-

traditional learners), the participant responses indicated a division between how the 

senior executives and admissions officers perceived student support services operated at 

University Green. All three senior executives expressed pride and faith in policies and 

practices enacted throughout the University to support non-traditional learners. One 

senior executive stated how pleased he was that University Green had the third-lowest 

attrition rate for low socio-economic students for any university in Australia. This he 

attributed to ―targeted support and additional orienteering‖ (GE2). Another believed 

that non-traditional learners received ―the tailored support they need, including 

financial and negotiating the university system‖ (GE1). The final senior executive 

asserted that all of the abovementioned support services were ones that the University 

―routinely provided anyway‖ (GE3).  

 

However, for their part, the admissions officers were much more ambivalent about the 

quality of support services available to non-traditional learners. One admissions officer 

believed that the University‘s experience with the Second Chance Program (see section 

below) showed that when University Green actively targeted a specific non-traditional 

student cohort then the allied support structures were ―overwhelmed and struggling to 

keep up‖ (GG3). One of her colleagues identified the University‘s traditional curriculum 

structure as an impediment to student support. He pointed out that courses were well-

designed for students studying three or four years full-time; however ―the student that 

gets credit and therefore fulfils some prerequisites and not others might end up with a 
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part-time enrolment which we don‟t cope with as well‖ (GG2). He also observed that 

University Green ran undergraduate classes by and large during the day, whereas many 

non-traditional learners, such as mature-age students with family and work 

commitments, required evening classes or distance education options. The final 

admissions officer chose to express the failure of the University‘s student support in 

terms of power/knowledge: 

There are a lot of power plays go on in universities that are largely to do 

with who has control of the language, who has control of the terminology, 

the discourse, all that sort of stuff. People coming in without that entree find 

themselves alienated and probably think – as do the majority - that they 

don‟t have the ability to cope, but in fact it‟s more a social issue of inclusion 

and exclusion in that community than it is actual ability or potential (GG1). 

 

These responses indicated a disconnection between senior policy actors and those on the 

frontline charged with enacting the relevant policies. Whilst all participants described 

the need for the university to support potentially marginalised learners, the senior 

executive participants were much more likely to believe that appropriate support was 

actually being delivered to the students who needed it most. 

 

RPL, access and equity 

Given that University Green did not accept RPL at the time of data collection, the 

relationship between RPL, access and equity was silent at the written policy level, and 

mostly answered in the abstract by the participants. There was broad agreement that 

RPL would make higher education, in the words of one of the admissions officers, 

―more accessible, if done sensibly and logically‖ (GG2).  

 

It followed for some participants that if RPL was a mechanism for equity and inclusion, 

and University Green did not accept RPL, then the University had, in the words of one 

admissions officer, ―a largely inequitable system‖ (GG1). He continued: 
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We don‟t have high representation from people who, through the 

circumstances where they grew up, didn‟t have the educational 

opportunities that other people did. So if we‟re serious about diversifying 

our student body, we need to look carefully at alternative means of 

assessing people‟s potential, which may, I think will mean moving beyond 

traditional sort of academic kind of marks and things like that. So, it may be 

a place for more active consideration of people‟s work and life experience 

in the future (GG1). 

 

This response held up the principles of access and equity as a shared norm within the 

higher education system. Furthermore this belief incorporated an ecumenical or shared 

responsibility approach to inclusion whereby disadvantage as a result of the actions of 

one social system could and should be redressed by another. As one of the senior 

executives said “I would support directing resources towards the areas most needy… I 

have no problem in justifying support for people who because of their prior background 

have been disadvantaged‖ (GE2).  

 

However another senior executive disagreed that University Green was not acting on 

the principles of equity, specific to the area of informal learning. She argued that the 

institution was ―moving very much into thinking about non-traditional cohorts, about 

recognition about different kinds of learning, but a way that doesn‟t dismantle 

everything” (GE3). This approach highlighted two aspects of institutional culture in 

regards to RPL. First, as already noted in the way in which the University‘s formal 

defence for its rejection of RPL, the institution presented itself as a bastion of stability, 

protecting traditional liberal-arts values in its approach to teaching and learning. 

Second, the participant‘s qualification that ―we can also make this a more accessible 

university‖ was a tacit acknowledgement that University Green was under-performing 

in this respect, despite her statements to the contrary elsewhere.  

 

The tension between the competing goals of education was revealed in the following 

observations by one of the admissions officers: 
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Giving people credit for life experiences places value on the experiences 

you just can‟t buy. If a lifetime of work experiences does quantify into actual 

academic credits it gives people value: it‟s that public perception that it‟s 

valuable to work or even just to stay at home, that it does contribute to 

society (GG2). 

 

Her observation commenced with a humanistic conceptualisation of both RPL and 

lifelong learning. It highlighted both the value of learning towards non-economic goals 

and the potential for such learning to improve the individual‘s social position. However 

the participant continued ―I know it doesn‟t mean a lot, but it‟s saying that society 

places a value on your contributions” (GG2).The qualification that it ―doesn‘t mean a 

lot‖ thus somewhat reduced the transformative aspect of the learning experiences. Even 

further, she concluded that ―The only negative thing I would see is that some people 

would see how they compare is unfair… in terms of ranking [for admission], how do 

you compare life experiences?” (GG2). When translated to academic credit, RPL was 

perceived to be potentially divisive, as it created an ―unfair‖ selection system. 

Power/knowledge was therefore revealed as a contestation between formal systems that 

were structured and meritorious, and informal systems that were more opaque and of 

lesser value. 

 

The influence of the external policy environment on lifelong learning and RPL 

policy at University Green 

At the time of data collection in 2009, there were two policy developments that 

appeared to have an influence on access and equity policy at University Green. This in 

turn had the potential to transform RPL policy from one that considered but rejected 

RPL for credit, to one that considered and accepted RPL for access. The first policy 

development was the 2008 Review of Australian Higher Education (the Bradley 

Review), to examine and report on the future direction of the higher education sector. 

The Review had a major focus on the equity and accessibility of the sector to 
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traditionally under-represented demographic groups, such as student from low socio-

economic backgrounds. The second policy development was the local ―half-cohort‖, a 

State initiative created to change the school starting age. Both of these policy 

developments are described in detail in Chapter 1. In summary, the Bradley Review set 

Australian universities increased participation targets, especially for students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds; and the half-cohort of school leavers meant that the State‘s 

universities were anticipating a significant decrease in the number of enrolling students 

in 2015. Taken together, these external policy forces required University Green to 

reconsider what it meant to be university-ready to ensure they had a large enough pool 

of ‗qualified‘ students to enrol. 

 

The Second Chance Program (SCP): a response to national and local policy action? 

In terms of timing, the SCP was implemented after both the half-cohort and Bradley 

recommendations became recognised as policy issues. Therefore both the half-cohort 

and the Bradley Review figured as potential external policy forces affecting ongoing 

RPL policy at University Green. At the time the participants were interviewed, in 2009, 

University Green was already envisaging a future where the institution‘s policy on RPL 

would need to be relaxed, or in the words of one senior executive where using RPL for 

admission purposes would be  ―useful and appropriate‖ (GE3). She was frank that the 

―dollars associated with the Bradley Review focuses the mind wonderfully‖. Likewise, 

one of her colleagues made specific reference to the ―$1000 extra per student per year‖ 

that the University would get for low socio-economic enrolments, as a motivating 

―external pressure‖ (GE2).  However, underlying and supporting this external policy 

pressure was ―a broad commitment in the university that does see education as 

transformative” (GE3) and a general desire ―to be more accessible‖ (GE2). These 

statements described a sense of policy inertia: the question was whether the combined 
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effect of external policy forces and an internal latent predilection for principles of 

equity and access would, combined, be sufficient to impact upon the historical, elite 

nature of University Green‘s admission processes.  

 

It is helpful to contextualise the potential impact of the policy forces described above. 

Due to its relatively homogenous student population, University Green would be the 

university most affected in the State, by the half-cohort. In 2009, 84.2 percent of 

students admitted into the University were school leavers. Thus, the empirical data 

suggested that the issue of the half-cohort was potentially of greater importance to 

University Green than any of the State‘s other public universities. Two of the 

admissions officers reiterated this belief and identified the half-cohort as an external 

force exerting pressure on the University to make its admissions processes more 

flexible. According to one admissions officer, the half-cohort represented ―a potential 

loss of 1500 students and so it‟s a definite factor in the mix‖ (GG1). And for his 

colleague, the looming half-cohort meant that ―various equity notions that we‟ve always 

talked about have suddenly become a bit more urgent‖ (GG2). However none of the 

other four participants - including all of the senior executives - discussed the half-cohort 

when specifically asked about external developments influencing RPL policy. One 

possible reason for this was the temporary nature of the issue. The half-cohort would 

affect new and continuing enrolments at University Green for as little as three years and 

probably no more than six. Opinion was therefore divided as to both the actual and 

theoretical impact of the local cohort issue upon University Green‘s admission 

processes.  

 

In contrast to the perceptions of the admissions officers, two of the three senior 

executives interviewed identified the Bradley Review as an external policy force 
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affecting quasi-RPL policy at University Green. However the significance of its impact 

was downplayed. For one senior executive, the Bradley Review was presented as a 

tipping point for policy action, or as she said, ―The Vice-Chancellor has always had a 

genuine concern about issues of equity and access, and that now coincides with a range 

of external factors such as the Bradley Review‖ (GE3). However another senior 

executive believed that, whilst the Bradley Review had an impact on policy, a much 

more pressing factor was a strategic desire of the University to increase its student 

population above traditional levels. This would not be possible ―just with school-

leavers, there‟s a lot more people out there thinking about coming to university‖ (GE2). 

In both cases, therefore, the Bradley Review was not presented as the primary trigger 

for policy action. The final senior executive flatly rejected any external policy force as 

an influence on University Green‘s development of the Second Chance Program to 

increase participation. She stated ―I don‟t think Federal Government policy actually 

influences people‖; the real factor in the development of equity enrolment policies was 

―the commitment from the top and having the Vice Chancellor on board‖ (GE1).  Here, 

the threat of change was represented in two nuanced and somewhat conflicting senses. 

On the one hand, there was a sense of institutional resistance to any change to 

admission policies and practices that might challenge the reflexive nature of student 

selection. On the other hand, when change appeared inevitable, previously suppressed 

discourses of equity and access surfaced and the change was presented as an action 

internally initiated. It was therefore possible that the state of being perceived as 

powerless to resist change driven externally was deemed less desirable than the threat 

represented by the change itself.  

 

Regardless of the exact effect of external policy forces, University Green 

simultaneously framed SCP as a radical and conservative action. In respect of the 
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former, the admissions committee said that SCP represented ―a bold step‖ in the 

direction of access and equity ([University Green], 2008). Yet the same document also 

stated that the change to admission requirements was ―a very minor development‖ and 

―it was not anticipated the change would result in significantly increased numbers of 

mature-age students presenting for admission‖ ([University Green], 2008). The 

following year, University Green issued a media release which championed SCP as ―an 

important development in the University's commitment to making itself more accessible 

to a more diverse student body‖ ([University Green], 2009). Yet in the same year, only 

34 students were selected for SCP. Similarly, one of the senior executives described the 

programme as radical only in the sense that it challenged what it previously meant to be 

prepared for university studies at University Green. She was unequivocal that ―we 

intend as a matter of policy to increase our student numbers and to increase flow 

through to postgraduate levels‖ (GE3). Again, the dual-threat nature of change was 

reflected in the institutional response. Change was not desirable, but less so was the 

perception that change had been forced on the University. Therefore the University 

seemed to prefer to be seen as initiating the change. At the same time, the effect the 

change might have on institutional norms was described as benign.  

 

Conclusion 

Lifelong learning at University Green was conceptualised primarily as a graduate 

attribute; that is, teaching the student how to learn continuously throughout life. Whilst 

acknowledging the validity of informal and non-formal learning, formal education was 

seen as the preferred type of learning. By extrapolation, lifelong learning was seen as a 

primarily formal, institutional process. This view was a product of the University‘s 

traditional focus on school-leavers who by and large came to the institution inculcated 

with formal learning norms and with little or no life experience. Lifelong learning was 
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thus defined reflexively: University Green selected students best ‗capable‘ of becoming 

lifelong learners, and these students in turn re-created the definitional boundaries of the 

concept. 

 

Because of its potential threat to undermine University Green‘s power/knowledge, the 

institution explicitly resisted RPL. Rather than downplaying this resistance the 

University in some respects drew attention to it, as a sign of the strength of its 

traditional norms and beliefs and as a form of market differentiation. For some in the 

institution, the concepts of RPL, informal learning and inferior learning were conflated 

discourses and used as further evidence of the strength of the liberal-arts tradition of the 

University. However at the time this study was undertaken, there was evidence that 

external policy pressures were influencing many in University Green to reconsider their 

views on RPL. It is possible that the threat of RPL was considered to be less than the 

threat of powerlessness towards change. Consequently, behaviour to move towards 

more flexible and participative admissions practices was presented by the University‘s 

senior policy actors as an ideologically and internally-driven act. By contrast, frontline 

policy actors were more likely to regard the University‘s changing practices as a 

reaction to these external forces. 
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CHAPTER 6  

CASE STUDY 2: UNIVERSITY BROWN 

 

The setting 

University Brown (a pseudonym) was formed as a result of a merger between several 

teachers‘ colleges. In Australian higher education parlance University Brown is a New 

Generation University (NGU). The NGU grouping was formed in 2002 and disbanded 

in 2007; however at the time of this study (2009), University Brown still referred 

informally to the NGU group in its internal documents, primarily for the purposes of 

performance comparison and benchmarking. University Brown‘s main campus is 

located in the outer suburbs of the city; these suburbs are themselves designated 

collectively as a regional city.  In 2006, the median wage for the community in which 

University Brown‘s main campus was located was equal to the national average. Its 

primary local community, therefore, could be considered to be neither economically 

advantaged nor disadvantaged.  

 

University Brown offers a comprehensive teaching program and has both metropolitan 

and regional campuses. University Brown‘s mission statement and strategic priorities 

emphasise community engagement and inclusive education, with a particular focus on 

traditionally under-represented learners in the Australian higher education sector, such 

as students of low socio-economic status (SES). Yet in 2009 only 11.4 percent of all 

students at University Brown were low SES, well below the national average of 15.1 

percent (Department of Employment Education and Workplace Relations, 2009). 

Almost two-thirds (62 percent) of students admitted into University Brown in 2009 

were high-school leavers. 
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In line with its historical roots in the vocational education and training (VET) sector, 

University Brown retains strong links with this segment of tertiary education. The 

University offers a wide range of Certificate, Diploma and Advanced Diploma courses 

under the Australian Quality Training Framework in addition to Bachelor courses under 

the Higher Education System. University Brown has well-established credit-transfer 

practices between its VET and undergraduate university programs, meaning that the 

University‘s VET programs act as an alternative pathway into its Bachelor-degree 

courses.  

 

In 2007 University Brown formally adopted what it referred to as a ‗portfolio entry‘ 

approach to admission. This approach permitted students to be considered for entry to 

bachelor courses based on a portfolio of evidence including informal and non-formal 

learning experiences; and could consequently be considered an institutionalised form of 

RPL for access. This pathway specifically catered for mature-age students, students 

who had not completed Year 12, or students who had completed Year 12 but who had 

not achieved a sufficiently high Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) for entry 

into their preferred course. The vast majority of courses offered by University Brown 

accepted a portfolio-entry approach to admission. University Brown‘s formal policy 

regarding portfolio entry was brief, stating simply that a student could be admitted to 

the University ―based on an assessment of a portfolio of evidence, showing an ability to 

succeed in higher education‖ ([University Brown], 2007a). This gave University staff a 

great degree of flexibility in assessing the application. A typical portfolio included a 

covering letter, a résumé, academic records (including learning that had not been 

acquired formally), and letters of reference. Additionally, students were usually 

required to attend an interview. In 2009, 22 percent of students admitted to University 

Brown used informal or non-formal qualifications as a whole or partial basis of 
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admission; this was the second-highest percentage of all the State‘s public universities. 

In 2009, 497 offers were made to students on the basis of their portfolio entry, which 

represented a four percent increase on the previous year ([University Brown], 2009g). 

 

Prior to the inception of the portfolio entry, University Brown had for many years 

accepted RPL for credit, allowing students to apply for credit on the basis of non-formal 

and informal learning practices. General information was provided on the University‘s 

website and various handbooks and marketing pamphlets. Students were advised to 

speak to a relevant academic staff member, such as the unit or course coordinator; both 

to gauge the likelihood of an application being successful and to be provided with 

information about the application process. The RPL application was assessed by a 

relevant academic staff member, and then sent to an RPL officer for processing. This 

officer would also check that the application conformed to University RPL policy. 

 

Understandings of lifelong learning at University Brown 

At the time this study was undertaken, University Brown had no formal, written policy 

on lifelong learning. Within policy documents and website references, the term 

appeared often, but rarely as the focus or subject of the document. Instead, the term 

tended to be used tangentially or adjectivally. For example, certain units of study were 

described as developing students‘ ―lifelong learning skills‖ and faculties, schools or 

departments were said to adopt practices that promoted a ―culture of lifelong learning‖. 

At the meta-policy level, therefore, lifelong learning operated as a floating signifier, 

simultaneously representing many things yet concretely describing nothing in particular.  

This ambivalent attitude towards lifelong learning was reflected in the participants‘ 

responses in interviews. Although several discourses on lifelong learning were 
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identified, none could be described as a majority, or consensus view of lifelong 

learning. These discourses are explored more fully below. 

 

Lifelong learning as a floating signifier 

The term lifelong learning was regularly employed in institutional documents 

axiomatically; that is, it was not explained or contextualised because there was a sense 

that the reader would intuitively grasp the meaning of the term. For example, one unit 

of study offered by University Brown was entitled ―Post-Compulsory Education as a 

Foundation for Lifelong Learning‖; however the more than 300-word description of the 

unit, including its purpose, content and learning outcomes, did not explain what lifelong 

learning was, or even employ the term itself.  

 

Similarly, several participants displayed a degree of ambivalence towards the term. The 

academic interviewed described lifelong learning as ―a phrase that is used in academia 

and I guess only some people actually know what it means‖ (BA1). A senior executive 

described it as a phrase that was ―regularly bandied about – it‟s one of those things that 

feel intuitively correct, but I don‟t think any of us have sorted out what the term actually 

means‖ (BE2). An RPL officer admitted relative ignorance of the term saying that it 

was ―something that I‟ve not come across very often‖ (BG2). For other participants, the 

term lifelong learning was used disparately to describe a sense of ―work-life balance‖ 

(BE1); conflated with RPL – ―Lifelong means you should get credit in some way for 

work you‟ve done in the workplace‖ (BE3) – or equated with practical, experiential 

learning, since it was ―learning of a more vocational basis‖ (BG1). For most 

participants, lifelong learning was disassociated from anything concrete in the teaching 

and learning practices of University Brown, instead tending to represent transient, 

unfocussed learning experiences that occurred outside of the Academy. These 
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participant definitions were in distinct contrast to their understandings of and attitudes 

towards RPL, which are described in the next major section of this chapter. 

 

Lifelong learning as an attitude: empowering the learner 

Although the general understanding of lifelong learning tended to be vague for most 

participants, there was a minor but recurring discourse that described lifelong learning 

as a means of validating learning acquired outside of institutional walls. Lifelong 

learning was expressed here as an attitude rather than a learned skill or behaviour. As 

one senior executive put it, ―it‟s oxymoronic: you can‟t have life without learning – we 

learn throughout and from life‖ (BE1). For her, lifelong learning was about ―a critically 

conscious act to engage in learning”. An RPL officer agreed, saying that lifelong 

learning ―isn‟t something that starts at university level, or even at any level; high 

school, primary school... it‟s from kindergarten right through to the grave‖ (BG1). Key 

to this understanding of lifelong learning was the close relationship of this concept to 

informal learning practices. The other RPL officer equated lifelong learning with 

―experience‖ (BG2). This simple definition invoked not only the notion of experiential 

learning, but also the idea of a direct learning event between the learner and the 

experience, rather than one mediated by a teacher or instructor. In the words of another 

senior academic, ―Lifelong learning gives us the opportunity to include learning that is 

not only academic, but also practical skills. In fact, lifelong learning could actually be 

the marriage between the two‖ (BE2).  

 

What these descriptions shared with the less-focussed definitions of lifelong learning 

was a general sense that the term referred to a more practical, or experiential form of 

learning, acquired in non-formal settings. This discourse simultaneously empowered 

and marginalised the informal learner by validating yet restricting what lifelong 
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learning was, and meant. Attitudinally, the lifelong learner was empowered since the 

value and importance of lifelong learning was recognised. Furthermore, lifelong 

learning was to some extent equated with praxis, since the practical application or 

exercise of knowledge was championed. Yet at the same time lifelong learning was also 

defined by what it was not; that is, an abstract approach to knowledge acquisition that 

formed the keystone of the traditional, academic orientation to learning. Thus, lifelong 

learning was important and the lifelong learner evidenced admirable attitudes and 

approaches towards learning; yet for all that, lifelong learning was not ‗proper‘ learning.   

 

Lifelong learning as an institutional product 

Somewhat paradoxically, and as with some of the other universities analysed in this 

study, at times University Brown used lifelong learning discursively to link with and 

promote the pedagogic activities of the institution. There could be said to be two types 

of lifelong learner. The first emerged ‗naturally‘ and possessed the right learning 

attitude and practical experience. The second type of lifelong learner was constructed 

by the University and possessed valuable knowledge that could not be acquired 

elsewhere. A lifelong learner could thus be both born and made. In the latter case, 

lifelong learning skills were available to be ‗sold‘ to the learner by the University. One 

of the senior academics encapsulated this attitude when he described lifelong learning 

as: 

Instilling in all the graduates of the University the philosophy that they 

never finish learning and they should continue their training and 

development throughout their working life, with the realities that you are 

constantly changing your job and you have to give yourself current skills 

and knowledge – mainly knowledge – which is up to date (BE5).  

 

In this way, lifelong learning was institutionalised in two ways. First, it was 

something taught to the undergraduate, inferring that it was an aptitude or ability 

he or she did not possess prior to admission. Second, lifelong learning was linked 
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more closely to knowledge than skills, reinforcing the pedagogical superiority of 

universities over vocational education providers. In this discourse, skills were 

considered generic and available to be taught by a wide variety of educational 

providers. There was an implication that skills acquired in one environment were 

broadly transferable to another. In contrast, knowledge was described as 

something more discrete and discipline-specific. The assumption was that a 

person wishing to change their life or employment direction would be required to 

return to university to learn new knowledge. Thus, rather than liberating the 

learner, lifelong learning bound them even more closely to formal institutional 

structures.  

 

Another way in which lifelong learning was institutionalised was by linking it to 

University Brown‘s diversity of teaching and learning practices. For example, the same 

senior academic stated that: 

In the context of lifelong learning we are interested in packaging up 

programs into multiple modules and components that can be studied over a 

longer period than three years so people can come and do a little bit of it, 

then leave, then come back and do a bit more. Even our degrees can be re-

organised in a way which makes them more aligned to the ways people 

might want to study in the future; which is in smaller chunks over a longer 

period of time (BE5).  

 

Here, lifelong learning became synonymous with modes of pedagogical delivery and 

conflated with notions of part-time education, flexible timetables, as well as distance 

and online education.  

 

It could also be said that lifelong learning sometimes was expressed by University 

Brown as a consumer need to be fulfilled. For example, on their website, one of 

University Brown‘s faculties described their fee-paying award courses and short courses 

as being designed for ―lifelong learning, consultancies and contract research and 
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development opportunities‖ ([University Brown], 2009d). Another faculty outlined the 

five-year strategy for one of its research centres as serving as ―a professional learning 

centre for teachers, teacher educators and policy makers in the South-East Asia and 

Australia region... these activities lie on the continuum of lifelong learning for 

educators‖ ([University Brown], 2009f). The language used on these websites was quite 

specific and needed to be contextualised within the language of higher education in 

Australia. Unlike domestic undergraduate fees, which are tightly regulated by the 

Federal Government, Australian universities have far greater latitude in setting their 

own levels for international tuition fees and non-award courses designed for personal 

and professional development. Thus, by linking lifelong learning with the more 

commercial activities of the higher education sector, University Brown described 

lifelong learning as a commodity; a value-adding activity of the institution that people 

would be prepared to pay for.  

 

Understandings of RPL at University Brown 

Unlike lifelong learning, University Brown documents and participant interviews 

revealed much more clearly formed and coherent understandings of RPL. Two primary 

discourses were paramount. In the first, RPL was viewed as a commodity to be 

transacted, where the student converted informal and non-formal learning experiences 

into discrete units of formal study. In the second, the ways in which this learning was 

converted (i.e. the assessment process) revealed that the burden of proof rested 

primarily on the learner and required him or her to understand how to convert 

procedural knowledge into propositional knowledge; most crucially, how to describe 

experiences in formal academic terms.  
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RPL as a commodity: trading experience for academic credit. 

In University Brown‘s relevant policy document policy, RPL was defined as ―the 

recognition of skills and knowledge an individual has achieved outside the formal 

education and training system (through non-formal or informal learning) to gain entry 

or claim credit in [a University Brown] course‖ ([University Brown], 2007b). However 

despite this, and notwithstanding the enactment of the portfolio-entry approach to 

admissions which was itself a form of RPL, participants understood RPL primarily as 

an issue of credit. 

 

Participant understandings of RPL unanimously prioritised and in most cases restricted 

the purpose of RPL to one of crediting a student for prior informal or non-formal 

learning. This convergence was evident across all milieus. For example the academic 

participant defined RPL as a student ―seeking recognition of their previous knowledge 

and training as credit towards the course they are going to be studying‖ (BA1). 

Similarly a senior executive stated that RPL was ―about recognising and giving credit 

for previous learning‖ (BE5). One of the RPL officers said that RPL was ―using work-

based learning... to meet the learning outcomes of units‖ (BG1). Another senior 

academic used commercial language when she spoke about RPL as ―me being prepared 

to give you X credits against these units - a negotiation as to what the best fit for your 

experience is‖. (BE1). The discrepancy between the formal policy position on RPL and 

the participant‘s understanding of the purpose of RPL can be described in both 

taxonomical and functional terms. Taxonomically, the ‗portfolio approach‘ to 

admissions was understood as the dominant term for RPL for access. Thus, RPL 

became, by default, RPL for credit. Functionally, the participants spent most of their 

time considering and dealing with the credit implications of RPL rather than the access 
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ones. Their daily activities, therefore, led them to consider RPL as almost exclusively a 

credit issue. 

 

When describing the benefits of RPL for the student, participants consistently focussed 

on a quantifiable value to the student, expressed in a mixture of financial, time and 

effort terms. As one RPL officer said ―we don‟t want them repeating anything that they 

pretty much know already and waste their time and money‖ (BG2). RPL was seen as a 

motivation to study primarily because of its power to reduce the cost of studying, 

including the time and effort taken by the student to obtain a qualification, or as one 

senior academic said, ―it makes [higher education] more attractive and gives people 

more financial incentive to continue‖ (BE5).  

 

Describing the RPL process essentially as a financial transaction meant that RPL 

became a commercial consideration as well as a pedagogical one. At the same time that 

RPL was seen as a financial benefit to the learner it was, by extension, seen as an 

impost to the institution. As one senior executive put it: 

The disadvantage is economic, in the sense that students are not with you as 

much and you can get lower load. Some universities have claimed that if 

students who are coming do one less year of study, then there‟s one less 

year of income that they‟re getting for that student. So in the economic 

sense I can see clear losses for a university having a properly operating and 

functioning and well-managed RPL program (BE5). 

 

Cost was also described in terms of the resources required to assess and process 

applications for RPL or as an RPL officer explained:  ―It becomes very time-consuming; 

you‟re not allowed to charge for the assessment under the AQF, so you‟re putting a lot 

of additional work on your academic staff and also your general staff‖ (BG1). The 

academic participant concurred, saying that ―there‟s an awful lot of person hours going 

into RPL but the University, by law, is not allowed to charge for the service‖ (BA1).  
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However another senior executive disagreed and used her experience at another 

university to support her argument that RPL processes did not need to represent a 

significant financial impost on the University. Rather, for her, the cost was measured in 

cultural change: 

I‟ve done it, and it isn‟t that expensive. What it does mean is that you have 

to structurally change; you have to behave differently, inside the 

organisation. It‟s not more expensive, it‟s just different. And it does require 

huge commitment to get staff to that point, and the whole university – not 

just staff – it‟s truly a customer-focused – to use business jargon which I 

hate – but truly a customer-focused approach to the way in which we do 

business. You know, the doors are open, people are around. You know, it‟s 

just about being different, it‟s not any more expensive – well, the transition 

is probably expensive (BE1). 

 

This response reveals two interesting aspects of the commercial considerations of RPL. 

First, arguments of cost became arguments of cost-benefit because, although the 

participant commenced by arguing that RPL processes were not expensive, she 

ultimately acknowledged that policy implementation, especially the transitional shift in 

organisational culture, did have an economic impact on the institution. However the 

implicit argument was that the benefits realised - namely the change to a more student-

centred approach to learning - were greater than the costs involved. Second, although 

expressing her distaste for ―business jargon‖, the senior executive nonetheless used the 

terminology freely and found it an appropriate way of describing what the University 

was seeking to achieve in their RPL policy. The participant thus sought to employ the 

language and argument of private enterprise whilst personally distancing herself from 

ideologies associated with commercial discourses. Terms such as ―customer-focussed‖ 

were simultaneously distasteful yet appropriate; the language of the free market was not 

compatible with the goals of higher education, yet the processes and attitudes the 

language represented were attuned to the direction in which the University intended to 

move. 
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Another way in which RPL policy and practices were commercialised was revealed 

when participants described what types of experience could be used as evidence of prior 

learning. The formal, written policy defined informal learning as ―Learning that has 

occurred outside courses of study…e.g. work experience or life experience‖ 

([University Brown], 2007b). Here, informal learning was defined broadly and in the 

first instance by what it was not (i.e. formal learning) rather than what it was. Clearly, 

the formal position on RPL at University Brown acknowledged the diversity of 

experiences that could count towards academic credit. However when participants 

described what learning counted towards credit, the focus was firmly on learning 

acquired in the workplace. For example, the academic participant said that for her RPL 

meant that ―someone will have done something already in their work life‖ (BA1). A 

senior executive defined RPL as ―the assessment of competencies and essentially 

workplace competencies‖ (BE2). Another senior executive said that RPL was ―about 

what you‟ve done in your workplace‖ (BE3).  Only one participant referred to non-

workplace learning in her definition when she said that RPL was either ―work-place 

learning or social learning‖ (BE1). By delineating what types of learning counted 

towards RPL, the participants also delineated what RPL itself was. This definition 

marginalised the importance of social learning and prioritised professional over 

personal development. 

 

Participants‘ reflections on the purpose of a university also revealed evidence of a 

market discourse. The academic participant believed that ―there is more recognition by 

universities that you have to make courses that are industry relevant‖ (BA1). A senior 

executive stated that ―if our aim is to produce graduates who will go on to work, then 

we try to encourage our staff to tie their programs to the workplace‖ (BE4). One of the 

RPL officers differentiated between the strategic priorities of University Brown, in 
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comparison to other universities, when she observed that ―RPL is very valid in a 

university like ours. We still have theory and a theory component in every unit, but 

there are some units that are very vocational-based‖ (BG1). Here, University Brown‘s 

primary mission was described as producing credentialed graduates for the workforce 

and their understandings of RPL conformed to this purpose. In such a discourse, work 

experience was prioritised over other types of informal learning; the function of RPL 

(i.e. supplying the workforce) demarcated its borders (i.e. only work experience).  

Discursively, it could be said that it became almost axiomatic that work experience was 

the only experience that mattered if the general consensus was, in the words of another 

participant, ―that what students go to university for is to get a job‖ (BE5).  

 

Assessing RPL: „cracking the code‟ 

University Brown‘s policy on RPL highlighted the importance of assessing the informal 

learner‘s potential to succeed in tertiary studies, rather than simply considering the 

documented evidence of their learning achievements. The policy stated that ―the key 

distinguishing characteristic between 'recognition of prior learning' and 'credit transfer' 

is that it is the student who is assessed in the case of RPL, and the course or subject in 

the case of credit transfer‖ ([University Brown], 2007b). This wording implied a greater 

onus on the University to work with the student to establish learning outcomes that were 

appropriate for credentialing, rather than requiring the student to present a portfolio of 

evidence that would be passively considered by the institution. This viewpoint was 

reinforced by one of the senior executives interviewed: 

[Traditional approaches to admission or credit] often serve to perpetuate the 

actual existence of what we‟ve got going. We have to be far more truthful in 

the ways in which we collect and identify peoples‟ capabilities and capacity. 

We need to seek out diversity and difference that challenge us. It‟s about 

how you construct the interview; what qualities you‟re looking for and 

being quite transparent about what you‟re looking for and how someone 

meets the criteria. We need to capture the critical thinking and readiness of 

a diverse range of capable people for programs (BE1).  
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Here, RPL was expressed as personal development or a learner-centred approach to 

assessment that posited the institution and its staff members as active facilitators of the 

learning process. This approach empowered the learner since it acknowledged the 

informal learner‘s latent potential to succeed in higher education, and the educator‘s 

ability to discover and describe this potential in appropriate academic constructs. The 

response also revealed an element of emancipation: if the purpose of RPL was to 

engender access to education for a group of traditionally under-represented students, 

then it was appropriate for the University to develop and enact innovative practices that 

achieved this outcome.  

 

However the vast majority of participant responses belied this emancipatory attitude to 

RPL; particularly those from participants actively involved in collecting and assessing 

RPL claims. When describing RPL assessment processes at University Brown, it was 

clear that an evidence-driven approach prevailed, where the onus was on the learner to 

understand, collect and present requisite proof in order to receive academic credit for 

informal learning. In the words of the academic participant, ―What they have to do is 

present a CV, address the learning outcomes of that particular unit and explain why 

they believe they should get credit for the unit‖ (BA1).  Further evidence of a passive 

approach to assessment was provided by a senior executive when he remarked that 

―typically they get the unit outline and demonstrate that they can prove, from some type 

of evidentiary process, that they have been able to meet the requirements‖ (BE4).  

 

This attitude towards RPL resulted in a mechanistic approach to assessment that 

prioritised quantity over quality. As one of the admissions officers explained: 

We ask the student to submit a letter addressing the outcomes, at least 300 

words for each learning outcome, at the unit level, and it‟s assessed by the 
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unit coordinator. They are looking for a similar outcome, content wise, that 

they would find in an assignment or an examination paper (BG1).   

 

In other words, the focus of the RPL process had shifted from a learner‘s potential to 

succeed in their studies to their ability to describe their learning experiences in 

sufficient quantity and in language that mimicked academic constructs. A brief response 

was considered to be insufficient evidence, regardless of the quality of the answer. 

Similarly, a response that did not look or feel like a piece of academic work was also 

considered to be deficient. In contradiction to the formal policy position, it appeared 

that the RPL assessment process at University Brown considered the evidence of 

learning, rather than the learner.  

 

Institutionally, the ultimate ‗proof‘ of RPL was for the student to demonstrate their 

competence via one of the most traditional academic exercises; the exam. The formal 

policy on RPL advised ―an applicant may be allowed to complete an assessment to 

determine the level of prior learning. This could be a written and/ or oral/ practical 

assessment, including the requirement to sit the final examination for the unit/module‖ 

([University Brown], 2007b). This was a process strongly supported by both senior 

executives and RPL officers, who as a group overwhelmingly identified the challenge 

exam as the most effective way of assessing a student‘s prior learning. The challenge 

exam was viewed as a meritorious, pedagogically defensible and equitable means of 

assessment or in the words of one RPL officer ―it doesn‟t cost them anything, it‟s the 

same exam that every other student sits for that unit and if they pass then we know 

we‟ve covered everything and tested the student‟s knowledge‖ (BG2). It was thus a 

practice at odds with the previously-mentioned emancipatory approach to RPL, which 

identified the need for the University to assist the applicant in explicating their prior 

learning in formal, academic constructs, and also to shift the institutional perception of 

what learning ‗looked‘ like.  
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The barriers that the challenge exam presented to the informal learner were 

acknowledged by only two participants. One, the academic, said: 

The problem with setting an exam is that when you‟re a lecturer you set the 

content you teach in class, which is quite specific. It doesn‟t necessarily 

mean that the student doesn‟t understand what‟s going on, but perhaps they 

don‟t understand the way you frame questions or, or what‟s being put 

forward. The exam doesn‟t perhaps necessarily assess what they know 

(BA1). 

 

The other participant to recognise the problems inherent in using traditional academic 

tools to measure non-academic learning was one of the senior executives, who referred 

to the use of challenge exams as ―idiosyncratic‖. She believed that “it‟s really only in 

relatively recent years that people have got their heads around the fact that [RPL 

assessment] doesn‟t need to be a paper and pencil test, or a laptop test; it can be 

something different‖ (BE2). The majority view, however, reflected RPL practices that 

reinforced formal academic norms and failed to recognise that tools used to measure 

learning outcomes, such as the challenge exam, were not objective or neutral actors in 

the RPL process.  

 

The University‘s formal policy position also revealed the way in which RPL was 

considered a commercial transaction and not simply an exercise of epistemological 

assessment. University Brown‘s RPL policy stated that when a student was given credit 

on the basis of prior learning, including RPL, the credit was applicable to a specific 

course of study and would not necessarily be transferred to another course of study, 

should the student change their qualification. This was certainly academically 

defensible, since RPL had to relate to specific learning outcomes. However the policy 

went on to state that ―once a student has been awarded credit on the basis of [RPL], 

subsequent [RPL] will not include a re-assessment of the initial [RPL], but will be 

based on assessing other [RPL]‖ ([University Brown], 2007b). In other words, should a 
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student use a certain experience or series of experiences to gain credit for one unit, the 

same experience or experiences could not be used for credit towards any other unit, 

regardless of the validity or link between the experience and the learning outcome.  

 

Other participant understandings of RPL 

Underlying the dominant discourse of RPL as a ‗transaction‘ was a consideration of 

how RPL, potentially, was discordant with the purpose and mission of not only 

University Brown but the higher education sector as a whole. Central to this idea was 

the notion that RPL devalued post-compulsory education by limiting the learner‘s 

exposure to formal learning experiences. One senior executive questioned the use of 

RPL to gain qualifications in the following terms: 

If you‟re studying for development rather than just a qualification, then I 

don‟t think you should be looking at RPL. But the reality is we have people 

come in expecting for two-thirds of the qualification to be wiped off. They‟re 

clearly just chasing a qualification, a piece of paper. If you end up doing 

just a handful of units, then I don‟t think you‟re doing yourself a justice 

(BE5).  

 

Here, RPL was expressed as counter-productive in epistemological terms. Rather than 

recognising the value of prior non-formal and informal learning, it excluded the learner 

from the opportunity or in the words of another senior executive, ―by giving RPL you 

could be missing an opportunity of giving the student a chance to understand‖ (BE4). In 

other words, the mis-application of RPL was of detriment to a central purpose of the 

university; namely to create and communicate knowledge. Rather than assisting the 

informal learner, the belief by some was that the application of RPL might actually 

hinder the student‘s education in the long term.  

 

This view was in partial conflict with another university purpose previously mentioned 

by many of the participants; namely, to assist the learner in gaining employment. Indeed 

the same senior executive who chided learners for using RPL to fast-track their 
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qualification had already acknowledged that ―what students go to university for is to get 

a job‖ (BE5). His partial resistance to RPL suggested a paternalistic relationship 

between teacher and learner, where the student did not necessarily know what was best 

for them. Whilst acknowledging that University Brown, like other universities, existed 

in great part to provide qualified graduates for an increasingly globalised workforce, 

many of the participants believed that a more traditional, primary function of the higher 

education sector as a creator of new knowledge was being potentially compromised.  

 

The academic participant believed that pressure from a new generation of learners 

accounted for, in part, the recalibration of the competing goals of a university. These 

learners were perceived to be less deferential to institutional power and seeking 

outcomes or results in the short term. The academic expressed a view that ―RPL is 

becoming more prevalent because people want to take the easy route, they want things 

quicker and faster in education and they don‟t want to spend as much time doing 

things‖ (BA1). One of the RPL officers concurred, saying that in her experience some 

RPL was granted for reasons other than pedagogical. In her words, she had ―seen the 

„squeaky gate syndrome‟, where some students just pester the academic until they give 

RPL” (BG1). These views expressed a concern not only for academic standards, but 

indeed for the way in which universities broadly and academics in particular were 

increasingly less venerated by students. RPL was empowering for the informal learner, 

but it was also potentially disempowering for the academic. By acknowledging the 

validity of their prior learning experiences the academic conceded a degree of power to 

the learner and consequently undermined their own position of authority. Informal 

learning was thus not only a threat to the purpose of the university, but an existential 

threat to academics and their role in society.  
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Certainly, University Brown‘s RPL policy had mechanisms to control and limit how 

much RPL a student could be granted. The policy allowed the University to determine 

―limits to the maximum amount of RPL‖ that could be granted to a student ([University 

Brown], 2007b). For example, at the time of this study, a student was required to study 

at least one year of a three-year undergraduate degree at University Brown. Generally 

speaking, a student could not receive more than two-thirds of an undergraduate, or one 

half of a postgraduate degree, from RPL. This was a very direct way in which 

University Brown could limit the extent to which learning not acquired within its 

institutional walls was validated. In doing so, it reinforced a primary purpose of the 

University; that is, to be an exclusive site for the production of knowledge. The ‗public 

face‘ which the University placed upon its display of this power was ideal of protecting 

academic standards, or quality. 

 

Some participants challenged the belief that RPL was a threat to the quality of the 

‗student experience‘. Putting the ‗problem‘ of RPL in context, a senior executive noted 

that ―it would be unlikely for a student to get more than one or two units credit on the 

basis of informal learning‖ (BE3). The reality, therefore, was that the student‘s time in 

university would not be shortened to any significant degree. Another senior executive 

said: 

What are they missing out on? Do they have to get what is in my head to be 

the best graduate? This is that narcissistic thing – that it‟s all about me, it‟s 

not about you. If you have a capacity to graduate and can connect the 

elements of the degree and can demonstrate a capacity for understanding, 

abilities, experience, then you‟ve got the degree. This is not about what I tell 

you. That‟s a very self-centred and didactic view of knowledge and the 

world (BE1).  

 

Here the educator was defined as someone who could recognise and explicate 

knowledge in others, rather than a holder of knowledge themself. This was another 

aspect of the emancipatory goals of RPL where the University and its staff were 
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conceptualised as in partnership with the informal learner, working together to identify, 

understand and explicate relevant learning outcomes from previous experiences.  

 

Supporting the learner: pastoral care for RPL students 

Student support services at University Brown were highly centralised. Although each 

faculty had ―Student Support Officers‖, these roles existed primarily to facilitate 

administrative processes, such as enrolment, timetabling and processing of other 

documentation. However, University Brown also operated a ―Student Retention and 

Support Office‖. Approximately a dozen people were employed to ―coordinate efficient 

and effective student support services‖ to assist the University to ―admit, retain and 

graduate optimal numbers of career-ready and satisfied students‖ ([University Brown], 

2009e). The language of the document portrayed the University as a commercial service 

provider, where students were clients who needed to be assisted ―proactively and 

reactively‖ and where staff provided ―value-added services‖ towards ―the achievement 

of agreed outcomes‖ ([University Brown], 2009e). The head of the department was 

known as ―Manager, Student Retention‖. The language of the documents and 

nomenclature used suggested that the purpose of providing student support services was 

to retain the student, rather than enhance their learning experience. It could also be said 

that the purpose of enhancing students‘ learning experiences was, ultimately, to retain 

the student for the benefit of the institution, rather than the students. 

 

From the participants, there were mixed responses as to the purpose and provision of 

support for informal learners. For example, one senior executive strongly championed 

support for students during the RPL process, stating that ―it gets to the heart of access 

and equity… every student has their own set of needs and we need to be catering to 

them‖ (BE2). Yet one of her colleagues disagreed, believing that ―a student who is 
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going to be capable of studying at university should be capable of constructing a 

reasonable argument for prior learning based on work experience. I see that as one of 

the requirements of coming to university‖ (BE5). The same disparity in responses was 

true of the RPL officers. One believed that informal learners were treated ―the same as 

any other student‖ and furthermore that this was appropriate since ―they were applying 

on the basis that they understood this information‖ (BG1). However the academic 

participant believed that support for informal learners was important, albeit not always 

promoted. Consequently, the level of support provided to informal learners ―depended 

on the course and the course coordinator‖ (BA1). There was, however, broad 

agreement that the generic support services available to all students were of a high 

quality, or in the words of one participant, ―we have the whole raft of support services 

and they are available to all students‖ (BE4). Thus, there were two prevalent attitudes 

towards student support. The first attitude, displayed by some of the senior executives, 

advocated for targeted or special support for informal learners. This attitude was 

underpinned by a belief that informal learners had particular needs and faced specific 

challenges that required a targeted response. The second attitude, displayed across all 

groups of participants, predicated homogenous student support, where all students were 

entitled to the same services. Furthermore, as an enrolled student deemed to be 

‗university ready‘, they should be able to understand and access these support services 

without extra assistance. 

 

RPL, access and equity 

University Brown‘s written policy regarding RPL made no reference to any ideals of 

access, equity or inclusion. The intent of the policy was to ensure that prior learning 

was recognised in a consistent manner that ensured the ―quality, integrity and standing 

of [University Brown] qualifications‖ ([University Brown], 2007b). Echoing the written 
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policy‘s statement that RPL practices needed to be conducted in a consistent manner, 

one senior executive remarked that ―our RPL policy is quite clear and it‟s fairly easy to 

apply in that sense. So at least there‟s an equity about that, in that we‟re open and 

transparent in what we‟re trying to do” (BE1).  Elsewhere, in the absence of a formal 

position on RPL and equity, participants expressed diverse understandings of the 

relationship, none of which could be said to be prevailing. These responses showed 

evidence that the issue of equity through RPL was more strongly considered at the 

senior executive level, than by the other participants. 

 

The disconnection between RPL, access and equity 

 

Many participants, especially the admissions officers, found it difficult to explicate a 

relationship between University Brown‘s RPL policy and ideals of access and inclusion 

in higher education. One admissions officer tentatively agreed that RPL had the 

potential to make higher education more inclusive, but when asked to elaborate, said 

―well, students see it as a very valid means of advanced standing‖ (BG1). The other 

admissions officer believed that ―RPL provides a fair situation where the student might 

be able not to have to repeat, not to have to do the same thing” (BG2). The academic 

participant stated that ―I don‟t think RPL is the first thing on a person‟s mind when they 

think about coming to university‖ (BA1). She continued that what would make higher 

education more accessible would be ―more universities with courses that are industry 

relevant, because there‟s something relevant for them to do that will assist in their 

future development‖ (BA1). Equity was also conflated with accountability and 

procedural transparency. Thus, whilst these participants generally believed that 

University Brown was an inclusive and accessible institution, they did not necessarily 

believe that RPL was one of the ways in which inclusivity was enhanced.  
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RPL and equity: the equity group of one 

 

At the senior executive level, RPL for access was considered an ideal mechanism for 

enhancing access to higher education, insofar as it allowed students with non-traditional 

learning experiences to qualify for tertiary studies. University Brown‘s actions in this 

respect were seen to be of the right intent, but requiring more development. As one of 

the senior executives put it ―as an entry point, the big push needs to be around [RPL]. 

We have a lot of work to do there, in the higher education sector, as well as in this 

university” (BE1). Her colleague agreed, saying:  

Universities haven‟t been very good at either letting people in the general 

population know that universities are an option for them, or in fact we‟ve 

not been an option for people because of the way that we‟ve operated. This 

campus is great; we‟ve got a childcare centre on site, and child-friendly 

policies around the university (BE2). 

 

These responses acted to link the issue of RPL to two broader concerns, to the perceived 

benefit of University Brown. First, the failure to exploit RPL as a mechanism of 

inclusion was described by both participants as a failure of the higher education sector 

in general, thus mitigating the responsibility of the University. Second, by drawing 

attention to the wider practices of inclusion throughout University Brown, such as the 

childcare facilities, the participant was keen to provide evidence that a failure to be 

equitable in the area of RPL did not mean that the institution was not, overall, equitable 

and accessible. 

 

One senior executive, whose responsibilities at University Brown made her responsible 

for many issues of equity and inclusion, provided an interesting conceptualisation of the 

ideals of equity: 

We talk about equity groups, but I think that‟s kind of rubbish. High-

achieving rich kids also have needs and too often they get ignored. When I 

talk about equity and access we are not just talking about poor Aboriginal 

kids or poor migrant kids, or the unemployed, I‟m actually talking about 

everyone. Everyone has needs… How many rich, smarts kids do we see in 

Year 10 get into drugs and do stupid things? How many rich, smart kids are 
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unable to pursue a career in the arts, because they are expected to be a 

doctor or a lawyer? (BE1). 

 

This conceptualisation of the individual as the equity group arguably diminished the 

effectiveness of any policies of inclusion, since it acted to suppress the relative 

disadvantage of certain groups of students traditionally under-represented in higher 

education. At the same time it was an approach to equity that promoted the admission 

practices of University Brown, particularly the portfolio approach and associated 

interview. Unlike those of the other case-study universities, the admissions practices at 

University Brown dealt with students at a more individual level, which played a part in 

this particular shaping of an equity discourse.  

 

Finally, students were seen as effective actors in the policy process and consequently 

―the students affect our decisions on RPL: we‟ve developed courses that appeal to 

people with work experience, so we get more enrolments from people already in the 

field‖ (BA1). This comment revealed how RPL, in practice, acted to promote workers 

within a profession, rather than assisting non-skilled workers to access an employment 

opportunity at the ground floor. Rather than breaking down social barriers to higher 

education, RPL acted as an economic ‗value-add‘ to an already professional labour 

force. Another example was provided by an RPL officer who remarked that where she 

saw RPL as being most appropriate was in professional qualifications, such as 

accounting degrees, where ―you have someone who‟s been an accountant and they 

understand the conceptual part of the framework of accounting‖ (BG1).  This would in 

turn allow them credit towards a qualification that would entitle them to accreditation 

with a professional body, such as becoming a Certified Professional Accountant. Again, 

the focus was on the skilled worker receiving professional and remunerative recognition 

of their skills, rather than increasing overall access to university, with a particular focus 

on equity groups. 
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The influence of the external environment on lifelong learning and RPL policy at 

University Brown 

At the time this study was undertaken and as with the other case-study universities, 

University Brown was considering the ramifications of the Bradley Review and the 

―half-cohort‖. Both of these policy developments are described in detail in Chapter 1. In 

summary: the Bradley Review set Australian universities increased participation targets, 

especially for students from disadvantaged backgrounds; and the half-cohort of school 

leavers meant that the State‘s universities were anticipating a significant decrease in the 

number of enrolling students in 2015. Both of these policy developments had the 

potential to influence University Brown‘s RPL policy. 

 

The Bradley Review – supporting University Brown‟s vision of community involvement 

The notion of community engagement was central to University Brown‘s driving 

mission. Consequently, the implementation of the Bradley Review‘s recommendations 

was favourably received by many in the University as a means by which the institution 

could enhance its reputation as an accessible university. University Brown‘s website 

proudly stated that its long-term goal was ―to be recognised for the range and quality of 

our engagement activities [to] produce mutual benefits and productive relationships 

with the University's various communities‖ ([University Brown], 2009c). In addition to 

making its more traditional services (e.g. library, sporting complex) available to the 

general public, University Brown also provided a community legal centre, a 

psychological services centre, and a business hub. Furthermore its various research 

centres were encouraged to promote strategies for community involvement and 

engagement. At University Brown, community engagement was viewed as a form of 

―academic achievement [where] some academic goals can only be achieved through 
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input from the wider community the University was established to serve‖ ([University 

Brown], 2009a). In the long term, the University sought to have its community 

engagement recognised ―as a point of differentiation‖ for the institution ([University 

Brown], 2009g).  

 

Similarly, under the institution‘s portfolio approach to entry, students could apply for 

entry into certain courses and have their ―community involvement‖ taken into 

consideration ([University Brown], 2009b). Notions of community were therefore 

directly linked to academic achievement for both the staff and students of University 

Brown. The importance of community engagement was reinforced by many of the 

participants and linked directly to the University‘s position on RPL. One senior 

executive explicitly linked RPL with community when she explained how the 

University was in the process of developing a brochure about RPL to explain what 

informal learners could apply for and how they should apply. This was because the 

University had ―recognised a gap in our services, which are vital for us in terms of 

providing services and access to the local community‖ (BE3). For the academic 

participant, RPL was a way of providing an alternative means of access into many 

postgraduate courses, where the student had never been to university and so didn‘t have 

the traditional pre-requisite Bachelor‘s degree for entry. Using RPL to equate, for 

example work experience, as an equivalent background in terms of preparedness was 

one way in which University Brown ―could give something back to the community and 

you would have more people coming to university, which is what people want‖ (BA1).  

 

Whilst there was broad agreement that University Brown‘s strong commitment to 

community engagement was in accord with the overall principles contained within the 

Bradley Review, most participants did not believe that the Review itself had had any 
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direct effect on the University‘s actions in respect of RPL policy. One senior executive 

who was in her own words ―the architect of the current [RPL] policy‖ said that no 

external factors had affected policy development and that the University had always 

―been the sort of university to do it ourselves‖ (BE3). Another participant believed the 

effect of the Bradley Review on the higher education sector as a whole would be 

profound but for University Brown it would be negligible because ―we were already 

having those discussion ahead of the Review and we‟re already prepared for this 

journey, regardless‖ (BE2).  Another participant identified an indirect or passive 

connection between the Bradley recommendations and University Brown‘s community 

focus. Although he believed the University had not acted on any direct pressure as a 

result of the Bradley Review, he felt that the Review was itself a result of community 

concern and pressure that the University was also aware of and sensitive to. University 

Brown policy, to some degree, was ―shaped by external forces to create opportunities 

for people… and to service [our] community‖ (BE4). In his opinion, University Brown‘s 

awareness of and response to these concerns pre-dated the Review and its subsequent 

recommendations, meaning that at their implementation the University‘s RPL and 

admission policies only required ―treatment at the edges‖ (BE4). Overall, the Bradley 

Review‘s recommendations were considered a validation of University Brown‘s own 

mission and values, rather than a trigger for change.  

 

There was evidence that University Brown used the notion of ‗community‘ to link 

meta-principles of access and equity to specific strategies of local engagement. In a 

sense, the University adopted a ―think global, act local‖ approach to RPL policy, thus 

grounding universal educational goals of emancipation and democratisation in a local 

setting, meaning that staff could readily relate to the goals and understand their valency 

to the local community. However according to the national 2006 census data, published 
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by the Australian Bureau of Statistics, University Brown‘s main campus resided in a 

local area which was ranked in the top 11
th

 percentile in regards to socio-economic 

disadvantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). In other words, almost 90 percent 

of the rest of Australia was considered be more disadvantaged than the people in 

University Brown‘s locale. It would be difficult, therefore, for the University to achieve 

the Review‘s recommended 20 percent enrolment target for students from a low socio-

economic background exclusively, or even primarily, from within this community. This 

challenge was borne out by the empirical data: at the time of the study, in 2009, only 

11.5 percent of all students at University Brown were low SES.  

 

The „half-cohort‟ 

At the time of the study, in 2009, there was great awareness of the issue of the ‗half-

cohort‘ and its future impact upon student numbers at University Brown. In its 2009 

annual report the University stated that: 

The State Government‘s role in [education policy] is of direct relevance to 

[University Brown]… The half-year cohort of students will enter Year 12 in 

2014, and an estimated 3000 fewer school-leavers will enter higher 

education in the following year. This will have an adverse impact on 

university enrolments and revenues in 2015 and beyond… During 2010, 

[University Brown] will continue to engage with the State Government and 

the Australian Government on the possibility of assistance to help Western 

Australian universities cope with the student enrolment downturn and its 

consequences for revenue in 2015 and later years. ([University Brown], 

2009g, p. 57) 

 

Here, the influence of the external policy was described in economic rather than 

pedagogic terms. Equally, the response to the consequences of the policy was 

economic: rather than explicating strategies to supplement the lower school-leaver 

enrolments with other enrolments, the University‘s response suggested that financial 

compensation would be requested. No reference or link was made to the University‘s 

recently implemented portfolio approach to entry, which had significant potential to 

assist the institution in increasing non-school leaver enrolments. 
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However, for the participants, the half-cohort was a non-issue in terms of influencing 

the policy process. This reaction mirrored responses to the Bradley Review, where it 

was also perceived that the University operated, by and large, autonomously and 

without undue reference to the external policy environment. The overwhelming 

perception of the participants was the half-cohort in no way influenced RPL policy 

development at University Brown. This again reinforced the perception that University 

Brown was, in the words of one participant, ―the sort of university to do it ourselves‖ 

(BE3). In contrast, as outlined in the next subsection, University Brown appeared to be 

much more sensitive to non-government external pressure; most notably from the 

private sector and the students themselves. 

 

Other external influences on RPL policy 

In contrast to State and Federal Government policy development, University Brown 

displayed greater sensitivity to the needs and actions of its students, as well as those 

parts of the private sector that engaged with higher education. This suggested a 

neoliberal, market-based approach to the delivery of higher education, as opposed to the 

view of a university education as an epistemological ‗public good‘. Both the students 

and the private sector here were viewed as customers, which problematised the role 

RPL policy played in supporting the mission of the institution. On the one hand, the 

promotion of RPL could encourage more and diverse student enrolments. Conversely, 

restricting RPL could send a strong signal to the business community that academic 

standards were being enforced and graduates of University Brown possessed the 

requisite professional skills to contribute to a growing global economy.  
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From the participants, there was strong awareness of the potential for RPL to encourage 

the enrolment of students from traditionally under-represented groups. In the words of 

one senior academic, ―RPL is a model that can cater for groups who have not always 

done well, or who have not had the same access, or opportunities, or outcomes from a 

more formal education setting‖ (BE2). However, this emancipatory discourse was 

qualified elsewhere with a more pragmatic, economically rationalistic outlook. For 

example, the academic participant observed that applications for RPL were increasing 

because ―more people are seeking qualifications who have work experience in the 

industry‖ (BA1). Here, both the university mission and definition of RPL were qualified 

in workplace terms. The purpose of a university was to provide a professional 

qualification, as opposed to an education, and RPL was defined in terms of work 

experience, as opposed to life experience more broadly. Although there was a belief in 

the potential for RPL to make higher education more equitable and accessible, the 

majority of participants tended to define RPL, and express its purpose or relationship to 

institutional goals, in primarily economic terms.  

 

Conclusion 

Lifelong learning at University Brown was a term that was at times tenuously applied to 

institutional concerns such as educational quality and graduate attributes.  Participants 

generally expressed an instinctual rather than tangible understanding of the principle of 

lifelong learning. Where lifelong learning was more clearly defined, it tended to be 

viewed either as an affirmation of the value of informal learning, or an educational 

output of the institution. 

 

In contrast, University Brown had a more universal and explicit understanding of what 

RPL was and achieved. Although linked to notions of access and equity (most notably 
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by senior executive participants), RPL practices primarily covered prior informal 

learning into discrete, quantifiable learning outcomes equivalent to studies at University 

Brown. The assessment of RPL placed a burden upon the informal learner to be aware 

of, understand and negotiate formal learning discourses in order to describe their 

learning experiences in formal academic terms.  

 

Despite explicating a multiplicity of values and missions for the higher education 

sector, RPL policy and practices at University Brown suggested that the dominant 

understanding of the purpose of education was to enable graduates to get a job. 

Consequently the ideals of access and equity, understood and enunciated by the 

majority of the senior executive, were subsumed by an overriding concern to match 

formal learning outcomes with clearly defined and assessable workplace skills.  
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CHAPTER 7  

CASE STUDY 3: UNIVERSITY RED 

 

The setting 

University Red (a pseudonym) was established in the 1970s as an alternative to the 

State‘s other research-intensive institution (University Green), as well as an opportunity 

to provide additional courses not taught elsewhere in the State.  Its first regional campus 

opened in the mid-90s. It has a highly-regarded teaching program, with the University 

regularly receiving the maximum five-stars for graduate satisfaction in Australia‘s 

major independent national survey. At the time of data collection in 2009, University 

Red had a population of approximately 18 000 students.  

 

In 2009, University Red had achieved record growth in student numbers. Growth was 

achieved in all entry categories with the largest growth area being offshore student 

enrolments ([University Red], 2009, p. 1). According to data published by the 

Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations 

(DEEWR), 16.2 percent of University Red‘s domestic students in 2009 were low socio-

economic status (DEEWR, 2009). This was above the average of all Australian 

universities (15.1 percent), making University Red the only one of the case-study 

universities to exceed the national average. However this was still below the Federal 

Government‘s aspirational target of 20 percent. 

 

University Red is a member of the Innovative Research Universities (IRU), a network 

of seven comprehensive universities ―conducting research of national and international 

standing and applying collective expert knowledge, capabilities and resources to 

enhance the outcomes of higher education‖ (www.iru.edu.au). Typically, and as is the 

http://www.iru.edu.au/
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case with University Red, these universities comprise a main campus located in a 

capital or major regional city, with several other satellite campuses servicing other 

regional cities and towns.  

 

Despite its well-regarded teaching programs, in 2009 University Red was only the third 

destination of choice for local school leavers, with an average Australian Tertiary 

Admissions Rank (ATAR) – or ‗cut-off score‘ above only that of University Brown. 

However less than half of the University‘s annual domestic enrolments were attributed 

to school leavers, with the rest being mature-age students. More than one in five (22 

percent) of its new students in 2009 used non-traditional (i.e. non-Year 12) 

qualifications as a basis of admission, such as work experience or some form of 

alternative admissions test. Statistically, therefore, University Red had the most diverse 

student population of all four State public universities. It was also the most likely 

destination for mature-age students. 

 

At the time of this study, University Red had for many years accepted RPL for credit, 

allowing students to apply for credit on the basis of non-formal and informal learning 

experiences. General information was provided on the University‘s website and various 

handbooks and marketing pamphlets. In these sources, the terms ‗advanced standing‘ 

and ‗credit and exemption‘ were preferred to RPL. Applications for RPL were 

coordinated centrally, with the assessment being conducted within individual schools, 

by an appropriate academic staff member.  

 

Understandings of lifelong learning at University Red 

At the time of the study, and in common with the other case-study universities, 

University Red had no formal lifelong learning policy. With one notable exception, the 



 190 

 

term ‗lifelong learning‘ was almost non-existent in not only formal documents but also 

in incidental, descriptive text on the website, policy material and course and 

promotional information. The exception was the conceptualisation of lifelong learning 

as a graduate attribute; that is, a skill or ability imparted to all students, regardless of 

their course of study. In contrast to formal policy documents, the participants preferred 

to conceptualise lifelong learning as a life-wide activity that encompassed formal, non-

formal and informal learning.  

 

Lifelong learning as a graduate attribute 

As with other case-study universities, University Red presented lifelong learning as a 

graduate attribute, which it defined as ―generic capabilities and qualities that help 

university graduates to participate effectively in society and employment‖ ([University 

Red], 2006). ―Independent and lifelong learning‖ was one of nine main graduate 

attributes that in turn had ―organisational and time management skills‖ and 

―independent study‖ as sub-attributes ([University Red], 2006). For University Red, the 

function of a graduate attribute was unambiguous: 

Increasingly, employers want Universities to develop these attributes in 

their students, and Australia-wide universities are defining their graduate 

attributes and showing how they are integrated into the undergraduate 

curriculum... It is to your advantage to develop these attributes because they 

will help you gain employment and be successful in the workplace 

([University Red], 2006). 

 

Clearly, graduate attributes were aligned with employability, and neoliberal discourses 

of human capital and workplace productivity were evident in this description. 

Furthermore, University Red situated itself as a passive enabler in the production of 

graduate attributes. Parsing the above statement into two sections, it can be seen that the 

first statement commencing ―Increasingly, employers want…‖ situated University Red 

as responsive to the needs of the employment market, as opposed to leading with its 

own educational agenda. Furthermore, the economic need for graduate attributes was 
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given a national context; thus it was the entire Australian higher education sector 

servicing this need. This statement presented a sense of an unavoidable tide or an 

economic imperative that had to be fulfilled, regardless of the preferred or normative 

practices of University Red.  

 

The second statement, starting with ―It is to your advantage‖, put the onus of 

responsibility on the student rather than the University. Again, the benefit of the 

graduate attribute was described in economic terms. The overall sense of these two 

statements was that lifelong learning, as a graduate attribute, was expected by 

employers, reactively offered by the University and, ultimately, the responsibility of the 

student to achieve. Failure to achieve was not a failure on the part of University Red but 

of the learner. This also gave the impression that graduate attributes were not 

necessarily part of the institutional norms but were appropriated from a wider, social 

context. 

 

Elsewhere in University documents, the notion of lifelong learning was marginalised. A 

prime example of this was the repetitive description of University Red as ―the ideal 

place to take the next step on a path of lifelong learning‖. This phrase was repeated, 

verbatim, in multiple texts including its annual report in the year of the study (2009), 

the introduction to the institution on its webpage, information concerning course and 

tuition fees, and in the promotion of its international, offshore programs. The ‗cut and 

paste‘ style of delivery conveyed a sense of hollowness in which the phrase had been 

rendered devoid of almost any meaning other than a superficial, marketing one.  
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Lifelong learning as a holistic life-wide venture 

In contrast to written texts, participants were more likely to describe the life-wide 

aspects of lifelong learning that extended across the entirety of a learner‘s existence. An 

emancipatory discourse was more evident than found in the written documents; for 

example, lifelong learning was described as ―a process by where people engage in 

formal and informal education over the period of their life‖ (RE2) and ―something that 

people do every day over the duration of our life journey‖ (RE1). The academic 

participant made specific reference to ―the pleasure of learning‖ and observed that many 

students ―bring a lot of lifelong learning experience with them‖ (RA1). Echoing the 

comments of the academic participant, one of the admissions officers maintained that 

lifelong learning was not only about formal qualifications for professional advancement 

but also ―sometime learning just for personal reflection‖ (RG2). Thus, in contrast to 

formal documentation, participants conceptualized lifelong learning not as an 

institutionally-initiated act of pedagogy delineated temporally (i.e. over a course of 

study) or academically (i.e. as a graduate attribute), but as an ongoing experiential 

activity driven by curiosity and pleasure.  

 

The learner-centeredness of this approach to lifelong learning was also apparent in how 

the learner was described as taking part in the activity. One of the admissions officers 

stressed the importance of the learner ―being committed to the learning process‖ (RG2). 

Likewise, a senior executive described students with lifelong learning skills as having 

―a certain motivation and maturity‖ (RE1). Interestingly, therefore, whilst University 

Red had no formal policy regarding lifelong learning and provided no contextualized 

information on the issue, most participants recognised two of the key characteristics of 

most universal lifelong learning agendas. First, lifelong learning was a holistic concept 
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embracing all aspects of formal, non-formal and informal learning. Second, the 

centrality of the learner, especially in terms of self-motivation, was crucial. However it 

could also be argued that by highlighting the importance of self-motivation, and 

stressing the importance of the learning that was acquired outside of the Academy, a 

neoliberal discourse was also evident in these participant responses, insofar as lifelong 

learning was considered the responsibility of the student. 

 

The conceptualization of lifelong learning as an empowering, learner-centred activity – 

or as one of the senior executives described it ―humanistic‖ (RE1) – was shaped both by 

institutional practice and student demographics. In turn, these two elements reinforced 

and reiterated each other. As already described, University Red had the highest 

proportion of mature-age students of all of the State‘s public universities. These 

students brought with them their own norms, which the University and its staff were 

receptive to. The following incident, related by one of the admissions officers, provides 

an illuminating description of this process: 

I was an undergraduate student [at University Red] and I think I was the 

youngest in my class. I always remember one of the mature-age students 

having an argument with the lecturer regarding South-East Asian history in 

World War Two. The academic pointed out that perhaps she knew best 

because of her academic experience and in return he said he was there. So 

she opened up the conversation and asked him to share. And that was a bit 

of a light bulb moment for me, in my education. I remember thinking „wow, 

this is so different to high school‟. There‟s no way in an institution with 80 

percent of 17 year-olds that you‟re going to have that kind of interaction 

(RA2). 

 

The incident revealed three things about this participant‘s understanding of lifelong 

learning at University Red. First, mature-age students were commonplace and had a 

demonstrable impact on the shared norms and beliefs of the institution. Second, the 

lecturer in question was not threatened when her academic knowledge was questioned, 

rather she welcomed the debate. The participant therefore believed that 

power/knowledge was a more democratic discourse than at other universities. Third, as 
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the participant described this memory as a powerfully positive experience, the ability of 

University Red to accept and incorporate external knowledge and norms enhanced the 

quality of the teaching and learning experience.  

 

The curriculum structure at University Red also evidenced the impact of a flexible, part-

time and mature-age student population. Participants frequently referred to the generic 

nature of the undergraduate program and how it facilitated career changes or ‗course-

switching‘. As one senior executive described: 

We allow free transfer. It means that the vast majority of our majors don‟t 

have a quota; students can easily transfer from one degree to another. So 

we don‟t set individual cut-off scores for each course, because there‟s no 

point. You could have one student starting in biology, then transfer to 

accounting and even transfer back to biology (RE2).  

 

This flexible approach to course entry meant that students were encouraged to explore 

options and not feel that the decision they made in the first year locked them into a 

single pathway. It also meant that students without traditional pre-requisites could enrol 

in a non-professional program and, subject to satisfactory performance, easily transfer 

to a professional program in the second year. As another senior executive described, 

―As long as you have the ability, we have good options for your study. I don‟t know if 

other universities are like that but at [University Red] we particularly are‖ (RE1). 

These and other comments made it clear that the high proportion of mature-age 

enrolments at the institution, many of whom had not taken traditional entrance 

examinations, had created a highly flexible and somewhat generic approach to 

admission, enrolment and academic progression. In line with many lifelong learning 

agendas, University Red embraced a student-centred, inclusive approach to learning. 

Participants believed that this approach was a point of differentiation for the University 

and were proud of it. In the words of one of the participants, at University Red ―it‟s 
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about giving people an option in life, no matter who they are… we‟ve always been 

about social inclusion‖ (RE1).  

 

Understandings of RPL at University Red 

At University Red, RPL was understood both in terms of credit and access. As the 

former, RPL was tightly defined and restricted by the institution and informal learners 

were often marginalised, despite the University‘s strong commitment to social inclusion 

and participation in higher education. For RPL for credit, the dominant discourse 

revealed a neoliberal belief in individual responsibility and choice, which presumed that 

informal learners had the same power/knowledge as those who had benefitted from 

formal education. However, as RPL for access, University Red‘s historical support for a 

diverse student background enabled them to incorporate RPL for access as part of their 

alternative access programs, allowing students who would otherwise not have the 

opportunity to go to university to enrol. RPL for access was strongly linked with 

discourses of equity and emancipation through education. These discourses are explored 

more fully below. 

 

RPL for credit: the informal learner in conflict with institutional values 

In 2008 University Red published its ―Rules on Credits and Exemptions‖ which stated 

that ―[University Red] recognises that learning may occur in a variety of ways, 

including formal study at universities and other accredited institutions and private 

providers, employer-based training and development and relevant experience gained 

within the workforce‖ ([University Red], 2008a). The policy defined RPL as ―relevant 

and verifiable skills, knowledge and competencies, that have been acquired before 

enrolment at the University‖. It further explained that RPL included ―learning acquired 

in a non-credentialled context, such as through education or training in employer-based 
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programs, or by professional bodies, private providers etc.; and through relevant work 

and/or life experience‖ ([University Red], 2008a). RPL was clearly delineated therefore 

as for the purposes of credit, as distinct from access, and inclusive of non-formal and 

informal learning.  

 

However it was clear that for informal learning, the focus was clearly on skills acquired 

in the workplace. To begin with, the policy defined RPL as ‗non credentialled‘ learning; 

in other words the starting point for RPL was to draw attention to what it was not, rather 

than what it was. This negative definition highlighted the importance of certification 

where the learning in and of itself was worthless unless the student could provide 

evidence of what learning had occurred. This was confirmed explicitly in an ensuing 

section of the policy which stated that ―credit for uncredentialled learning shall be 

granted only when the applicant can demonstrate equivalent skills and knowledge to 

that gained if the relevant University studies were undertaken‖ ([University Red], 

2008a). The policy‘s definition of what constituted informal learning was clearly biased 

towards workplace skills acquired in a non-formal learning context, rather than life 

skills gained through experiential, unstructured occurrences. Furthermore the policy 

gave no direction that the University would participate or support the learner in 

gathering evidence: RPL would be granted ―only when the applicant can 

demonstrate…‖. This definition acted to restrict the purpose of RPL for credit as a 

process for passively certifying skills and competencies that accorded with a neoliberal 

view of the purpose of education; to improve the productivity and mobility of workers 

seeking to enter an increasingly globalised workforce.  

 

This relatively narrow understanding of RPL was reiterated by several participants, such 

as the academic who described RPL as ―mainly about demonstrating prior knowledge of 
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a unit‖ (RA1). Another participant described RPL as ―a technical term‖, which again 

reinforced the utilitarian nature of RPL for credit. He continued: 

We allow RPL based on work or educational background… what we call 

learning. To some degree culture plays a part, but this is a western 

institution, we‟ve got to be respectful of that, and we‟ve got to balance that, 

the culture with the western paradigm (RE1). 

 

Two discourses are evident in this response. The first is the neoliberal notion of 

verifiable skills or competencies for the purposes of economic productivity (‗work‘). 

The second is an interesting acknowledgement of the normative function of a large 

institution such as a university, which reflected and transmitted not only institution-

specific beliefs, but those of the broader community in which it resides. The 

participant‘s reference to the ‗western paradigm‘ requires the following 

contextualisation: the specific program that this senior executive was referring to was 

one designed for Indigenous students
4
 who are historically under-represented in the 

Australian higher education system. The intent of the program was to take into account 

Indigenous students‘ relative socio-economic and educational disadvantage and provide 

them with specific support to succeed in University programs. However in the 

participant‘s own words, this intent was balanced against the broader normative 

functions of University Red, which was to provide the wider community with the 

graduates who conformed to the dominant culture. This senior executive was himself 

Indigenous, however his response revealed that as far as RPL for credit was concerned 

his sense of identity was not of an Indigenous person but of a professional employee 

inculcated with the norms of University Red. Throughout the interview, issues of race 

were, if not marginalised, then considered to be of less importance than institutional and 

wider community norms. The following extracts from his interview are illuminating: 

There‟s no doubt that occasionally when an Indigenous student gets into 

mainstream, they have to work a little bit harder. But it must be just as hard 

for an African student who‟s not speaking English as a first language, or a 

                                                 
4
 Note for international readers: in Australia, when the term ―Indigenous‖ is used with a capital ‗I‘, it is 

taken to refer specifically to Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people. 
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Caucasian person from a broken background. Everyone‟s got his or her 

own problems. 

 

Look at our qualifications. Nowhere does it say “Aboriginal” on it, it says 

diploma in university studies. Sealed, signed by the university (RE1). 

 

Thus, in his role as a senior executive within the Faculty, and as an Indigenous person 

overseeing particular programs designed for Indigenous students, this participant 

viewed his role in RPL policy and practice as representing the dominant neoliberal 

discourse of individual choice and responsibility. Consequently, he supported 

University Red‘s prioritisation of the human capital aspects of RPL for credit over any 

emancipatory ideal. In this instance, RPL for credit did not act to make the University 

more receptive to non-traditional learning experiences, but to ensure that the non-

traditional learning it recognised closely conformed to formal learning constructs. 

 

One of the University‘s admissions officers also explicated the utilitarian nature of RPL 

for credit when he described the University‘s purpose, or goal, in allowing students to 

seek RPL: 

We want to credit people for the knowledge they have gained through their 

own experience or through their previous work or whatever. If you‟ve got 

certain experience in that area, you shouldn‟t really be repeating things that 

you already know, so we can either give you the choice of picking something 

else in lieu or we will give you credit so it shortens the duration of your 

course. Yes, its main objective I see, to recognise people‟s skills (RG1). 

 

As the participant said, the main objective of RPL for credit was to recognise ‗skills‘ 

and it was clear that in this context, skills equated to workplace competencies. ‗Work‘ 

was specifically referred to as a site of learning, whereas all other potential experiences 

were somewhat dismissively referred to as ―whatever‖. At another stage in the 

interview this participant was asked even more specifically to define RPL and his 

response was that it was ―prior academic study or prior professional/work experience…  

when the majority of students say RPL, they‟re referring more to work‖. This suggested 
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that the students shared the University‘s conceptualisation of RPL, though his response 

did not make clear whether the normalisation inherent in the students‘ understanding 

occurred in the broader community or was more specifically inculcated within the 

institution, post-enrolment. What was absent in these descriptions of RPL for credit was 

any emancipatory notions of individual empowerment through education. Instead, the 

benefits of RPL for credit were understood to be either to the community, via the 

creation of a skilled graduate, or immediate economic returns to the student, as a result 

of a shorter/less expensive educational experience.  

 

Whilst still acknowledging the economic imperative of assessing work-based learning, 

two participants preferred to prioritise the more emancipatory aspects of RPL for credit. 

For one, the purpose of RPL was a neat inversion of the more dominant discourse. This 

participant, a senior executive, believed that RPL benefitted the student by 

―encouraging them into pathways they may not have chosen, particularly for the lower 

socio-economic group. Accelerated learning, cheaper, faster, all of those sorts of 

things‖ (RE2). This participant preferred to enunciate the emancipatory aspect of RPL 

for credit and gloss over the more economic cost/benefit approach. The participant also 

articulated a link between RPL and lifelong learning when he remarked ―the more we 

recognise RPL, the more we will get people to engage in lifelong learning‖ (RE2). For 

him, therefore, University Red‘s acceptance of RPL had implications that extended 

beyond the institution‘s walls, as well as the formal studying undertaken by the student. 

This response suggested that this participant clearly understood the link between the 

two concepts and recognised RPL as one of the cornerstones of broader lifelong 

learning policies. Once again, however, by presenting the University as the cause in the 

cause/effect relationship (that is, the application of RPL caused more lifelong learning), 
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this response again reinforced the primacy of the institution in the lifelong learning 

process.  

 

So too the academic interviewed championed the potential of RPL for credit to 

empower traditionally under-represented groups of learners: 

[RPL] broadens people‟s thoughts to what experiences people have actually 

got and what they bring with them… I think as Indigenous people, we‟ve 

been marginalised from [higher education] for quite a while, so, for us 

that‟s another avenue that we can actually come in, and people  can see 

what it is that we‟ve got. And, do you know it‟s that confidence, it‟s that oh, 

sense of well-being that “oh, look they‟ve accepted this so now I can go 

on”. It‟s only a small snippet in the four-year degree, but it certainly opens 

the door that “oh, ok, they‟re going to take me seriously, because they‟ve 

taken my RPL” (RA1) 

 

As this extracts shows, the academic participant, who was herself also Indigenous, 

chose to focus on an alternative facet of the ‗recognition‘ in RPL: the power that came 

when the dominant, western culture acknowledged the validity of learning many 

Indigenous people acquired through their life experiences. This recognition translated 

into an improved sense of self-worth and a resulting increase in confidence that inspired 

her students to succeed in higher education. Here, RPL was not being used as a discount 

(measured either in the cost of or time taken to earn a qualification) but as a means of 

empowerment through the acceptance of alternative forms of knowledge. This 

participant‘s firm belief in the emancipatory potential of RPL may have been a result of 

her own personal circumstances and evidence of a shared value system with her 

students, as she was also Indigenous. However as described earlier in this subsection, 

the other Indigenous participant (RE1) did not evidence an empathetic response in 

similar circumstances.  

 

It is worthwhile considering any potential similarities in circumstance between the only 

two participants to describe RPL for credit as a humanistic and emancipatory tool (i.e. 
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RA1 and RE2). The potential link was their intellectual and critical understanding of the 

nature of RPL. The Indigenous academic was intimately involved in developing RPL 

processes specific to her course and worked closely with stakeholders in the State 

government. The participant identified herself as one person within a key triumvirate 

which was responsible for developing a specific RPL package for Indigenous teachers. 

She was, in her own words, ―passionate about it‖ (RA1). The second participant was a 

senior executive who had more than twenty years‘ experience formulating and enacting 

student selection and progression policies, including RPL, alternative entry programs 

and equity strategies. His conceptual knowledge of RPL was perhaps the highest of all 

the participants and he had a strong belief in its ability to make higher education more 

accessible. In his words, RPL could ―demystify the whole problem of going to university 

and help a whole lot of people who don‟t currently aspire to higher education to be 

encouraged otherwise‖ (RE2).  Both of these participants had played key roles in 

shaping RPL policy at University Red; one at the local level and one at the wider 

institutional level. Their overwhelming support for RPL might therefore have been 

partly a result of their intimate understanding of the concept, but also in part a 

consequence of the personal investment they had each made. 

 

Whether highlighting the emancipatory or human capital aspects RPL for credit, all 

participants frequently described the associated processes in negative terms, such as the 

senior executive who explained that ―RPL forms into two broad categories, what I 

would call formal credentialed RPL, which is difficult to accredit, and informal RPL, 

which is bloody impossible to do anything with‖ (RE2). The difficulty that he referred to 

was the perceived subjective nature of assessing informal learning. As one of the 

admissions officers said ―it‟s a challenge to quantify and qualify [RPL] in a way that it 

can be fairly applied‖ (RG2). Even participants who were extremely supportive of RPL 
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acknowledged that for specific units of study concerning literacy and numeracy, many 

applicants ―would struggle to demonstrate equivalence‖ (RA1).  RPL for credit was 

believed by most participants to be a contentious, subjective process of assessment that 

clearly placed many within the university outside their normal sphere of comfort. One 

said that ―our avowed position is that we will do [RPL for credit] but in reality it‟s just 

too hard to do”. (RE2). One of the admissions officers described the RPL assessment 

process in terms of conflict: 

A lot of the time there is a conflict between the applicant‟s interpretation of 

their skill set and how it applies in a formal academic setting, compared to 

the academic‟s interpretation. And also, over the longer term how different 

academics apply the rules. It‟s a difficult scenario, applying RPL for credit. 

Access is another matter because you can suggest different support 

structures for the student coming in; engaging teaching and learning 

strategies, working with them to identify different areas of study or 

foundation skills, so they are commencing on a more structured basis 

(RG2). 

 

This response showed how RPL was viewed as subjective (‗interpretation‘) and 

mechanistic/economic (―skill set‖) and contrasted with the more benign RPL for access, 

which is discussed further in the following subsection. RPL for credit was seen as a 

one-size-fit all approach but RPL for access could be individually tailored to suit each 

student. Overall, the issue of RPL for credit revealed a tension between notions of 

equity and human capital, against the very purpose of a university. That is, where RPL 

was fore-grounded as the issue, institutional barriers and resistance were more common. 

However when RPL was backgrounded, or subsumed into the more dominant 

discourses of equity and participation, this resistance lessened markedly.  

 

Supporting the learner: pastoral care for RPL students 

In comparison to the other case-study universities, University Red‘s policy on RPL paid 

particular attention to informal learning. Under a section entitled ―Credit for 

uncredentialled prior learning‖ the policy provided the following detail: 
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Specific Credit may be granted for work or life experience, where that 

learning can be documented. The onus shall be on the applicant to provide 

evidence or to demonstrate the relevant skills, knowledge and 

understanding… such credit shall be granted only when the applicant can 

demonstrate equivalent skills and knowledge to that gained if the relevant 

University studies were undertaken ([University Red], 2008a). 

 

The overall tone and language of the policy reinforced the responsibility of the learner 

to establish the relevance of their prior learning. Words such as ―documented‖, 

―relevant‖ and ―demonstrate‖ suggested that whilst the learning itself could be acquired 

in an informal context; it had to be explicated or codified as a formal, academic 

construct. The University‘s responsibility or involvement in the process of codification 

was passive. As with previous statements regarding graduate attributes it appeared that 

official University Red policy saw the benefit and responsibility of RPL primarily 

residing with the learner.  

 

Two of the five participants believed that students did not receive any particular 

assistance in this respect. One of them, an admissions officer, understood assistance to 

be essentially administrative, such as ―advising them what sort of evidence we want to 

see, but it‟s for them to describe it‖ (RG1). The other participant, a senior executive, 

was even more hostile to the idea of providing this type of support: 

Personally, I think that if they want to come in under RPL, then they‟ve got 

to show that they‟ve got some sort of initiative; therefore they should be 

able to prepare their own proposal. I‟m a very busy man and to be honest, 

our major pastoral care here is our diploma students. We will assist in that 

if they present a four-sentence covering letter then I‟m going to tell them 

„this isn‟t good enough, I can‟t accept this and if I can‟t accept this [central 

administration] will not accept this‟ (RE1). 

 

This response clearly revealed a discourse of individual responsibility, predicated on an 

assumption of an even playing field. By foregrounding the importance of self-

motivation (―initiative‖) the participant was presupposing a level playing field where all 

learners had access to the same information and opportunities, and possessed the same 

skills; in this case the ability to codify informal learning into formal language. As he 
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also said: ―they are special, but so is everyone else, so if you want to get a leg up, then 

help yourself‖ (RE1). In fact the importance of informal learners was marginalised in 

comparison to other groups of students and in a competition for limited resources (―I‘m 

a very busy man‖), the informal learner seeking academic credit for their experiences 

was not the major priority for the participant. In other conversations this participant 

frequently referred to his role in the RPL for credit process as to “tick and flick”, in 

other words to administer the process. In this role as liaison or agent between the learner 

and the institution, this participant saw his goals and value systems allied with the latter. 

Again, the dominant discourses were of individual responsibility and informed choice, 

subsuming the reality that, for many informal learners, power/knowledge at University 

Red was greatly controlled by teachers and students with greater understanding of 

formal teaching and learning constructs.  

 

Another two participants were more ambivalent about the way in which University 

Red‘s practices and norms supported the informal learner in their applications for credit. 

For one senior executive, support was available ―but only if you asked for it‖ (RE2). For 

the other participant, an admissions officer, support was dependent on the student‘s 

entry pathway: 

People are available to answer questions and provide assistance. But it 

would depend on the pathway the student came through. For example, we 

process many of our applications online now. So a large number of students 

would not have direct contact with our office. Those that do [contact our 

office], we tend to talk through the application process with them. If they‟re 

coming through one of the equity pathways then there is a lot of support 

through the equity office (RG2). 

 

For these two participants, therefore, assistance in deconstructing the language of 

academia was conditional. For the senior executive the condition was internal to the 

learner; that is, whether or not they showed the motivation to seek out support. In this 

respect his response was very close to the two previously mentioned participants, since 
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the University was again mostly passive in RPL practice. For the admissions officer, 

support was more active, however still conditional upon which entry program the 

student had come in through. Either condition required the learner to negotiate 

potentially invisible barriers to significant support. Despite championing a culture of 

student diversity and sensitivity to the needs of non-traditional learners, the 

organisational and normative structure of University Red appeared to preference 

students who either entered the institution via a tradition of formal learning, or students 

who had, prior to enrolment, been identified as needing specific support. This meant 

that students who were neither one nor the other could potentially miss out on crucial 

support. The number of affected students was potentially quite high, given the 

demographics of the institution.  

 

There was little evidence of organised post-enrolment support for students who had 

been granted RPL. This was in part because ―it‟s difficult knowing who the RPL 

students are… they could be anywhere inside the University‖ (RE2). Lack of support for 

RPL students was also understood as a reaction to the costs involved in its 

administration. One of the admissions officers said that RPL was ―very difficult and 

time-consuming, yet you have the same outcomes [as other enrolments]‖ (RG1). A 

senior executive agreed, referring to bridging courses and supplementary teaching 

materials as ―a formal disadvantage; they‟re very expensive to provide‖ (RE2). This 

perspective showed evidence of a human capital approach to education, in which higher 

education was presented as a profit-making venture where the teaching program 

represented a significant cost of production. Since RPL represented a higher cost of 

production for the same educational outcome, the profit could be said to be less. This 

approach to RPL ignored the social benefits accruing from educating a more diverse 

group of students. 
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The final participant, the academic, was much more positive about how informal 

learners were assisted in navigating the complexities of academic jargon in order to 

receive credit for their life and work experience: 

I absolutely support them. I think that if they‟re keen enough to apply for 

RPL, then that‟s half of the process. My students come to me through 

different pathways, they have a choice. When I find out that they‟re 

interested in my course I send them a welcome letter, tell them who I am 

and invite them in to have a yarn
5
 about RPL. They almost always do 

(RA1).  

 

This response displayed an alternative conceptualisation of choice that posited the 

University as a much more active player in RPL practice. For the academic, choice 

equated to complexity: she recognised that multiple entry pathways meant that it was 

difficult to locate informal learners within the institutional system. Therefore students 

who successfully navigated barriers and presented themselves to her as wanting RPL 

were deserving of support. Importantly, the academic‘s relationship with the informal 

learners was more intimate. Acting as coordinator for a primary teacher‘s qualification, 

many of her students were mature-age students with previous para-teaching experience. 

Furthermore the program had a particular focus on Indigenous students. It was the case, 

therefore, that students in her course were a more homogenous group than the 

demographics of University Red overall and it was certainly true that informal learners 

were more common in this course than in most others.  

 

The academic participant‘s empathy with her students was further evidenced when she 

remarked that: 

[RPL is] time-consuming but anything that‟s worth doing you need to do 

well. So if it takes a semester to gather the evidence, it‟s worth it, because 

that‟s part of the learning process. For most people, the University‟s a 

really daunting place, and it has so many rules and regulations, whereas if 

you can just navigate a little bit by little bit, and RPL is a way of doing that, 

                                                 
5
 Yarn = slang for informal, friendly conversation 
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you kind of feel like you can do the rest. RPL is definitely not an easy 

process; some people think it‟s the easier way than doing the unit, 

absolutely not. You can‟t chuck an RPL process together; it needs to have 

time invested in it (RA1). 

 

From a critical perspective, what was interesting about this response was how the 

academic conceptualised RPL as part of the teaching and learning process, and not part 

of the admission or enrolment processes. As teaching, RPL therefore became a shared 

responsibility. As well, the potentially semester-long validation of RPL was a 

worthwhile investment since it was viewed as part of the learning process. 

Administratively, that amount of time spent processing RPL would be considered 

excessive: pedagogically however it was well within norms. For this participant RPL 

was neither a threat nor an administrative burden, because in viewing RPL as a function 

of learning the academic‘s power was strengthened rather than threatened. The 

academic was here positioned as an indispensable part of the RPL process, without 

whom the learner would not get the full benefit of their prior informal learning.  

 

RPL, access and equity 

University Red had a strong historical tradition of increasing the diversity of its student 

intake, as evidenced by its high proportion of enrolments of students from a low socio-

economic background, when compared to the State‘s other universities. Notions of 

participation, access and equity in higher education were evident in institutional norms 

and presented themselves in both written documentation and participant responses. Like 

all of the case-study universities, University Red explicated a strong commitment to the 

principles of participation and equity in higher education. However there was a palpable 

sense that for University Red, this moved well beyond simple rhetoric and was more 

central to the institution‘s core norms and values than perhaps elsewhere.  
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University Red: a culture of access and equity 

 

University Red was a member of the IRU network, which had a particular interest in 

social inclusion (IRU, n.d.). The University‘s website regularly drew attention to its 

―long and distinguished history of increasing the diversity of its student intake‖ 

([University Red], 2010). These included people from culturally diverse backgrounds, 

those with special needs, Indigenous students and mature-age entrants. University Red‘s 

webpage on ―Equity, Access and Diversity‖ noted that it encouraged prospective 

students to access the University ―through a broad range of pathways, and indeed find 

that some of our most successful graduates (in the broadest sense) come from non-

traditional backgrounds‖ ([University Red], 2010). This phrase made an interesting 

correlation between alternative access and graduate success since there was an 

implication that, were traditional or conservative proxies of quality to be used, 

graduates of University Red might not rank highly, compared to other universities. The 

use of the phrase ―in the broadest sense‖ may have been an attempt by the University to 

redefine success more qualitatively. Alternative access, therefore, was linked to 

alternative success – though whether this association was deliberate or coincidental is 

not certain. 

 

Participants frequently evoked the ethos of University Red as being an accessible, 

equitable institution. There was a sense of pride that this was a historical position, as 

opposed to a more recent or transitory strategy. In respect of RPL this tradition was 

referenced by one senior executive, who stated that ―it‟s not a historical problem to 

bring a diverse range of students here because it‟s very much our ethos and informal 

learners fit into that‖ (RE2). By backgrounding itself against notions of participation 

and equity, RPL was able to avoid many institutional barriers and resistance. It did this 
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by re-defining the issue as one of access and thus equity, as opposed to credit and its 

associated threat to institutional norms. 

 

As an issue of access, RPL avoided the barriers and tensions associated with the credit 

model. Where RPL for credit was ―very much an admissions policy or issue‖ (RG2), 

RPL for access was an ―equity area‖ (RG2). RPL in this light was now seen as a means 

of identifying and attracting non-traditional students who had the capacity to study at 

university, but who lacked the qualifications to enter via normal practices. University 

Red was well-suited to dealing with these types of students, as one participant 

described: 

We had the best-case scenario of a person [who] represented a bit of a risk 

but I said „listen, I know this girl, and I‟ll validate her” and she excelled 

and now she‟s working for the government. This is exactly what RPL is 

about: no formal degree but she went into a postgraduate course in a pretty 

competitive environment, and excelled (RE1). 

 

For this participant, this represented ―the best-case scenario‖ for several reasons. First, 

she was not seeking credit for an undergraduate degree, but entrance into a postgraduate 

qualification. Her request for RPL therefore represented no challenge to institutional 

norms. In fact it was quite the opposite, as a case for equity admission she reinforced 

University Red‘s commitment to principles of social inclusion. Second, there was the 

opportunity for the senior executive to ―validate‖ her learning and ability: her 

application thus became a shared compact in which he was an active and positive player 

in her professional development. Third, the learner succeeded in her studies and thereby 

in turn validated the core beliefs of the University and the personal judgement of the 

participant.  

 

Crucially, as an RPL-for-access applicant, the learner‘s prior informal learning 

experiences did not represent a challenge to the fundamental purpose of University Red 
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as a site for the production of ‗branded‘, formal knowledge. Quite the opposite in fact: 

when RPL for access aligned itself with discourses of social inclusion and equity, 

participants were eager to link RPL policies and practices with institutional norms. In 

fact they frequently went so far as to refer negatively to the State‘s other public 

universities to highlight University Red‘s perceived superiority in RPL and equity 

policies. Examples included: 

Good luck with getting RPL at [University Green] (RE1). 

 

What we don‟t do – like [University Brown] - is just dump the student into a 

bridging program (RE1) 

 

There is always a lot more going on socially at [University Green, 

University Brown and University Yellow]. But here, students use personal 

experiences in tutorial discussions (RG2).  

 

Unlike the other universities, we keep RPL on our books forever. If you 

change course and your RPL is relevant, you can use it again, we‟ll re-

assess it” (RE2). 

 

These types of responses were unique to University Red, as participants from the other 

case-study universities avoided criticising each other in order to promote their own 

ideals. By contrast, participants at University Red regularly critiqued the other 

universities on comparative grounds, such as one who said that ―[University Green] is a 

big machine, but we‟re more flexible than that because we‟re about social inclusion‖ 

(RE1). For University Red, RPL was symbolic of a flexible and participatory approach 

to higher education that could not be found at other universities in the State.  

 

In the context of equity and social inclusion, RPL for access became, in the words of 

one participant, ―one string in the bow‖ (RA1). As only one within a suite of options, 

there was no pressure to apply RPL uniformly for a wide range of informal learners: it 

was ―just one of the things that can make higher education more equitable and 

accessible‖ (RA1). Another participant described how, depending on the individual‘s 
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circumstances, he would variously recommend bridging programs, vocational studies, 

or supplementary literacy units instead of RPL as a means of enabling traditionally 

under-represented learners to enrol in higher education studies. The positioning of RPL 

as an option amongst many also served to reinforce the power of the institution in its 

relationship with the learner. With RPL for credit the focus was on the student‘s 

‗demand‘ for credit, where any unit exempted on the basis of informal learning was a 

tacit acknowledgement that the University‘s knowledge could be replicated elsewhere. 

However with RPL for access the University could choose, at the individual level, not 

only whether to accept the student for entry but the way in which they moved into the 

mainstream student population. The symbolism of choosing the entry pathway for each 

student was powerful as it reinforced the modernistic power of the institution in a world 

made up of increasingly complex and post-structural nodes of decision-making and 

influence. Where RPL for credit was seen as an assault on the institution by the learner, 

RPL for access presented itself more as a request to be accepted. Where RPL for credit 

was the learner demanding that the University recognise him or her, RPL for access was 

the learner asking for assistance to be accepted into the field. In essence, where RPL for 

credit represented a hostile demand to negotiate, RPL for access was a more passive act 

of acquiescence.  

 

However, and as was the case in all case-study universities, participants at University 

Red saw RPL as a potential or actual threat to academic standards. As one of the 

admissions officers stated, ―I think that some staff do fear that RPL means a lowering of 

their teaching quality and although they may not be directly asked to do so, they might 

think they are expected to lower their expectations of the students‖ (RG2). Another 

admissions officer believed that whilst minimum standards would always be 
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maintained, the application of RPL almost invariably resulted in ―a compromise in the 

quality of the course‖ (RG1).  

 

The influence of the external policy environment on lifelong learning and RPL 

policy at University Red 

As described in the previous chapters, at the time this study was undertaken, two 

external policy developments had the potential that to influence access and equity 

policy at University Red and in turn RPL policy; the Bradley Review and the ‗half 

cohort‘. Both of these policy developments are described in detail in Chapter 1. In 

summary, the Bradley Review set Australian universities increased participation targets, 

especially for students from disadvantaged backgrounds; and the half-cohort of school 

leavers meant that the State‘s universities were anticipating a significant decrease in the 

number of enrolling students in 2015.  

 

The Bradley Review: no need to play catch up when you‟re ahead of the pack 

As part of the Bradley Review, universities were invited to make submissions to the 

committee. University Red‘s submission commenced with the statement that education 

was ―the essential passport to an individual‘s success in life… adequate investment in 

education builds higher levels of social capital, lowers levels of crime, reduces reliance 

on welfare, creates greater capacity for employment and reduces social disadvantage‖ 

([University Red], 2008b, p. 1). Within this framework, University Red was keen to 

highlight its perceived leadership in improving equity and participation in the sector. 

―While greater diversity is required‖ the University acknowledged, ―it nevertheless 

exists… to this end, [University Red] has flexible admission policies providing a range 

of entry paths that… give access to university study for a diverse population‖ 

([University Red], 2008b, p. 5).  
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One of the strategies enunciated by University Red was its practice of offering 

‗combination‘ courses in conjunction with vocational education and training (VET) 

providers. The primary purpose of the combination courses was to: 

Attract adult learners, initially into further education and then into 

[University Red], in a region renowned for its low participation rate at all 

levels of education. The underlying concept of the [combination courses] is 

that many adult learners, particularly in this region, are not confident 

enough to seek entrance or indeed even consider entering university 

directly, though many are perfectly capable of study at this level, having left 

school relatively early and moved directly into the workforce ([University 

Red], 2008b, p. 5; 2009). 

 

However such a practice excluded as well as included informal learners. By directing 

them first to a VET provider, the length and cost of the individual‘s education increased 

significantly. Furthermore, the foundation of vocational studies reinforced the primacy 

of workforce skills, while marginalising other, potentially worthwhile life experiences. 

Since the practice of sourcing university students from VET providers was almost 

universally applied by all Australian universities, rather than being an example of 

University Red‘s ―flexible admission policies‖ the combination courses were a 

reinforcement of the traditional preference of formal learning over informal learning 

pathways.  

 

University Red acknowledged that, pedagogically, many of these students did not in 

fact need to first undertake VET studies: 

It should be noted that in virtually all cases, these students could have 

entered the University directly after undertaking [alternative admission 

pathways], but are reluctant to take this route, presumably due to a lack of 

confidence in their ability to study at university level ([University Red], 

2008b, p. 9).  

 

Rather than directly assisting these students through, for example, pastoral care support 

programs, University Red effectively outsourced its responsibility in this respect to an 
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alternative educational institution, with an associated cost to the student, as well as a 

potential devaluing of their informal learning. 

 

Beyond the official institutional response to the Bradley Review, internal documents 

and participant responses revealed little evidence that University Red considered the 

Review to be a significant external influence on policy direction. The 2009 annual 

report for the University made only passing mention of the Review, noting that its 

principles included ―the importance of opportunity for all… and access to tertiary study 

based on merit‖ ([University Red], 2009, p. 1).  No other significant discussion of the 

Review appeared in any publicly available document during the period the data was 

collected. Equally, the participant interviews revealed a belief that University Red was 

already ahead of most universities in terms of participation and equity. One senior 

executive believed that the Bradley Review would have significant implications for 

RPL policy, because the Commonwealth Government‘s participation targets ―would not 

be achieved through school leavers alone… so RPL is going to be another tool, isn‟t 

it?‖ (RE1).  However he believed that this made little difference to University Red, 

because its admission policies already accounted for RPL. If anything, the Bradley 

Review was an opportunity for University Red ―to put its hand up high and say „we‟re 

already doing this‟, because [the elite universities] are going to jump all over this now‖ 

(RE1). Other participants agreed that University Red would be generally unaffected by 

this particular external pressure, since in the words of one admissions officer ―there‟s 

always been a strong push here to engage with the community and increase access and 

have a diverse base of students‖ (RG2). 

 

Other external influences on RPL policy 

At the time of the study in 2009, no mention was made of the half-cohort in University 

Red‘s publicly available documents. Neither was it remarked upon in any way in any of 
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the participant interviews. The effect of government policies at either the State or 

national level were treated somewhat dismissively or in the most general context; 

financial imperatives were considered the most significant way in which government 

influenced University Red, or as one senior executive put it, ―the filthy dollar‖ (RE2). 

There was a sense that government policies affecting RPL policy, and indeed higher 

education policy in general, were not driven by particular ideologies, political 

affiliations, or specific agendas.  

 

By contrast, the private sector was seen as a more active actor in RPL policy, especially 

as it related to skills recognition and the ongoing professionalisation of the workforce. 

One of the senior executives observed that: 

External companies want entrance to an MBA but want three units knocked 

off so they can bang their staff through faster. I‟m not saying we buckle to it 

but there‟s certainly a need to acknowledge it... in fact in some ways 

through external companies I‟m much happier to look at RPL because they 

often have, well not formal – and I guess this sounds a bit oxymoronic – 

quite good informal accreditation (RE2).  

 

This dialogue, taken in its broader context, was revealing in several respects. First, the 

external (commercial) organisation wanted to accredit their senior management staff 

and aggressively negotiated discounts. That is, the more RPL given, the quicker and less 

expensive the course became for the student and employer. This was the concept of 

RPL as a market tool in its purest form: knowledge was a commodity that was bought, 

traded and sold. Thus the relationship between University Red and business was not one 

of educational provider to learner but of one trader bartering with another. RPL was not 

being used for humanistic or emancipatory purposes, but as a tool of negotiation 

between two already knowledge-rich and powerful cultures. The participant was 

simultaneously unwilling to acknowledge this commercial relationship (―I‘m not saying 

we buckle to it‖) and tacitly confirming its effect (―but there‘s certainly a need to 

acknowledge it‖).  
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Second, despite the participant‘s overall positive attitude towards RPL, his response 

betrayed an instinctive devaluing of the currency of informal learning, because it was 

somewhat ―oxymoronic‖ that the informal learning acquired in a workplace context 

might be ―quite good‖.  The reason for this was also evident in the response: in fact it 

was not the informal learner whose learning was being assessed, but rather that of the 

commercial institution. The participant‘s almost automatic concern about the validity of 

the informal learning underpinning the application for RPL was allayed by his 

confidence in the organisation attesting to its worth. RPL presented by an individual 

was subjective and suspect, but when negotiated between two modernistic structures 

(i.e. a university and a large business organisation), there was a greater sense of shared 

values. Finally, since it was professional workplace knowledge that was being assessed 

for RPL, this once against reinforced the gap between the ‗knowledge rich‘ and the 

‗knowledge poor‘, when knowledge was clearly delineated to include only skills 

acquired formally (even when the location was not a formal educational institution). 

Thus, the knowledge poor were excluded from using RPL to gain access to this type of 

power, but the knowledge rich could use RPL to increase, or ‗trade up‘ their power. 

 

There were other external actors influencing how RPL policy was enacted by University 

Red, and these were the various professional certifying bodies. Many qualifications 

provided by the University required accreditation by an external authority and without 

this imprimatur the graduate would not be able to exploit the full economic value of his 

or her degree. These authorities included entities such as The Physiotherapy Board of 

Australia, the Certified Public Accountant Certification, or the State‘s Nursing Board. 

The issue for many of these professional bodies was the way in which most RPL for 

credit was applied by University Red. RPL processes at the University meant it was 
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more common for an informal learner to receive ―general‖ rather than ―specific‖ credit. 

The former could only be applied in courses that had the flexibility to offer elective 

units of study. However, most professional courses had little or no general electives, 

meaning that RPL for credit could not be applied. As one of the admissions officers 

explained: ―in professional courses RPL is a hard one to justify – internally it might be 

okay, but hard to justify to the professional body”. (RG2).  

 

Ultimately, the three-way negotiation between modernistic entities such as these (i.e. 

university, business and professional standards authority) could be understood as a 

closed system of power. RPL certainly had the potential to be a site of negotiation but 

an actor could only take part if he or she had something which was coveted by the other 

actors. For example, businesses provided the raw material (i.e. the student) and the 

capital (i.e. the tuition fees). The university converted the raw material into the value-

added final product (i.e. the graduate). And finally the professional bodies provided the 

authority to use the acquired knowledge for the purpose for which it was intended. 

Noticeable by his or her absence was the informal learner seeking RPL for reasons other 

than increased productivity in the workplace. In these instances, he or she possessed 

nothing that any of the other actors valued or required.  

 

Conclusion 

University Red redacted various understandings of lifelong learning into the notion that 

the University, as an exclusive site of the generation of valuable knowledge, would take 

responsibility for inculcating students with the correct lifelong learning attitude and 

skills. Lifelong learning was therefore a graduate attribute in the same way that critical 

thinking or discipline-specific skills were. In this respect University Red did not see 

itself as different to the higher education sector as a whole. By contrast, RPL played a 



 218 

 

normative role in promoting the values of the institution in definitive contrast to the 

State‘s other universities. Those at University Red firmly believed that the institution 

took a leading role in promoting higher education as a means of social inclusion and 

emancipation.  

 

However this also meant that RPL had the potential to conflict with another core aim: to 

promote the value of formal learning in general, and that provided by University Red in 

particular. In order to resolve this tension, RPL was separated into two distinct 

concepts. The first, RPL for credit, contained the perceived negative elements of 

informal learning such as the subjectivity of its assessment and potential to weaken the 

value of a higher education degree. The second, RPL for access, liberated from these 

negative connotations, was embraced widely within the University as a mechanism for 

social inclusion and in harmony with many shared social values and beliefs. 
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CHAPTER 8 

CASE STUDY 4: UNIVERSITY YELLOW 

 

The setting 

University Yellow (a pseudonym) was first created as a technological institute in the 

mid-1960s. Following a series of mergers with other local institutes and colleges, it 

became a university in the late 1980s. University Yellow‘s main campus is located in 

the suburbs of the State‘s capital city. It also has a number of smaller regional campuses 

located throughout the State; some of them run in partnership with other universities or 

vocational education and training (VET) providers. At the time of data collection in 

2009, University Yellow had the largest student population of any of the State‘s 

universities, with more than 40 000 student enrolments. The University placed a 

particular strategic focus on international student enrolments, which were estimated to 

be between 25 to 30 percent of the overall student population. University Yellow also 

identified itself as ―a serious research university‖ ([University Yellow], 2009a, p. 2); a 

statement supported by its high and rapidly improving ranking (relative to most other 

Australian universities) in the Academic Ranking of World Universities. 

 

University Yellow is a member of the Australian Technology Network of universities, a 

strategic alignment of five universities. Of particular interest to this study was the fact 

that the ATN stated as a primary aim an intention of ―championing the principles of 

access and equity‖ (www.atn.edu.au). However according to data published by the 

Commonwealth Department of Education, Employment and Workplace relations 

(DEEWR), only 10.7 percent of University Yellow‘s domestic students in 2008 were 

from a low socio-economic background. This was well below that of all Australian 

universities (15.1 percent) and only half of the Federal Government‘s target of 20 

http://www.atn.edu.au/
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percent. Furthermore, in 2009 almost three quarters (72 percent) of the University‘s 

annual domestic enrolments were attributed to school leavers; meaning that relatively 

few students came from non-traditional learning backgrounds. The issues of access and 

equity are themes that will be discussed in greater depth in the ensuing sections of this 

chapter.   

 

At the time of this study, University Yellow had for many years provided RPL, 

allowing students to apply for credit on the basis of non-formal and informal learning 

practices. General information was provided on the University‘s website and various 

handbooks and marketing pamphlets. The term ‗RPL‘ was the term most commonly 

used, however phrases such as ‗advanced standing‘ and ‗block credit‘ were also applied. 

Applications for RPL were coordinated centrally, with the assessment being done 

locally, by an appropriate academic staff member.  

 

Understandings of lifelong learning at University Yellow 

The following section looks at how the notion of lifelong learning was conceptualised 

within University Yellow, both in formal documents and as revealed by participant 

comments in the interviews. These data revealed that lifelong learning was understood 

as a primarily formal educative process, for the purpose of learning and re-learning 

workplace skills and competencies. Alternative discourses were noticeable by their 

absence. 

 

Lifelong learning: a graduate attribute for better employability 

In a similar fashion to the other case-study universities, University Yellow defined 

lifelong learning as a graduate attribute; a skill or attitude that learners would be taught 

as part of each and any curriculum offered by the institution. University Yellow 
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outlined nine key qualities possessed by all of its graduates, of which the sixth was the 

ability to ―utilise lifelong learning skills‖ ([University Yellow], 2006, p. 1). This was 

further defined as the ability to ―use a range of learning strategies; take responsibility 

for one's own learning and development; sustain intellectual curiosity; know how to 

continue to learn as a graduate‖ ([University Yellow], 2009g). In respect of ‗skill‘ 

versus ‗attitude‘ therefore, lifelong learning was seen as primarily the latter. The use of 

words such as ―responsibility‖, ―sustain‖ and ―continue‖ reflected neoliberal discourses 

of individual accountability, with the suggestion of a two-fold obligation. The first was 

to be responsible for one‘s own learning and the second was to commit to ongoing 

education. Even the notion of ―intellectual curiosity‖ was conditionalised by the use of 

the verb ―sustain‖. The usual understanding of curiosity is of a natural emotion of 

inquisitiveness. However, here, there was a suggestion of effort and duty; thus the 

graduate had to ―sustain‖ his or her curiosity, regardless of personal preference. At 

University Yellow, there was thus an implication that lifelong learning was not so much 

a pleasure as a responsibility. 

 

The institution‘s teaching and learning support office advised in its support material for 

teaching staff that achievement of all nine graduate attributes would ―provide students 

with comprehensive and coordinated opportunities for work-integrated and career 

development learning, scenario-based problem-solving, and critical reflection on real or 

simulated work-based experiences related to their course and aspirations‖ ([University 

Yellow], 2009g). The link between curriculum, culture and the workplace was explicit: 

not only were students taught specific professional skills as part of the set curriculum, 

they were also inculcated with the values necessary to ensure that all graduates left the 

University in a state of work-readiness. This clearly accorded with the University‘s 

strategy to ―deliver courses that meet students‘ and employers‘ needs‖ ([University 
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Yellow], 2009a, p. 16). To this end the University also piloted an online space to enable 

students to ―create, collaborate, share and publish evidence of their learning, providing 

a useful tool for students to connect with current and prospective employers‖ 

([University Yellow], 2009a, p. 19). The system was known as ―eProfile‖
6
. A webpage 

designed to promote eProfile provided a title bar which indicated that the ultimate 

purpose of the resource was to demonstrate that the graduate was ―job ready‖ 

([University Yellow], 2009e). Lifelong learning was thus primarily framed as a 

commitment by the graduate to maintain the currency of their professional skills. 

 

A similar lifelong learning discourse could be found in the participants‘ responses. The 

following, from the academic interview, is a typical example: 

Lifelong learning is recognition that learning doesn‟t stop when you finish 

your degree; that learning continues, whether you come back to study, or 

learn in the workplace, or continue as you go. And I think one of things we 

can do at [University Yellow] is to give the students the skills to continue to 

learn and hopefully the interest in lifelong learning. I think there is the 

conceptualisation that once students graduate they think „that‟s it, I‟m done, 

and I‟m not going to learn anymore‟. But of course we know that there‟s so 

much more to learn: we only give them the basics and they have to learn the 

specifics on the job (YA1). 

 

This extract clearly shows that lifelong learning was at all times bound by the 

institutions of the university and the workplace. Lifelong learning was a product of a 

tertiary education and its purpose was to supply employers with appropriately qualified 

graduates. Critically, the notion of ‗appropriately qualified‘ included an acceptance of 

the responsibility to maintain and upgrade relevant skills for an indefinite and perhaps 

unending period of time. This was important since in the words of another participant 

―Gen Ys are changing their careers four, five times… in order for you to do your job 

you need professional development and then you‟re talking about lifelong learning” 

                                                 
6
An anonymised term. 
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(YG1). Once again the relationship between lifelong learning and the workforce was 

clearly articulated.  

 

The only time lifelong learning was defined in other terms, it was so broadly inscribed 

so as to become meaningless. Thus, lifelong learning was simply ―what [a person] has 

achieved in their life‖ (YG5); ―picking things up every day‖ (YG4) or ―always learning, 

learning stuff, you know‖ (YG2). In other words, where graduate employability was not 

considered in the equation, lifelong learning became an empty signifier for those within 

University Yellow; equating to learning in its most broad and general sense and 

consequently becoming irrelevant for policy consideration or action.  

 

Understandings of RPL at University Yellow 

In 2006, University Yellow published its first formal policy concerning RPL. This 

policy was rescinded in 2008 and by the time of the study in 2009, had not been 

replaced. In its absence the University provided highly detailed rules and regulations on 

how RPL was to be assessed, documented, approved and recorded. In other words, 

whilst there was detailed discussion of the procedural aspects of RPL, there was silence 

on the purposes or goals of RPL.  

 

For University Yellow, RPL was understood first and foremost as an issue of credit. 

The University‘s enrolment guidelines stated that RPL could be used ―to provide 

specified amounts of credit towards completion of a [University Yellow] award; or to 

exempt the student from the requirement to complete a particular unit or units that 

comprise part of a [University Yellow] course‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 43). No 

documentary mention was made of RPL being used for access, although this was an 

issue understood to some extent by the participants. The dominant discourse concerning 
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RPL was a commercial understanding of an educational commodity that had value; in 

the sense that it could be parlayed into a ‗discount‘ against the cost of education, as 

measured by fewer units of study and time it took to complete a qualification. Closely 

aligned to this discourse was the idea expressed by many participants that University 

Yellow operationalised RPL as a strategic marketing tool. Nonetheless, RPL was 

something to be strictly controlled by the University, as it represented a threat to both 

the fiscal bottom line and educational quality of the institution. 

 

RPL: trading in, trading up – and trading off? 

At University Yellow, RPL was discursively presented as a commercial offering to the 

student, primarily representing a ‗discount‘ to the cost of a qualification. A webpage 

aimed at prospective students stated that: 

You may be able to complete your degree in a shorter amount of time. At 

[University Yellow] we grant credit for units within your course, based on 

your previous study or work experience. It's called recognition of prior 

learning (RPL). RPL is awarded to all types of students, for all types of 

study or work experience, including TAFE qualifications, degrees from 

tertiary institutions, units/subjects at a tertiary institution or relevant work 

experience ([University Yellow], 2009d). 

 

The language of the document was promotional and similar to that used in advertising 

campaigns, which indeed this was. In particular, the phrase ―It‘s called recognition of 

prior learning‖ used the same textual devices that marketers did in order to create brand 

awareness or recognition. Tellingly, informal experience, other than work experience, 

was not listed as a valid form of RPL. In strict hierarchical order, therefore, the prior 

learning most valued by University Yellow was tertiary studies, and then work 

experience.  

 

To help the student ‗trade up‘ their RPL, University Yellow provided an online search 

tool that could be used to quantify the exact value of their prior learning. Strictly guided 
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by a series of prompts, the student could identify which course they were interested in 

studying, when they wished to start, and what prior learning they wished to negotiate. 

The online tool was prescriptive to the point that it provided non-editable ‗pick lists‘ of 

qualifications from approved tertiary organisations from which the student had to 

choose. This meant that informal or non-formal learning such as work or life experience 

could not be quantified by this method. The online tool simultaneously reinforced the 

commercial nature of the RPL practice and the relative lack of value for informal 

learning. Also of interest was the advice on the same webpage that the University would 

―endeavour to process RPL applications within ten working days. A longer period may 

be required where full RPL assessment is required, particularly at peak admission and 

enrolment times‖ ([University Yellow], 2009d). This was the language of the private 

market; of a business oriented to customer service rather than andragogy. Speed of 

service, rather than the actual outcome, was the focus of the RPL process. 

 

The transactive nature of RPL at University Yellow led many participants to believe 

that the institution‘s policy had a strategic marketing aspect to it. ―In theory RPL is 

about making sure students aren‟t put through the ropes unnecessarily,‖ said one 

participant, ―but in practice it‟s about marketing‖ (YE2).  An admissions officer agreed, 

stating ―it‟s a marketing tool. Universities are in competition with each other and we 

use [RPL] accordingly” (YG3).  This was a view held universally by the admissions 

officers, as well as the academic and one of the senior executives. The idea of using 

RPL for marketing was disturbing to most of the participants, particularly insofar as it 

was seen to compromise the educational quality of the University‘s academic programs. 

For example, one of the admissions officers worried that University Yellow was ―just 

following the market to make itself more attractive‖ rather than focussing on the 
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epistemological content of the prior learning which she somewhat obliquely referred to 

as ―the proper etiquette‖ (YG4). 

 

It was clear that the participants interviewed saw themselves as gatekeepers, ensuring 

that standards were not compromised by RPL. The following account by one of the 

admissions officers was most illuminating in this respect: 

The biggest danger is RPL being used to buy students. Universities are 

becoming more and more business-oriented, with pressure to give students 

credit into degrees… the student goes and shops around and gets more from 

another university and then that makes another university raise theirs... and 

so it‟s this continual sort of competition to get students... There have been a 

number of occasions where I‟ve had to stay „no, this is my academic 

determination; if you want to make a business decision then you make a 

business decision but you know exactly what you are doing... It‟s then the 

senior management of the university that‟s got to turn around and tell me 

„no, we‟re not going to going with that, we‟re going to go with X and it is a 

commercial decision‟. So far, not many of those have been made, because 

they‟re not prepared to jump out and make that commercial decision, rather 

than the academic one. And as long as that keeps hold, I‟m happy, OK? 

When it becomes just a buying tool, that‟s when it becomes a waste of time 

for me (YG3). 

 

This assertion perfectly encapsulated the opinions expressed by most of the participants 

at University Yellow. The purpose of RPL was clearly defined as a marketing lever. 

The admissions officer, as policy actor, was a gatekeeper of standards, protecting the 

quality of the curricula and thus the reputation of the University. The ‗trade-off‘ was 

pragmatically accepted as a reality of universities becoming more and more ―business-

oriented‖. And there was a not-so-implicit suggestion that the executive of the 

university would ‗back down‘ on RPL if the argument against it presented as a defence 

of academic quality. The admissions officer thus saw himself as an empowered and 

active player in the policy process, with the ability to resist the structuralist aspects of 

the policy, by alluding to an even greater concern to the University; namely its 

academic reputation.   
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Although not expressing a marketing aspect of RPL, the remaining two senior 

executives also alluded to the tension between RPL and academic standards. One of 

them made direct mention of it when she remarked that the RPL policy functioned as ―a 

quality assurance mechanism‖ (YE3). She elaborated: 

We‟re absolutely rigid on our entry requirements around RPL. We‟ve taken 

the tough line on it, because you don‟t want to destroy your own brand. 

Everybody‟s got that testamur for life. And internationally, we have 

obligations to, shall we call it „Brand Australia‟. So, for us, RPL absolutely 

acts as a gatekeeper (YE3). 

 

Here, the idea that RPL was a marketing tool was neatly converted into a brand 

protection measure, where the University had responsibility to not only its own 

reputation but indeed that of the entire Australian higher education sector. Like the 

other participants, this senior executive described the tension between RPL and 

educational quality. However, by focussing on the RPL processes, rather than the 

market drivers of recognising prior learning for credit, RPL was presented as a saviour 

of, rather than a threat to, academic standards.  

 

The final senior executive had a different perspective on the tension between RPL and 

educational quality: 

I think academic standards, in some ways, will always be compromised by 

the massification of education, but in some ways that‟s the whole point - 

we‟re looking at broader ways of introducing people to universities. I think 

with trying to attract large numbers of disadvantaged students it may be 

that universities start to look at graduating people at different levels – now 

whether that affects the standards or whether that just changes the way in 

which we classify students, I‟m not sure (YE1). 

 

For this participant, the attack on academic standards was described as an 

acceptable consequence of opening up the higher education system to a more 

diverse range of students. Rather than resisting or denying the deleterious effects 

of RPL, he expressed it as a necessary result of ensuring that more students be 

given the opportunity to attend university. Both he and the aforementioned senior 
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executive acknowledged the subjective nature of academic quality; where they 

differed was the ruler that they applied. For the former, the ruler was ‗the brand‘; 

consequently stricter RPL processes assisted in ‗driving up‘ the value of 

University Yellow‘s qualifications. For the latter, the ruler was greater social 

inclusion, thus RPL should act to relax academic standards to ensure that more 

students could gain entry.   

 

RPL: something to be limited, restrained and controlled 

Overall, RPL was seen as alternative power/knowledge that was beneficial in small 

amounts but corrosive when taken to an extreme. Consequently a great deal of time, 

documentation and discussion was spent on how RPL was restricted. University 

Yellow‘s academic board was charged with ―monitoring compliance with approved 

minimum entry standards and RPL policies and procedures‖ ([University Yellow], 

2009b, p. 6). The manual made reference on three separate occasions to the penalties a 

student would be subject to as a result of providing ―false or misleading information in 

relation to an application for RPL‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 24). Limits to the 

maximum amount of RPL were clearly outlined; for example ―at least one third of the 

full credit value of the course or one year, whichever is the lesser, must be completed as 

an enrolled student‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 43). Limits were also described in 

temporal terms, such as the restriction on RPL applications based on [RPL occurring] 

more than seven years previously‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 43).  

 

Conspicuous by its absence was any discussion of the intrinsic value of informal 

learning, or the purpose for which it should be applied. Two pages of the manual were 

set aside for describing various caveats that applied to the granting of RPL, including a 

warning that approval of RPL did not guarantee eligibility for entry; that RPL was not a 
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guarantee that the student would meet the requirements to graduate from the course; and 

even that the University was not responsible for any timetable clashes or ―unacceptable 

study combinations‖ experienced by the student as a result of granting RPL ([University 

Yellow], 2009b, p. 45). More than any of the other case-study universities, University 

Yellow provided a highly prescriptive level of detail surrounding its RPL practices that 

reinforced its contractual nature. Thus University Yellow tightly framed RPL not by 

defining what it was, but what it was not. This included that RPL was not an issue of 

access and was not, in any practical sense, about the recognition of informal learning. 

 

Participants also expressed the commercial nature of RPL in fiscal terms; that is, of its 

effect on the University‘s financial bottom line. Remarking that University Yellow had 

been ―more relaxed‖ about RPL in the past, one of the admissions officers attributed the 

tighter contemporary practices to ―the level of funding that comes into the University‖ 

(YG2). The more RPL a student received, he noted, the less the University would profit, 

since Federal Government legislation prohibited institutions from charging a student for 

the foregone revenue associated with the credited unit/s of study. This was why, in his 

opinion, ―the manager [of the program] scrutinises RPL decisions much more than they 

ever used to‖ (YG2). This was a view shared elsewhere; such as the senior executive 

who remarked that ―every little bit of RPL costs you money” (YE2). By expressing RPL 

as a form of currency, therefore, it was understood as a zero-sum game within 

University Yellow: if a student ‗won‘ RPL then by definition the University lost 

something; either academic integrity or government funding. RPL was an expression of 

the commercial aspect of higher education, where University Yellow weighed the cost 

of granting RPL against the cost of losing the student. 
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It was the academic participant who identified the social costs of the prescriptive 

application of RPL at University Yellow. ―I think it would be good if we could broaden 

RPL and make it more accessible”, she said. This would be empowering, she continued, 

because ―it would be nice to be able to say to the student, „yes, you‟ve got that, you‟ve 

got really good skills there‟. It would be nice to be able to recognise that, but in general 

we‟re very constrained” (YA1). This was one of the few acknowledgements by any of 

the participants at University Yellow that recognising informal learning had a value to 

the learner beyond the ‗commercial price‘ of the associated skills and competencies. 

 

Supporting the learner: pastoral care for RPL students 

Pastoral care for informal learners at University Yellow was primarily understood as the 

provision of online resources for applicants prior to enrolment. Support was seen in 

administrative and procedural terms, rather than an issue of pedagogy or andragogy. 

The language of customer service dominated the textual space, rendering any 

educational aspect of RPL and support almost invisible. 

 

RPL support: outsourcing to online 

Learners wishing to apply for RPL were advised to download and complete the relevant 

application form, available from the University‘s website. This form was a densely-

worded document that was written with the assumption that the applicant was applying 

for credit for formal studies, rather than informal learning. Nowhere in the document 

were concepts such as work and life experience referred to, nor advice given on how 

such experience could be qualified. Academic jargon was preferred, such as ―option 

credit‖, ―course stream‖ and ―census date‖ ([University Yellow], 2009f, p. 1).  
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Taking up almost one-quarter of the first page was an applicant declaration, which 

reinforced the applicant‘s responsibility to provide all of the necessary evidence and 

accept any and all consequences resulting from the application‘s assessment. As with 

other RPL processes at University Yellow, the document reinforced the contractual and 

commercial nature of RPL at the institution. Notions of legal liability were also 

evidenced in participant discussions, such as one senior executive who, on the topic on 

support for students when applying for RPL, spent considerable time talking about the 

evidence required, rather than the aid offered: 

This is [the evidence] we want, if you haven‟t got this don‟t lie, we‟re not 

going to let you in, you know, and if you do lie you‟ll probably get found 

out. And when we do find out, we‟re quite tough, if we do find out that 

there‟s been fraud, we terminate you, it doesn‟t matter if you‟ve done four 

units or whatever, the fact that integrity is no longer met, is a problem for 

us (YE3). 

 

Participants were generally positive about the support given to informal learners in 

preparing an application for RPL; however it was clear that in most cases support again 

equated to online resources, rather than personal assistance. This view was almost 

universally held across all levels of participants, such as the senior executive who said 

that ―we have a good briefing on our website about what we‟re looking for‖ (YE3); or 

the admissions officer who said ―indeed we help, we have the online system, a database 

which is accessible so they can see it, can see the sort of thing they give the credit for‖ 

(YG5). Even reservations about the quality of support were expressed similarly, such as 

the admissions officer who felt that: 

I don‟t know that we assist as much as we should; we should do more, 

especially around the terminology. I don‟t necessarily mean sit down with 

them one-on-one; I just mean give them better information to understand 

what it means ―(YG4).  

 

Thus, the ideal support was still of an online nature, just of a better standard. There 

seemed to be a general organisational ethos that electronic information and support was 

superior to that given by people. Personal support was sometimes minimised to an 
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extremely low level, such as the admissions officer who responded to the question about 

assisting applicants in preparing their application by saying ―yes we help; when they 

apply we ask them to ensure all of the documentation of prior learning is in there‖ 

(YG3). 

 

There were many examples of the University‘s commitment to online teaching and 

learning support; the following is an illuminating example. In 2009, during the time 

data were collected, University Yellow launched ―Orbital‖
7
 – an electronic resource to 

provide students with ―access to a personalised online portal and resources designed to 

make their lives easier‖ ([University Yellow], 2009c). Noting the ―increasingly 

competitive market,‖ University Yellow had ―broken down technical barriers to create 

an innovative new tool to help students cope with the unique pressures of Year 12 

[including] study tips, stress management and how to lead healthy, active and safe 

social lives‖ ([University Yellow], 2009c).  It was clear that the resource also acted as a 

marketing tool for the competitive school-leaver market; further evidence that 

University Yellow prioritised the school leaver market over non-traditional entry 

pathways. A degree of reflexivity was in evidence: Generation Y (and now Generation 

Z) students are highly proficient in IT skills and in seeking to attract them, University 

Yellow‘s own culture appeared to be increasingly adopting the norms and conventions 

of online teaching and learning. Associated practices, such as admission and enrolment 

and even RPL, seemed to be affected as well. This had the potential to exclude many 

non-traditional learners from previous generations, who had to cope not only with the 

academic barriers associated with converting informal to formal learning, but conduct 

this struggle on a potentially unfamiliar (i.e. online) terrain. 

 

                                                 
7
An anonymised term. 
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Two participants expressed a greater preference to deal with RPL applicants on a more 

personal basis. One was the academic participant and the other was an admissions 

officer. However as the interview unfolded it became apparent that he had a much more 

hands-on role than the other admissions officers in this study, as he was responsible for 

all the administrative processes of a specific course of study in his faculty. His role 

therefore took on aspects normally associated with course or unit controllers and, 

insofar as RPL was concerned, he was a type of para-academic. The academic 

participant distanced her own practices from what she felt were the University‘s norms:  

I know that some schools don‟t help the student, they just say „here‟s the 

form, off you go‟. I try to help them with their forms and I encourage them; 

for example if they don‟t have enough evidence, I explain what evidence 

they need to provide (YA1). 

 

For her, the University had a responsibility to assist learners unfamiliar with formal 

learning constructs who ―sometimes didn‟t think about applying for credit because they 

don‟t know how to go looking for [the evidence] until it‟s pointed out‖ (YA1). The 

admissions officer agreed that it was essential ―to give advice on the information needed 

to provide as evidence‖ (YG2). He had created a pro-forma that he supplied to students 

so that they could take it to their employer so he or she could sign off whether the 

student was ―competent against each of those criteria or not. So, in that sense I‟ve 

provided more than what anybody in the mainstream would have had to do‖ (YG2).  

His response highlighted both the technical skills aspect of RPL at University Yellow 

(i.e. ―competencies‖) as well as a belief that his practices were exceptional.  

 

Finally, one participant expressed open antipathy to the idea of assisting students with 

their RPL applications because he believed that ―I personally think we‟re giving away 

too much RPL and whether you‟d want to assist in more being given I don‟t know‖ 

(YE2). The use of the phrase ―giving away‖ provides an insight into how he 

conceptualised the validity of prior learning. Rather than being something the learner 
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possessed, to be validated, it was instead the intellectual property of University Yellow 

to be negotiated in a pedagogical transaction; one he felt that his institution was being 

too generous with. Again, there was the sense that University Yellow was engaging in a 

commercial transaction, working on the classic macro-economic principle of the law of 

demand, whereby consumers buy more of a good when its price decreases. 

 

RPL, access and equity 

As a member of the ATN group of universities, University Yellow specifically 

committed to enhancing the equity of enrolments in higher education (ATN, 2004).  

However the institution‘s RPL policies and practices were unclear on any potential link 

between the recognition of informal learning and a more equitable and accessible higher 

education sector. Instead they focussed on the responsibility of the student to 

understand, articulate and document their particular circumstances to justify any claim 

for special consideration or support. In doing so RPL policy was presented as a gate-

keeping mechanism, which worked primarily for the benefit of the institution, not the 

learner. 

 

RPL: restricting, not supporting equity in higher education 

In 2004, the ATN universities signed a memorandum of understanding, in part to 

facilitate student mobility between member universities. The preamble to the 

memorandum stated that the group‘s aim was to ―help secure Australia‘s academic 

reputation, and contribute to its social and economic wealth, while championing the 

principles of access and equity that have ensured its members are the universities of first 

choice for more students‖ (ATN, 2004). ―Academic reputation‖ is the language of 

scholarly achievement and quality education, which is increasingly defined in terms of 

international competitiveness. Thus, the ATN‘s mission highlighted the group‘s role as 
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building an educational product that provided both social capital and economic gain for 

Australia. Here, social capital appeared to be defined in neoliberal, market terms; that 

is, ―wealth‖. The ATN used the statement to position itself as an ecumenical provider of 

benefit not to the group, but to Australia as a whole. Equally, the ATN aimed to 

―champion‖ the principles of access and equity. By contrast, the desire for the ATN to 

be the ―first choice‖ universities for more students was a strategic move for market 

share. Crucial in this statement was the use and placement of the word ―while‖ to link 

the first aim with the other two. Used here in the contrastive sense, ―while‖ inferred a 

potential conflict between the goals of academic reputation and social and economic 

wealth, with the ideal of access and equity. Furthermore, the document explicitly linked 

its equity policies to its attractiveness to the market and not to its altruistic desire to 

enhance the social and economic fabric of Australia. Thus, equity policy was here 

posited as a potential detriment to high quality and high value education. Universities 

within the ATN thus actively pursued the development of an internationally attractive 

educational product, but much more passively supported ―principles‖ of access and 

equity. 

 

Repeatedly, understandings of the relationship between RPL and equity were, when 

applied to the particular situation of University Yellow, constrained by either the sites 

of learning considered, or the types of learners who benefitted. For example, one senior 

executive spoke of using RPL to meet the Federal Government‘s target of low-SES 

students in higher education, by saying that: 

There are lots of people who haven‟t had the opportunity to do an 

undergraduate degree, and for whom an undergraduate degree would 

probably be superfluous... where a higher degree in project management, or 

urban and regional planning would probably be very appropriate for 

someone who‟s worked in the area for a long time (YE1). 
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However this response did not seem to consider that the primary driver for the Federal 

Government‘s targets was to assist low-SES people in getting into the workforce in the 

first place, rather than up-skilling those already there. Likewise, another participant 

believed in that RPL was emancipatory in that ―if you‟ve, you‟ve done things in the 

past, no matter where, you know on the job, at a TAFE, or in some other education 

system, it can serve equity by showing that you‟ve got the same knowledge through a 

different path‖ (YE2). All but one example of the non-traditional learning provided in 

this description occurred in formal educational environments and the one exception 

(work experience) was a non-formal rather than an informal environment and again, 

gave preference to learners who had already overcome critical barriers to positive socio-

economic participation. Thus, his contention that University Yellow ―treated everyone 

at the end of the day the same, regardless of how they came to that knowledge‖ 

proceeded from a contestable definition of what constituted ‗everyone‘.  

 

When participants reflected on the power of RPL to make universities more accessible 

and equitable, they were restricted by the institutional definition of RPL as an issue of 

credit. As one participant said ―RPL isn‟t eligibility, you know, it‟s not going to get you 

into a course necessarily. Eligibility for a course is a different matter‖ (YE2). This 

severely restricted the potential of RPL to act as an equity mechanism, since University 

Yellow‘s admission policies were relatively conservative when it came to the 

recognition of informal learning experiences. The University‘s admission policy 

advised that processes for determining eligibility for admission must ―ensure fair, open 

and consistent practices for admission and selection, taking into account the 

University‘s access and equity objectives‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 10). 

University Yellow‘s admission policy allowed for special consideration for entry for 

applicants being part of an equity group defined by DEEWR, including people from a 
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low socio-economic background. However consideration on this basis was conditional 

(i.e. ―may‖ only make them eligible for special consideration ([University Yellow], 

2009b, p. 32). Yet, at the same time, University Yellow was a member of the Elite 

Athlete Friendly University Network, in order ―to support Australia‘s elite athletes to 

achieve academic excellence‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 33). This meant that 

special consideration ―would be given to the impact of the applicant‘s sporting 

commitments to their preparation for University entry‖ ([University Yellow], 2009b, p. 

33). Thus, social disadvantage might be grounds for equitable action, whereas elite 

athlete status would be.  

 

 One participant suggested that if higher education was to be truly equitable and 

accessible, entry requirements could be removed altogether: 

Why wouldn‟t we move to just open admission? If you want to come, come. 

The only restriction would be space available. And the test of whether 

you‟re suitable or not will come when you pass or fail your first exams. 

There are some people that maybe don‟t have a background in high school 

achievement but might do brilliantly at university (YE2). 

 

This response implied that the participant visualised the informal learner as a person 

with an innate intellect and an ability to transfer his or her knowledge to a different 

(academic) environment without pedagogical support. The institution was invisible in 

the process; support was not offered to the learner, nor were curriculum practices 

altered to take into account the learner‘s non-traditional educational background. This 

was a meritorious conceptualisation of teaching and learning which presented the 

student as a relatively autonomous subject. That is, any prior environmental conditions 

that might have led to reduced opportunity for the student was disregarded, and the 

University proceeded on the assumption that all students enrolled at University Yellow 

commenced with the requisite skills and attitudes required to identify and exploit 

resources for support. 
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Other participants had a more critical understanding of the link between knowledge and 

power, such as the senior executive who observed that:  

In the Renaissance it was the ones that got access to books who were very 

privileged. Then we went through a very particular period in the last 

century where as a result of public libraries and the like, you could almost 

get to read anything that you wanted as a citizen. But now you have to be in 

a university to get access to the big scholarly databases. So we‟ve started to 

get exclusive again (YE3). 

 

However she believed that RPL would not make the higher education sector more 

equitable, for example by enrolling traditionally under-represented student groups so 

that they could access this information. Instead, for each university that used RPL to 

enrol non-traditional learners, another would use RPL as a means of excluding students, 

to maintain their elite status. Universities such as ―MIT, or Stanford, or Brown will have 

very particular views on who they would take” and it would only be the universities 

―who are desperate for any students they can get‖ who would employ RPL (YE3). This 

was an example of how conversations concerning RPL and equity regularly raised the 

issue of academic quality in tension; and equated informal learning with a less than 

desirable student. This was a particular issue for University Yellow because its typical 

student was ―less wealthy [than those attending University Green], much more focussed 

on career and expecting a return on the investment that they‟ve put in‖ (YE3). For 

University Yellow, the student was the customer who expected a direct economic 

benefit to their education and the safest way of ensuring the University delivered this 

outcome was to select carefully students who stood the best chance of succeeding.  

 

RPL: Good for us, not necessarily for them 

In participant interviews, conversations that were nominally about equity and access 

frequently morphed into discussions of diversity and here it was understood that the 

University was the primary benefactor, rather than the learner. One senior executive 
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believed that RPL was good because University Yellow was ―looking for people who 

would be interesting for us, you know, add some diversity, different experiences, who 

had potential‖ (YE3). She believed that University Yellow was ―the most diverse 

university in Australia‖ and when asked to clarify, said that ―I‟ve lost track of how many 

countries we take students from and one of our incredible strengths is that our [State] 

school leaver population is always less than 50 percent of our whole population‖ 

(YE3). The second contention was incorrect; as stated at the beginning of this chapter, 

in 2009, 72 percent of University Yellow‘s undergraduate student intake was from the 

State‘s high schools. However, the myth that the University supported social diversity 

was strong, such as the response from one admissions officer that ―the University, on 

the whole, is very accessible now‖ (YG5). Another admissions officer said that RPL 

was ―an excellent opportunity for individuals to show they have skills, like those that 

have come from TAFE, or who were professional educators in the field‖ (BG2).  

 

Another admissions officer said that the University‘s decision to recognise TAFE 

diplomas for the purpose of entry meant that ―students are going to get the benefit of the 

knowledge they‟ve gained before they got here‖ (YG3).  In fact, these responses showed 

that at University Yellow, equity was being overshadowed by the search for student 

diversity. Whereas equity focussed on increasing representation from disadvantaged 

groups, diversity sometimes acted to make the dominant student group more disparate 

without making it more inclusive. Thus University Yellow‘s ‗traditional‘ student 

population of State school leavers was enriched by increased representation from 

international students, and those entering with vocational and professional 

qualifications. However none of these new students were in fact disadvantaged. These 

students might be different in one sense, but insofar as their socio-economic advantage 

was concerned, they were essentially the same.  
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Just as equity transformed into diversity, diversity reflected the notion of a larger 

market share. As one of the participants said, ―one of the advantages [of giving RPL] is 

being able to attract students that might not otherwise have come to you, if they 

couldn‟t have gotten the credit‖ (YG1). Another agreed, saying that ―I think it makes 

universities more attractive‖ (YG4). RPL therefore acted to attract a greater share of the 

market and also allowed University Yellow to promote itself as an ‗accessible‘ 

institution, which in turn enhanced its market appeal.  

 

The influence of the external policy environment on lifelong learning and RPL 

policy at University Yellow 

At University Yellow, broad economic forces were seen as the overriding external 

stimulus to RPL policy development, rather than any specific local, national or political 

action. RPL was perceived by participants as a market lever to be used to influence and 

encourage student demand. This view subsumed any notion of specific socio-political 

action as driving institutional policy. 

 

RPL for profit: the student as a customer 

The perception of RPL being used as a tool to control market demand, evident across all 

discussions, was most apparent when participants were asked to consider what aspects 

of the external environment influenced RPL policy enactment at University Yellow. 

The belief that offering credit for prior learning influenced the market was by far the 

strongest, most consistent and most widely held perception resulting from the 

interviews, and presented strong evidence that University Yellow incorporated a strong, 

and often unabashed, entrepreneurial ethos into their organisational culture. ―We 

consider RPL to be an important recruiting tool” said one senior executive (YE1). His 
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colleague agreed, saying ―RPL, in the Australian context, is about marketing; about 

offering students attractive propositions to come to university‖ (YE2). Similar 

sentiments were expressed, almost verbatim, by every interview participant. There was 

no doubt in anyone‘s mind that, as one admissions officer said, ―RPL makes a university 

more attractive if students can get recognition for their life experiences, and none of the 

other universities in the immediate vicinity does that‖ (YG4).  

 

The perceived ‗marketisation‘ of RPL was seen by some participants to be a pragmatic 

strategy by the University. In the words of the academic participant: 

Universities are businesses. Money in and money out and the more efficient 

use of it and if you attract more students then you‟re going to make more 

money. The more income you earn the more resources you have and it‟s 

better for the university‟s bottom line. And our jobs (YA1).  

 

In contrast, the market approach was of concern to most of the admissions officers, who 

spoke of ―the mounting pressure to give RPL‖ (YG5).  At this level, there was strong 

accord that the University was playing a delicate balancing game, with increased 

enrolments on one hand and a compromised academic reputation on the other. One 

admissions officer spoke of the ―huge pressure to grant RPL, but I think if we go down 

that path then what happens to the quality of our degrees and what will happen to our 

graduates in the workforce?‖ (YG1). A senior executive observed that the issue of 

academic standards was “perhaps the most emotionally charged issue in the University‖ 

(YE3). Across the participant interviews, there was a preoccupation with accountability 

and the primacy of the institution‘s norms, arising as a result of the perceived external 

pressure to use RPL to boost enrolments. Specifically in respect of low-SES applicants, 

one admissions officer worried that ―some people would not cope in university life‖ 

(YG4). Non-traditional learning experiences were presented as inadequate not only in 

pedagogical terms but also in terms of motivation and conformation. A lack of 

traditional schooling was seen to exclude the individual from essential preparation, both 
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pedagogical and personal. This placed the learner in an irrevocable situation which ―no 

amount of RPL can change‖ (YG4). Likewise, one senior executive stated he saw 

evidence that students given RPL “hit second year and can‟t cope‖ (YE1). This, he 

said, was ―a failure of academic standards‖.  

 

Conversely, another senior executive believed that good RPL practice would ensure that 

only students ―with the capacity to pass‖ would be let in (YG3). For her, the biggest 

risk to academic standards was ―a really shonky assessment practice, not RPL‖. Yet this 

view reinforced the academic status quo at the same time that it supported RPL, since 

there was no suggestion that normative behaviour at the university would be challenged. 

Ideally, this senior executive conceptualised RPL as a determination of quality in the 

sense that it measured ―the potential that someone has to succeed at what you do, it 

doesn‟t measure what you do‖ (YG3). But at the same time she acknowledged that the 

university was ―tough on RPL‖, meaning that in practice, a lot of informal learners with 

potential were excluded. What was interesting was how RPL was seen to be a reaction 

to the external education ‗market‘ in almost completely opposite terms by senior 

executives and admissions officers. For the former RPL protected the University in its 

quest for more students, but for the latter RPL was a practice that threatened the quality 

of its curriculum.  For the former RPL was a quality assurance process; for the latter it 

was a marketing tool. In common, however, was the way in which both participant 

groups inextricable linked RPL with the idea that education was a commercial 

commodity.   

 

The idea that higher education was a for-profit activity meant that RPL was often 

viewed in terms of its ability to reduce the competitive advantage of the institution. In 

the words of one admissions officer, ―the most effective way of recruiting students was 
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through word of mouth and a compromise of academic standard also compromises our 

ability to function‖ (YG2). Many participants used neoliberal discourses in this respect, 

with another admissions officer speaking of sending ―diluted graduates out into the 

market‖ (YG4). A senior executive again reaffirmed her belief that RPL acted neither as 

a tool of equity nor pedagogical assessment, but as a strategic tool for positioning the 

university within the ‗market‘: 

If RPL is about pedagogy then why don‟t you just let them in and see what 

your first assessment does? It‟s because you‟re worried about retention, 

which is a performance indicator. What you do is set yourself a mark and a 

position within the sector and decide what universities you want to partner 

with and position yourself as an institution that has a quality and a licence 

to deliver. That‟s why I think we‟ve got to be careful when we talk about 

RPL and pedagogy (YE3). 

 

In this way, RPL acted not as a fixed determinant of ability, but a shifting market lever, 

dictating academic standards according to the strategic needs of the university.  

 

Again using the language of the commercial sector, one admissions officer was 

concerned less about academic standards than “giving away your actual profit – I mean, 

why give away your first year which is where you have the greatest profit margin?” 

(YG5). This was a reference to the perception that most first-year units, where the 

majority of RPL was given as credit, were ‗chalk and talk‘ arrangements with sizeable 

enrolments, compared to second and third-year units with lower enrolments and a 

greater reliance on specialist equipment. These units therefore offered relatively high 

economies of scale, compared to advanced-year studies. Again, the hard-nosed business 

approach was evident in the view of education as a modular product, divisible by 

constituent units that could be bought, sold and, in the case of RPL, traded. 

Consequently the purpose of higher education was defined as making the highest profit 

possible and RPL was assessed not on its inherent epistemological worth, but on its raw 

market value. 
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Other external influences on RPL policy at University Yellow 

In the 2009 annual report the Vice-Chancellor made note of the Federal Government‘s 

establishment of target attainment rates for undergraduate studies and low-SES 

students, the removal of domestic undergraduate enrolment caps from 2012, and the 

development of new performance targets and measures for universities. The report 

noted the importance of the new ―compacts‖ which would ―provide a framework for 

jointly achieving the government‘s reform agenda and institutions‘ individual missions‖ 

([University Yellow], 2009a, p. 4). However beyond this official note, there was little 

evidence that the Federal Government‘s ambitious target for low-SES students was 

filtering through to policy actors at any level. One senior executive made reference to 

―the lower SES stuff‖ as an external pressure, but qualified that ―it‟s very unclear, it‟s 

very fuzzy… I mean the market affects us very dramatically‖ (YE1). Again, this 

statement displayed evidence of the entrepreneurial culture of University Yellow where 

market forces (i.e. student demand) were given a higher priority than government 

policy.   

 

Another participant stated that the implementation of the Bradley Review‘s 

recommendations meant that ―if you‟ve got sufficient capacity to offer extra places 

you‟ll do just that, and students will start to vote with their feet” (BE2). Once again, the 

market loomed large in any consideration of external pressure. The only other reference 

to external forces came from two participants, who talked about the influence of the 

various external professional accrediting bodies that ―might have a requirement to have 

various units done, hence impacting on what RPL could be offered‖ (YG1). The other 

agreed, saying ―there are professional requirements and outcomes that can make it very 
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hard to give credit for RPL” (YA1). Other than that, however, there was no evidence of 

any consideration of other external policy pressures.  

 

Conclusion 

The RPL policies and practices of University Yellow revealed a strong market 

discourse, in which knowledge was viewed as a valuable commercial product, and 

students as informed consumers with the ability and desire to ‗negotiate‘ a better deal 

for their education. In this environment, the primary role of RPL policy was to protect 

the academic reputation of University Yellow. Prescriptive RPL policies were 

reinforced by strict gate-keeping practices, which worked to restrict rather than facilitate 

the recognition of non-formal and informal learning. These actions were predicated on a 

belief that the quality of teaching and learning could be compromised by attempts to 

make higher education more inclusive. At least one participant advocated for greater 

access and equity through higher education, through mechanisms such as RPL. 

However such views also reinforced the perceived tension between ideals of quality and 

equity in higher education.   

 

Indeed, the idea of quality and equity as counterbalancing policy forces was evident 

across all the case-study universities, though perhaps none more so than University 

Yellow. The deployment of the discourses of quality and equity, in relation to RPL, are 

analysed further in the following chapter, which considers a cross-case study analysis of 

RPL policies and practices. 
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CHAPTER 9  

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS:  

A FOCUS ON DISCOURSES OF QUALITY AND EQUITY 

 

Introduction 

The previous four chapters considered each case-study university independently and in 

its own context. Policy texts and practices were examined in detail to explore the 

influences on and effects of RPL policy, both in and of itself, as well in relation to 

broader lifelong learning agendas. The purpose of this chapter is now to draw the gaze 

beyond individual institutions and analyse comparisons and contrasts across the four 

case-study universities, and as they relate more broadly to the Australian higher 

education sector. This chapter is therefore devoted to the similarities and differences 

between policy and practice; both across institutions and, where applicable, across 

participant types. The framework for this chapter will be the research questions, which 

are reiterated here: 

1. What were the influences affecting the development and enactment of RPL 

policy at the four case-study universities? 

2. What were the RPL policy texts and discourses at the four case-study 

universities? 

3. What were the effects of the RPL policies on the institutions, staff and students, 

of the four case-study universities? 

4. What are the longer-term outcomes of RPL policy in relation to equity in higher 

education? 

The first section addresses both the influences that have shaped policy development and 

the resulting policy texts and discourses that have reflexively been shaped (i.e. Research 

Questions 1 and 2). The next section deals with the effects these policies have on the 
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institutions, staff and students (i.e. Research Question 3), and the subsequent section 

explores the longer-term outcomes of RPL policy and practice in the Australian higher 

education sector (i.e. Research Question 4). The chapter finishes with a focus on two 

key discourses to emerge from the analysis: ‗quality‘ and ‗equity‘, including discussion 

of how these two concepts are problematised within the sector through the enactment of 

RPL policy. It is not, however, the intention to re-examine the relevant literature, as this 

will be one of the functions of the final chapter. 

 

The influences on and discourses within RPL policy and practice 

Discourses of quality and equity were prevalent in the findings and dominated 

discussion within and across the case-study universities. This section discusses the 

multiple discourses of quality first, followed by the multiple discourses of equity.  

 

The multiple discourses of quality within and across the RPL policies and practices of 

the case-study universities 

It is not possible to talk about an influence that shapes a policy discourse without 

acknowledging that the discourse has the potential to affect both the initial and 

subsequent influences. Consequently the research questions regarding policy influences 

and policy discourses are addressed concurrently in this section. The initial research 

questions included a specific consideration of equity in relation to RPL. This was 

because RPL agendas frequently highlight the issue of equity, and because critical 

theory also considers emancipation of the disempowered a key issue. Certainly the 

extent to which RPL policy did or did not address issues of equity in higher education 

was a strong consideration for this thesis. However emerging as an equally significant 

discourse was the notion that RPL policy enhanced or threatened the quality of higher 

education within and across individual Australian universities. ‗Quality‘ and ‗equity‘ 

were thus the dominant discourses in RPL policy and practice, with each actor 
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exercising his or her own agency to reinforce or resist his or her university‘s position on 

these prevailing discourses in higher education.  

 

The data from this study indicate that the discourses of quality and equity were not 

universally-held notions. They altered in both form and function as they were 

understood and interpreted in relation to ideas such as ‗inclusiveness‘, ‗meritocracy‘; 

‗elitism‘; ‗marketing‘ or ‗the market‘; ‗commercialism‘, and ‗efficiency‘. The ways in 

which these other discourses emerged and interacted with the dominant discourses of 

quality and equity are now explored in more detail. 

 

Across all four universities, the text of RPL policies and the practices of actors regularly 

highlighted a concern for quality. Overwhelmingly there was a belief that the enactment 

of RPL policy had the potential to affect the academic standards of the institution 

adversely. Addressing or managing the issue of ‗quality‘ was therefore the most 

common purpose for the development and enactment of RPL policy by universities. In 

this context, RPL policy was often perceived to function as a gate-keeping device, 

ensuring that academic standards were not compromised by the recognition of learning 

acquired in non-formal and informal environments.  Frequently this meant that instead 

of opening their institution to alternative learning practices and experiences, RPL 

ensured that institutional norms reinforced contemporary teaching and learning 

practices and projected a carefully controlled understanding of what ‗quality‘ in higher 

education was. This encompassed notions of curriculum, pedagogy, teaching and 

learning practices and institutional aims and goals. RPL policy revealed quality, 

therefore, as an existential imperative for all four case-study universities. Furthermore, 

the notion of quality was frequently conflated with the maintenance of institutional 

culture and values. In doing so, the idea of ‗quality‘ contained within the universities‘ 
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policy and practice reinforced the importance and superiority of formal learning 

constructs, even though the focus of the policies was, superficially at least, on the 

importance of recognising informal learning experiences.  

 

Quality pervaded the entire ethos of each university and was frequently presented as a 

form of resistance to RPL‘s perceived potential to threaten academic standards. This 

was often expressed through a somewhat elusive description of the ‗student experience‘. 

Above and beyond a fear that, for example, informal learning was a poor substitute for 

formal learning processes at the specific (i.e. unit) level, there was an associated belief 

that shortening the time taken to complete a degree reduced the opportunity for the 

student to acquire the value-added aspects of being immersed in university life. In 

explicating the idea that RPL threatened the student experience, participants from all of 

the case-study universities frequently invoked the notion of ‗graduate attributes‘, such 

as ethics, cultural sensitivity, leadership and similar, non-discipline or curriculum 

specific values. By shortening the student experience, RPL for credit was seen to 

compromise the inculcation of these values. RPL, as a validation of learning acquired 

outside the academy‘s control, represented a potential challenge to the 

power/knowledge of the higher education sector, and such a concern was frequently 

expressed, discursively, through a discussion about quality. 

 

Meritocracy was revealed as a fundamental point of tension within RPL policies and 

practices, especially when the notion of meritocracy extended beyond the individual 

student (i.e. one student having greater merit than another), to include types of learning 

(i.e. one type of learning having greater merit than another). Traditional student 

selection processes measured or assessed not the student, but recognised proxies of 

quality, such as Year 12 exam results or prior qualifications from the higher education 
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sector. Thus, the primacy of formal education was reflexively reinforced. In contrast, 

the assessment of RPL required the institution to engage directly with the learner and in 

doing so, validate and prioritise learning acquired external to the sector.  

 

Across all four case-study universities, RPL policy regularly foregrounded the 

responsibility of the student to present written documentation as evidence of their prior 

learning, which effectively mimicked more traditional assessment processes. There was 

scope to offer the student a challenge exam, which was a more direct engagement with 

the student. However at all of the three universities that accepted RPL, participants 

universally reported that the challenge exam was a mechanism never actually 

implemented; existing largely as a theoretical process rather than a practical step of 

prior learning assessment. RPL processes therefore conformed to traditional student 

selection processes, and admissions officers and academic staff were culturally 

conditioned to search for and engage with formal evidence of prior learning, as well as 

evidence of formal prior learning. Consequently, the act of assessing a student‘s prior 

informal learning was at all times a reinforcement of the belief of the superiority of a 

formal educational background. 

 

At each of the three universities that accepted RPL, a focus on quality served to reassure 

its community that academic standards were not being compromised by an acceptance 

of RPL.  In these instances ‗quality‘ was equated with quality assurance, or the 

systematic evaluation of the educational process to ensure that minimum standards were 

maintained. More commonly at the senior executive level, RPL policy was presented as 

evidence that the institution had formal control mechanisms to guide the admissions 

officers and ensure due diligence when applications for RPL were being considered. For 

their part, the admissions officers more often than not believed that their own RPL 
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practices protected the institution from policies that were open to misuse. So where the 

senior executives exerted their agency through the production of RPL policy text, the 

admissions officers did so through their actions. In fact, for the individual there were at 

least three responses to a policy position of acceptance of RPL. The first was to believe 

that the RPL processes and practices did indeed protect academic standards. The second 

was to believe that they did not and instead it was the individual‘s own agency that 

served to fulfil this function. The third, most dominant, response was to believe that 

both RPL policy and practice at the participant‘s own university protected academic 

standards, but elsewhere in the higher education sector they did not. Here, the 

distinction was made between ‗good‘ and ‗bad‘ RPL policy and practice. The discourse 

of quality, therefore, allowed many actors, more frequently at the senior executive level, 

to promote the superiority of their university over their competitors.  

 

Quality was associated with ideas of the market, marketing or market forces in several 

ways. First, there was a belief that the quality of the Australian higher education sector 

attracted many overseas (importantly, fee-paying) students and so quality assurance 

policies, including RPL, served to reassure the student market of the quality of the 

learning experience in Australia. This discourse was succinctly expressed as the ‗Brand 

Australia‘ approach by one of the senior executives at the ATN university (University 

Yellow, see Chapter 8). Academic quality here became a means to an end, such as 

attracting a fee-paying market, rather than something desirable in and of itself. In 

reality, the interaction between RPL and the overseas student market was largely 

symbolic since participants overwhelmingly reported that it was rare to give 

international students RPL. However RPL policy played an important function as a 

representation of the overall focus on quality in Australian universities, within a broader 

suite of teaching and learning policies. 
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Another way in which RPL policy created a link between discourses of quality and the 

market was in the way in which the case-study universities conceptualised one of their 

primary purposes; namely how they existed to serve the labour market. This discourse 

was strongest at the NGU (University Brown), where many participants expressed a 

primary function of universities as enabling graduates to get a job. RPL policy in this 

respect could be said to be an acknowledgement of post-1990 market discourses of 

efficiency, such as those driven by the OECD recommendations of the time (see for 

example OECD, 1996). The aim here was to limit the amount of intellectual ‗wastage‘; 

that is, prior learning that already met the professional needs of the labour force. This 

refracted the idea of quality through the lens of ‗efficiency‘: from a purely commercial 

sense it could be said that academic quality was achieved by enacting RPL policy that 

made the production of graduates more efficient. Quality was therefore contextualised 

within a broader understanding of how each university perceived its responsibilities in 

meeting the labour demands of a globalised workforce. Depending on the relationship 

expressed between the university and the labour market, quality could be either the 

embracement or rejection of RPL. 

 

Yet another interpretation of quality was evident in the widespread perception that 

universities enacted RPL policy to influence market demand. This was considered to be 

particularly true of RPL for credit. RPL as a reaction to market forces was, generally, 

not seen as an appropriate application of policy and thus was frequently set in 

opposition to the perceived values and beliefs of higher education. This was almost 

certainly the reason why participants usually ascribed this motivation to institutions 

other than their own. Across all case-study universities, the use of RPL to ‗attract the 

market‘ was therefore the least dominant discourse applied at the institutional level, but 
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the most dominant at the sector-wide level. In other words, the use of RPL as a 

marketing tool was something rarely done by ‗us‘, but frequently done by ‗them‘.  

 

Where senior staff differed to the admissions officers was in their more pragmatic 

reflection on the power of market forces. Senior executives used tempered language 

when associating RPL with the student market, presenting it as an inevitable 

consequence of the increased pressure on universities to secure non-government 

funding. By contrast, admissions officers generally viewed a market-based approach to 

RPL as an anathema. Furthermore, this market discourse was the only agenda ascribed 

to RPL policy that was given a temporal consideration: specifically it was seen as 

evidence of contemporary, external pressure being placed upon universities. The other 

discourses of quality were given no such context and thus presented as immemorial 

values of universities and academia. Participants contemporised, and to a large extent 

externalised, this particular discourse of quality via the market, largely presenting it as 

something imposed upon the higher education sector in recent times.  

 

The various discourses of quality had the potential to conflict with each other. In order 

to resolve this tension, institutions and actors exercised their own agency to create a 

hierarchy of quality discourses. The decision on which discourse to place at the top of 

the hierarchy was framed or guided by the norms and beliefs of either the individual or 

the institution, with a tendency to prioritise that discourse which aligned most closely to 

the norm of either the individual or institution (depending on the context in which he or 

she was speaking). For example, the RPL practices in the Go8 university (University 

Green) frequently expressed quality in terms of academic meritocracy. At the ATN 

university (University Yellow) it was more common to consider quality assurance 

processes; whilst at the IRU institution (University Red) quality through diversity was 
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more often described. Finally, the RPL policy texts and practices of the NGU university 

(University Brown) regularly expressed quality in reference to the need to address the 

end-user needs of higher education. This last approach showed strong evidence of the 

influence of neoliberal market discourses. 

 

The discourse of quality, therefore, revealed various facets when refracted by RPL 

policy and practice. Quality was variously expressed as the meritocracy of a particular 

student intake; a quality assurance process designed to protect academic standards; a 

reinforcement of cultural norms and values, often through the promotion of graduate 

attributes; the expedition of a diverse student population to ensure a positive university 

experience; and an expression of the interaction between the higher education sector 

and external markets. More broadly, quality was described as an input (e.g. quality 

students), a process (e.g. quality teaching practice) and an outcome (e.g. quality 

graduates). 

The multiple discourses of equity within and across the RPL policies and practices of 

the case-study universities 

 

Across all case-study universities, participants believed that RPL was, or could be used 

for the purposes of affirmative action in the higher education sector. Participants saw 

equity as a driving force in higher education and RPL was seen to have the potential to 

make universities more inclusive and accessible.  The qualification is important: 

participants expressed a strong belief that RPL policy could be enacted for equitable 

purposes, however generally they believed that other motivations drove RPL agendas. 

All universities believed that equity was an RPL discourse in higher education; but at 

the same time all but the IRU university (University Red) believed that equity was not a 

primary motivation behind their own university‘s policy. None of the participants at any 

of the universities believed that, sector-wide, equity was a discourse strongly associated 
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with RPL. The data from this thesis suggests therefore that equity through RPL was 

largely seen as a missed opportunity in the Australian higher education sector. 

 

Within and across the case-study universities, RPL for access was preferred over RPL 

for credit as a means to make higher education more inclusive. This approach revealed a 

blend of cultural, epistemological and pragmatic considerations, when constructing an 

equity agenda for RPL policy. Culturally, RPL for access protected the sector‘s formal 

knowledge processes against incursion. Universities could use RPL for access to 

simultaneously promote ideals of inclusiveness and access, without conceding any 

power/knowledge, via the surrender of discrete units of study. Once again, the loss of 

time in the higher education system, due to the application of RPL for credit, was seen 

as a detriment to a good educational experience. Since the student experience was 

linked to the notion of quality, the use of RPL for access signalled, simultaneously, that 

RPL could be used for the purposes of inclusion, but that inclusivity represented a 

potential threat to academic quality.  

 

Epistemologically, RPL for access supported inclusion without raising concerns as to 

the equivalence of informal learning experiences and formal curriculum outcomes. It 

could be said that this was a ‗sink or swim‘ approach to inclusion whereby the major 

concession given to the student was the right to enrol. This approach was further 

evidenced by the ways in which policy text and practice generally did not provide for 

special pastoral care for these types of learners. The general consensus was that 

universities provided a plethora of support mechanisms, for those who knew about them 

and how to exploit them. This approach to pastoral care was in effect the reverse of 

traditional agendas of inclusion, since some participants in all case-study universities 

considered the provision of special support as being inequitable to the majority of 
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students who did not have access to these services. Finally, on a more pragmatic level, 

RPL for access meant that universities did not have to be concerned with any revenue 

being lost as a result of granting academic credit. Indeed, revenue might actually 

increase, as more students would be considered qualified for admission.  

 

It was therefore contestable that the use of RPL for access might result in increased 

enrolments from students from traditionally under-represented backgrounds. The 

empirical data underpinning this thesis reveals that all four case-study universities had 

low-socio economic enrolments well below the targets set out by the Federal 

Government. However context is again important: due to a rapidly growing local 

economy, only 19 percent of residents in the State were considered to be low socio-

economic status, at the time of the study. Any action to make the State‘s universities 

more inclusive, therefore, would require concerted and affirmative efforts; representing 

in essence acts of positive discrimination. Participants regularly qualified their 

responses to the debate of whether RPL made higher education more equitable or 

accessible. Frequently positive answers were conditionalised by the use of words such 

as ―might‖, ―could‖ or ―theoretically‖. Since many learners considering using RPL to 

access higher education would have faced significant educational disadvantage by the 

time they were eligible for tertiary studies, there was a strong possibility that they might 

be pedagogically and motivationally underprepared for academic studies. Admission 

policies that encouraged the use of portfolios, interviews or other supplementary 

evidence of academic ability (such as those used by University Brown, the NGU 

institution) certainly had the potential to explore and validate the educational potential 

of learners coming from non-traditional learning backgrounds. However the evidence 

from this research is that even when admission practices incorporated aspects of RPL, 

they remained relatively conservative. The notion of meritocracy, already revealed as a 
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discourse strongly associated with quality, appeared without exception in all written 

policies concerning RPL.   

 

The discourse of equity also incorporated notions of ‗fairness‘. For example, RPL 

policy documents across the three case-study universities in which RPL was accepted 

regularly referred to a desire to ensure that a student did not have to pay again, either 

financially or in time, to undertake studies for which they could already demonstrate the 

relevant learning outcomes. Therefore, equity here became a guarantee by the university 

that the student would not be exploited. This concept was related to ideals of inclusivity 

and indeed was sometimes cited by participants as evidence of equity. However this 

type of fairness was not necessarily the same as inclusion. For example, in all case-

study universities, participants consistently claimed that the most common form of RPL 

given in the sector was via the substitution of ‗relevant work experience‘ in lieu of an 

undergraduate qualification, for enrolment in a postgraduate course of study. These 

students, by definition, were not disadvantaged since they had already accessed 

employment and had acquired professional skills. Consequently, whilst the most 

common form of RPL was fair, it was not necessarily inclusive. Another 

contextualisation of ‗fairness‘ was in the homogenous distribution of resources and 

support. Thus, RPL practices were said to be ‗fair‘ if they mimicked traditional 

admission and enrolment processes; and support for non-traditional learners was ‗fair‘ 

because they received no more or less support than every other student. 

 

Closely aligned with the notion of fairness was an expression of RPL policy as being 

equitable because it was ‗efficient‘. An efficient RPL policy was one that maximised 

the student‘s prior learning, so that the student would not have to waste time re-learning 

that which they already knew. Efficiency ensured that the university did not expend 
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resources teaching a student what he or she already knew, and the labour market was 

provided with skilled workers more expeditiously. This also meant that an efficient RPL 

policy aligned with discourses of both quality and equity. 

 

The most striking difference between policy text and practice was the way in which 

participants at all four universities, and across all participant types, identified financial 

drivers behind policy enactment. Many participants believed that RPL policy 

development was currently being or would shortly be invigorated by the Federal 

Government‘s linking of a proportion of its higher education funding to the 

improvement in low socio-economic enrolments. Just as participants believed that much 

sector-wide RPL policy was enacted to attract students, they also believed that 

universities did, or shortly would, use the same policies to secure the funds attached to 

equity enrolments. A belief in the motivational power of financial support also appeared 

to drive part of the Federal Government‘s higher education reforms, given that they 

could be said to be using money as an incentive for great inclusion. 

 

In addressing Research Questions 1 and 2, multiple discourses of equity and quality 

were seen to be adopted through RPL policy development. These discourses were 

shaped in part depending on whether quality or equity was considered an influence, 

process or outcome. In turn, the idea of RPL was understood as an issue of either access 

or credit. Certain discourses of equity or quality were foregrounded depending on 

whether influences, processes or outcomes were being considered and in turn, this led to 

RPL for access or RPL for credit being more commonly associated with certain 

discourses.  

 



 259 

 

The effects of RPL policies and practices on institutions, staff and students 

This section looks at how RPL policies and practices affected the universities, their 

staff, and the students enrolled in them. The discourses of quality and equity were 

defining elements in the effect of RPL. At the institutional level, these discourses were 

used to transmit the importance of formal education: in effect policy supposedly 

developed to validate informal learning was in fact used to promote the primacy of 

formal learning. At the individual policy actor level, each staff member exercised his or 

her agency to align with or resist the discourses of quality and equity. For students, the 

discourse of quality identified them primarily as an informed ‗consumer‘ of higher 

education with the ability to understand the opportunities RPL afforded them. A second, 

minor discourse interpreted RPL as a mechanism for the emancipation of disadvantaged 

students. 

 

Effects of RPL policy and practice on institutions 

 

Across all four case-study universities, RPL policy was enacted as a weak force in 

overall higher education policy. Its actual impact was marginal, since little access was 

granted on the sole basis of a student‘s informal learning experiences, and even less 

academic credit was approved for RPL. However, for each university, RPL policy 

represented significant symbolic value; more specifically as a means of foregrounding 

and promoting the centrality of the discourse of quality for all institutions. Although 

equity was a policy force expressed discursively by participants, as well as in some 

actual practices, the real impact of RPL policy was to broadcast to the wider community 

that academic standards, the quality of the educational experience, and the essential 

institutional norms and beliefs were not compromised by the recognition of learning 

experiences that took place outside the higher education sector. At the institution level, 

therefore, the primary purpose of RPL policy was to advertise the extent to which the 
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various universities rejected or restricted, not accepted, informal and non-formal 

learning. 

 

The many ways in which quality was referenced in policy text and action, and the 

variety of discursive strategies adopted, indicated that the message of quality was 

intended for both internal and external audiences. The consequence of this approach, 

potentially, was to draw the gaze of both the internal and external audiences inwards; 

that is, towards a greater focus of the importance, values and pedagogic processes of 

formal learning, as opposed to informal and non-formal learning. Whilst the notion of 

quality represented different things to different policy actors at different times, linking 

all discourses was a focus on the culture, processes and outcomes of higher education, 

its values and its systems. Quality could be said to be the ubiquitous reaffirmation of the 

primacy of a formal qualification. By contrast, the discourse of equity more widely 

embraced manifestations of other power/knowledge and required institutions to direct 

their gaze outwards, and recognise the equivalence of informal and non-formal learning, 

as part of the process of becoming more inclusive. However equity was not the 

dominating, driving force of RPL policy development. Quality captured the institutional 

discourses: the effect was to increase the tendency of universities towards the reflexive 

reinforcement of their own doxa. The overall lack of administrative and pedagogic 

support in understanding the application process and preparing evidence was 

understood by many interviewees as an act of passive resistance to the validation of 

knowledge acquired through non-formal and informal learning practices. Even when 

universities did include opportunities to have these types of experiences acknowledged, 

such as the portfolio approach adopted by the NGU university, the process was 

generalised to include all applications, meaning the University did not direct their 

support to any particular group of disadvantaged students. 



 261 

 

 

Effects of RPL policy and practice on staff 

Senior executives overwhelmingly saw themselves as empowered in the development 

and enactment of RPL policy. In exercising their agency, these participants adopted an 

institutional position and sector-wide discourse. Furthermore, they frequently expressed 

ideal and pragmatic positions on the enactment of RPL policy. The institutional 

discourse of the participant was derived as part of the reflexive process of policy 

development, which resulted in an alignment between institutional norms and the 

individual policy actor‘s agency. Here, the discourse of quality inevitably dominated 

their perception of RPL policy enactment. The specific way in which quality was 

embedded in the policies and practices of RPL most frequently aligned with the norms 

and values of each specific university. Across all universities, senior executives 

regularly expressed a responsibility to develop and enact RPL policies that ensured that 

academic standards were foregrounded in all processes.  

 

This did not mean, however, that participants always completely agreed with the 

institutional position they adopted. Although some degree of cognitive fit was required, 

senior executives frequently identified and expressed the perceived failings of the RPL 

policy of their university. Generally, these failings were not found in the goals and 

practices inherent within the policies, but in those that were excluded. This meant that 

senior executives frequently expressed an idealistic discourse for RPL, which was 

usually aligned with the perceived values and goals of higher education. The idealistic 

discourse was therefore invariably aligned to a sector-wide position on RPL. Almost 

always, this was the discourse of equity; more specifically equity taken to mean a more 

inclusive, representative student population. There was recognition that the power of 

RPL to make higher education more equitable was not being fully exploited; however, 
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whilst regrettable, this was presented as an ideological issue for the sector as a whole to 

consider, rather than a particular institution to address.  

 

Academics and admissions officers, in general, strongly believed in their ability to 

exercise their own agency in RPL practice, especially in relation to the discourse of 

quality. They identified themselves most commonly as gatekeepers of the quality 

assurance process, ensuring that a broad, somewhat subjective policy was practiced in a 

systematic and rigorous fashion. Their attention was mostly on the process of 

assessment, rather than supporting the student; in fact for most staff members the 

student was almost invisible in the process. Much in the same way that qualifications 

from other educational institutions were assessed as abstract quantifications of 

knowledge, individual applications for RPL were dissected and compartmentalised for 

evidence of learning outcomes. The practice of RPL was more likely therefore to 

reinforce institutional norms and align the academics and admissions officers with the 

values of the university, than to encourage them to personalise support for individual 

students.  

 

Effect of RPL policy and practice on students 

The effect of RPL policy and practice on students was drawn from both the perceptions 

of the research participants in this respect, as well as through the critical analysis of 

RPL policy text. The data showed strong evidence of two primary discourses: first, the 

student as ‗informed consumer‘, and second, the emancipation of disadvantaged 

students through RPL. 

 

Overwhelmingly, RPL policy and practice across all case-study universities inferred 

that students with informal learning experiences possessed some degree of educational 
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capital that they could use for the purposes of either admission or credit. This in turn 

implied three related conditions. First, students were aware of the value of their prior 

knowledge. Second, students were capable of making the case for the value of their 

prior informal learning experiences, for translation into appropriate academic 

recognition. Third, by applying for RPL, students tacitly acknowledged the 

epistemological superiority and greater value of a formal qualification. Holistically, 

these three discursive facets of RPL practice drove a dominating perception of the 

student as an informed and empowered consumer, possessing all of the requisite 

knowledge to enter into a form of academic negotiation with the university. Indeed, 

much of the written RPL policy presented itself as a form of a contract, with its 

preponderance towards clauses highlighting the responsibility of the student to 

understand the processes, the need for students to collect evidence of learning and 

outlining the penalties for students providing false information. This approach was more 

closely aligned to the discourse of quality rather than equity, since RPL policy and 

practice served first and foremost to guard the integrity of formal knowledge against 

external incursion. However, perceiving the student as an informed consumer created an 

epistemological Catch-22 for the student. In order to be accepted, the non-traditional 

learner with informal learning experiences had to adopt formal learning conventions in 

his or her description of learning outcomes, but generally it was only students with 

formal learning background who understood how to employ these conventions. This 

ultimately served to reinforce the culture of the university and link to the perceived 

superiority of a formal qualification.  

 

However, beyond formal written policy and their subsequent practices, a minority 

discourse also existed in which RPL was seen to have emancipatory potential. At times 

there was a genuine belief that the greater recognition of non-formal and informal 
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learning experiences would make the higher education sector more democratic, and 

enable socially and economically disadvantaged students to acquire a university degree. 

This discourse was strongest at the IRU university across all participant types and was 

also strong for a subset of the senior executive participants at the NGU university. 

Across all universities, senior executives tended to describe equity in the abstract; that 

is, as an ideal of higher education, or a guiding principle, or something to be worked 

towards. However for some admissions officers and academics, emancipation through 

RPL was a reality, expressed through their admission practices and more often than not 

tied to a specific course of study or cohort of students. Participants therefore saw the 

potential for individual students to exercise their own agency to harness RPL policy for 

emancipatory purposes. However, since in most cases equity agendas were not the 

driving force behind RPL policy, it was unlikely that this student agency could be 

achieved more universally, or in any systematic fashion. 

 

In considering Research Question 3, therefore, it could be argued that the primary effect 

of RPL policy and practice on the various actors was to impress upon them the 

dominance of the discourses of quality that existed in the universities. RPL as a means 

of addressing equity concerns was less developed in written policy text, and generally 

understood by actors as an abstract, aspirational concept.  

The longer term outcomes of RPL policy in relation to equity in higher education 

 

The cross-case analysis indicated the discourses of equity and quality were perceived by 

research participants, and indeed described in policy text, as concepts in conflict. 

Furthermore, the meaning and intent of both ‗equity‘ and ‗quality‘ were problematised 

by the diverse ways in which they were described in text, and enacted in practice. These 

issues are now discussed further, in this section. 



 265 

 

 

Discourses of equity and quality in conflict 

Equity in higher education, as explicated in Chapter 2, has the potential to be improved 

via the use of RPL policy. In this instance, equity resonates with inclusiveness. 

However the current, overwhelming focus on quality, quality assurance and academic 

standards, affects this potential. RPL policy generated dissonance for many policy 

actors and institutions, because of the juxtaposition of these two fundamental ideals - 

equity and quality – of the higher education sector. The dissonance can be expressed in 

these two hypothetical statements: ―I believe that RPL makes the higher education 

sector more equitable‖ and ―I believe RPL compromises the quality of higher 

education‖. A reduction of these statements reveals an existential concern for the 

Australian higher education sector; namely, that equity compromises the quality of 

higher education.  

 

RPL policy was a particular terrain in which this dissonance was evident. Institutions 

and their actors resolved this dissonance in one of two ways. The first was to 

acknowledge the conflict and ‗choose a side‘. For example, at the institutional level, the 

Go8 university chose quality over equity and resisted the application of what was 

perceived as external, rather than internal, pressure for the development of RPL policy. 

Elsewhere, other universities and individuals embraced the potential for RPL to 

promote greater inclusivity and access. Both positions acknowledged the perceived 

tension between the discourses of quality and equity. The second resolution of the 

policy dissonance however was to reject the idea that the two principles were in conflict 

by believing that the university‘s teaching and learning processes would ensure 

standards would be maintained. In this resolution, RPL for access (in contrast to credit) 

was overwhelmingly preferred as a process.  
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Notwithstanding the existence and support of the discourse of equity, the evidence from 

this research is that whilst quality and equity are significant contemporary policy 

themes in Australian higher education (and globally), quality is stronger or more 

dominant in both policy and practice. A simultaneous drive by the Federal Government 

to make the sector more inclusive and to maintain or increase its quality, in all its 

incarnations, has inevitably created discursive and policy tension. The evidence 

furthermore points to the likelihood that quality is considered an issue of far greater 

importance, to the detriment of agendas of inclusion and equity.  

 

This addresses Research Question 4, but only to a degree. In order to consider it more 

fully, it is necessary to consider how the two, potentially conflicting, discourses of 

quality and equity play out in the context of this study. This is the subject of the final 

subsection below.  

 

Problematising quality and equity in the context of this study 

The cross-case analysis has highlighted how RPL policy and practice in the case-study 

universities was driven by two primary and competing discourses of quality and equity. 

However these two discourses were not understood in any homogenous sense. Both 

included, re-interpreted and refracted sub-discourses that expressed how these two 

larger discourses were seen to function. Overall, the interactions between these 

discourses reveal how the universities strove to be simultaneously, but not equally, elite 

and democratic. This gives rise to the idea of a ‗fair‘ RPL policy. A ‗fair‘ RPL policy is 

seen to be evidence of quality, insofar as it reflects ideals of accountability, systematic 

processes and procedural rigour. At the same time the evidence is that the universities 

believe that ‗fair‘ RPL practices will make the sector more equitable, as everyone will 
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have the same opportunities to validate their prior learning and will be assessed by the 

same criteria. It is therefore considered by universities to be ‗fair‘ in the sense of 

providing a level playing field for all students (i.e. meritocracy), as well as ‗fair‘ in that 

it offers the potential for greater social inclusion. 

 

In a similar fashion, the notion of ‗diversity‘ is embraced by discourses of both quality 

and equity. A diverse student population is perceived, almost axiomatically, to be more 

inclusive and thus aligns with the discourse of equity. In the case of quality, a diverse 

student population is seen to improve the quality of the teaching and learning 

experience by introducing the sector to a plurality of experiences and viewpoints. Much 

in the same way that a diverse ecosystem is seen to possess greater genetic robustness, a 

diverse educational sector is likewise perceived to thrive.  

 

Some issues interacted, simultaneously, with discourses of both equity and quality. 

Such was the case with the market discourse, which appeared almost universally 

throughout the critical discourse analysis of RPL policy texts and practices and 

pervaded perceptions and understandings of how universities did and did not, and 

should or should not, engage with non-formal and informal learning experiences. At 

times it appeared that policy text or practice was borrowing from the language of the 

market to support, for example, the discourse of quality. Thus, notions of efficiency, or 

of the student as informed consumer, were invoked in describing quality assurance 

processes that protected academic standards. The market was an influence on the 

processes of institutional policy, as opposed to its outcomes. That too was evident, 

when quality incorporated recognition that higher education institutions existed in great 

part to address the needs of an increasingly globalised labour market. In terms of an 

elite/democratic continuum, the market aligned itself to both, allowing a university to 
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invoke a relationship between quality and the market by either presenting itself as a 

clearing house of selected, academically brilliant students, or conversely providing 

employable (graduate) skills to the wider community. 

 

Conclusion 

There are diverse definitions and understandings of quality and equity in higher 

education, in general and in relation to RPL in particular, which cannot be taken in 

isolation. The cross-case study analysis aspect of this thesis demonstrates that multiple 

discourses are practised across the sector, in relation to RPL policy. In enacting these 

various discourses, universities consciously or otherwise select one or more discourses 

that best suit them. This is most in evidence when RPL policy is practised as a tool of 

admission. In this respect Karabel (2005), defines the ‗iron law‘ of admissions policy: 

an institution will abandon a particular process of selection once it no longer produces 

the desired result. The reverse is also true; that is, universities adopt and maintain 

policies and practices that reinforce the likelihood that the ‗right‘ student will be 

selected. When discourses of quality and equity are set in tension, as they frequently are 

in the case of RPL policy, then the evidence of this research is that the idea of a ‗right‘ 

student will be more often aligned with discourses of quality, and the ‗wrong‘ student 

frequently associated with those of equity.   

 

Notions of quality and equity are thus not only expressed as multiple discourses in 

higher education, they are hierarchical ones, meaning that some are preferred over 

others as a means to an end. This is true both within and across discourses. That is, the 

discourse of quality is usually placed hierarchically higher than the discourse of equity, 

and at the same time a discourse of quality-as-meritocracy might be preferenced over a 

discourse of quality-as-efficiency. Since this research has shown that different 
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discourses dominate at different universities, two possibilities are worthy of further 

examination. The first possibility is that different institutions prefer various discourses, 

depending on their particular norms, culture or situation. In other words, universities do 

not agree on what the ‗best‘ discourse of quality and/or equity is. The second possibility 

is that not all discourses are universally available to each institution. That is, 

universities agree on what the ‗best‘ discourse is, but not all can access it, for a mixture 

of cultural, socio-economic and environmental reasons. Both possibilities imply a 

hierarchy: either of discourse, institution or both. An exploration of the idea of 

hierarchies of ‗quality‘ and ‗equity‘ in the higher education field, and the broader 

implications for field theory in educational research is the focus of the final chapter of 

this thesis. 
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUDING DISCUSSION: A BOURDIEUIAN ANALYSIS 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapter explored various themes that emerged through a cross-case 

analysis of the four case-study universities. The two most dominant themes emerging 

were those of ‗quality‘ and ‗equity‘. In turn, these themes revealed evidence of certain 

discursive hierarchies in the field of higher education. The hierarchies operated both 

inter-discursively (that is, quality over equity or vice versa) and intra-discursively (for 

example, one understanding of quality over another understanding of quality). This final 

chapter extends the meta-analysis to illuminate the wider implications of this research.  

 

It is the intention here not only to return to, but also expand upon, the theoretical 

framework that guided the research of this thesis. As described in Chapter 4, the 

framework was driven by critical and poststructural theory. Central to this hybrid 

theoretical approach was the concept of power. The critical (particularly Habermasian) 

approach incorporated an emancipatory cognitive interest that presumed that power in 

any given context could and should be distributed more equally. This involves, at its 

heart, a renegotiation of what knowledge has power. As such, the expectation is that the 

academy will resist incursions to some degree, for should informal learning be 

considered of equal value, or power, to formal learning, then the legitimacy of the 

academy might be undermined (Harris, 2004).  Furthermore, critical theory often 

supposes the ability of the dominant culture to create a false consciousness, meaning 

that alternative and more equitable choices are rendered largely invisible, at least to the 

uncritical and un-emancipated mind.  In the case of RPL policy and practice, this is, to a 
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degree, evidenced by a narrow conceptualisation of what RPL is, its purpose and its 

means of assessment. 

 

For its part, the poststructural theoretical dimension of this study aided the researcher in 

identifying how the power of dominant discourses can suppress but not fully subsume 

alternative readings or enactment of relevant policy. In particular, it illuminates the 

circulation of power at the micro level, which in this study was within individual 

universities. In contrast to critical theory, poststructuralism is in general more willing to 

ascribe notions of agency, resistance and power to actors in the field of study. 

Nonetheless the poststructuralist gaze also acknowledges that these alternative readings 

are constrained to some degree by an inadequate access to wider structures of power in 

society. Thus participants can re-define and even resist policy enacted at the macro and 

meso-level, but not in an unlimited sense. However if it is true that formal educational 

systems act to ―isolate, transform and eradicate the expression [of a] culture of 

resistance‖ (Nash, 1990, p. 436), then ipso facto it is true that cultures of resistance can 

and are generated within systems.  

 

Both the data from this study, and the theoretical frameworks underpinning the analysis, 

cause the researcher to reconsider three important factors of this type of qualitative 

educational research. First, to what extent are modernistic, structural forces evident in 

contemporary (specifically, RPL) educational policy and practice? Second, to what 

degree do local influences or agency affect RPL policy and practice? Third, to what 

extent can the evidence from this research project be used to infer broader policy 

agendas? A Bourdieuian analysis of the meta findings of this study is illuminating. 

Bourdieu investigated and wrote about several social structures (what Bourdieu terms 

fields – see below), however of particular interest to this study is his work concerning 
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higher education; most notably The State Nobility. At the heart of Bourdieu's work on 

higher education has been his desire to expose higher education as a powerful 

contributor to the maintenance and reproduction of social inequality (Naidoo, 2004).  

 

Bourdieu, lifelong learning and RPL 

From the outset it is important to note that Bourdieu was critical of the idea of unifying 

social theories and stressed the importance of context, date and situation-specific data. 

Nonetheless he still believed that observations from one case could be used more 

broadly. As he said of the research underpinning The State Nobility: 

These data are all dated. Does this mean, as is usually implied, that they are 

obsolete or outdated? [The sociologist] aims to analyse a state or an event in 

the social world… in order to derive principles of understanding and 

explanation that will be applicable to other historical objects (Bourdieu, 

1996, pp. 9-10). 

 

In the case of the studies reported in this research, the specific findings are relevant first 

and foremost to the year the data was collected (2009), the lifelong learning and RPL 

policies analysed, and the geographical location of the universities. Nonetheless the data 

reveal aspects of power that have wider relevance.  

 

Crucial here are Bourdieu‘s notions of field, habitus and capital. Field and habitus are 

both ways of making meaning of and within a social system: they essentially differ in 

that fields are an externalised form of meaning, whereas habitus is internalised. The 

greater the field, the greater its autonomy, in that it generates its own values and 

behaviours that are relatively independent from broader economic and political forces 

(Naidoo, 2004). The data from this study, and the agents, all exist within the shared 

habitus of the field of higher education. Actors within any given field share a habitus; 

that is, a system of dispositions or tendencies to act in a similar manner (Crozier, Reay, 

Clayton, Colliander & Grinstead, 2008).  
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Whilst a habitus is shared, it is not done so uniformly. Agents and institutions within a 

field struggle for domination and are thus in a state of ―permanent conflict‖ (Naidoo, 

2004, p. 458). The extent to which agents within a field can dominate depends largely 

on how much capital is possessed. Capital can be economic, such as tangible resources 

or wealth; social, such as networks of influence; cultural; that is, advantages inherited 

through parentage or social position; or symbolic, such as prestige, recognition, or 

mannerisms (Bourdieu, 1986; 1996). Within the field of higher education, cultural 

capital has been institutionalised as ‗academic capital‘; thus the terms ‗cultural capital‘ 

and ‗academic capital‘ are used relatively interchangeably (Naidoo, 2004).  

 

Bourdieu argues that symbolic capital is the most highly prized, since it maintains its 

legitimacy by ―concealing the power relations that are the source of its force‖ 

(Bourdieu, 1996, p. 456). A notable example of this in the Australian higher education 

sector is the power associated with the Go8 universities, whose reputation as research 

institutes help maintain their symbolic power over the rest of the sector (Marginson, 

2006a). This power is independent of any specific metric of quality or success: 

‗reputation‘, becomes axiomatic not through empiricism, but because the 

power/knowledge of the field of higher education creates ‗rites of institutions‘ that 

produce a ―sacred, separate group‖ (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 73).   

 

The field of higher education is a hierarchical system of knowledge. The evidence from 

this study suggests that academic (and eventually symbolic) capital is displayed across 

two planes. Vertically, academic capital is expressed via national qualification 

frameworks, where (for example) a postgraduate qualification has greater academic 

capital than an undergraduate degree. However academic capital is also displayed 
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situationally; that is, relating to the place where the academic capital was acquired. 

Certain academic qualifications carry greater cachet than others by virtue of the 

country, institution, faculty or even professor in or under which they were attained. As 

an alternative way of knowing, RPL represents, a priori, knowledge capital largely 

unrecognised by the field of higher education prior to recognition, and so it has neither 

vertical nor situational academic capital. However, RPL is a mechanism by which, 

potentially, non-formal and informal learning experiences might be converted into both 

vertical and situational academic capital. For the learner, RPL represents an opportunity 

to accrue significant academic capital. For the institutions, the enactment of RPL policy 

represents an opportunity to engage in position-taking in at least three ways. First, 

position-taking is evident in whether the institution chooses to grant RPL. Second, it is 

apparent in how the institution decides what RPL will be granted (e.g. access or credit, 

one discipline or another). Third, position-taking is evidenced in the purported intention 

for enacting RPL policy (e.g. quality assurance, inclusion, meritocracy, etc., as 

articulated in Chapter 9).  The next two sections consider the implications of RPL 

policies and practices at the learner and institutional level, using a Bourdieuian 

framework.  

 

Discourses of equity and quality at the learner level: hierarchies of 

power/knowledge 

Humanistic and emancipatory discourses of RPL concentrate on the potential that 

informal learning has to develop more democratic education systems. RPL potentially 

renders the learner more mobile not just in an economic sense (i.e. by transferring 

competencies from one context to another) but also by widening access to higher 

education via recognising that work and life experience have valency in a formal 

educational context (Andersson & Fejes, 2010). Harris (1999) takes this relationship 
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one step further and offers a ―Trojan horse‖ model of RPL whereby, as the name 

suggests, RPL advocates attempt to ‗infiltrate‘ the Academy and promote informal 

learning ―in and of itself rather than solely in terms of its degree of fit with existing 

standards or curricula or with the cognitive capacities deemed to be required to succeed 

in traditional academia‖ (Harris, 1999, p. 135). This last definition is interesting from a 

Bourdieuian perspective; not the least because it suggests the theoretical possibility (i.e. 

‗in and of itself‘) for prior informal learning to exist within the field of higher education 

without any associated academic capital. 

 

Consequently, three distinct theoretical conceptualisations of the emancipatory 

relationship between informal learners and universities can be observed; all of which 

inform contemporary RPL policy. Beginning in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries, 

workers‘ educational associations attempted to gain access to formal learning on behalf 

of their members. This could be described as emancipation through access; whereby the 

individual rejects his or her informal learning experiences in favour of a formal 

education. From the mid-1990s, however, the economic imperative driving an 

increasingly globalised workforce resulted in a political desire to see more informal 

learning translated into academic credit, especially at the vocational level. This was 

emancipation by translation; that is, a limited acceptance of RPL by the higher 

education sector, provided it could be re-codified into formal academic constructs. 

Finally, the 21
st
 century has seen calls for informal learning to be recognised in its own 

right: for universities to effect significant change on their curricula and teaching and 

learning practices so that learners might ―[reverse] the panoptic framework and [turn] 

the gaze back upon existing power structures‖ (Wortham, 2008, p. 443). In this case, the 

RPL process itself is valued for the experiential positioning it offers learners, as well as 

its ability to redress social inequalities by broadening the epistemological base of the 
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academy (Alexander, Van Wyk, Bereng, & November, 2010; see also Fejes & 

Andersson, 2008; Harris, 1999, 2000; Naidoo, 2004). This final theoretical approach 

could be termed emancipation by equivalence where informal learning experiences are 

accorded equal epistemological status to more traditional, formal learning experiences.  

 

A Bourdieuian analysis allows us to understand these conceptualisations of RPL in 

terms of symbolic power, which in the field of higher education is represented as 

academic capital. The first type of RPL (‗emancipation through access‘) represents a 

tacit acceptance of the primacy of formal education. In accessing higher education the 

learner rejects the power/knowledge of his or her informal and non-formal learning 

experiences in favour of the academic capital attached to the field of higher education. 

Consequently the acceptance of the learner represents a reinforcement of the habitus of 

higher education. It is not surprising that this study revealed that RPL for access is the 

most widely accepted RPL practice in the field of higher education. The process of 

assessment and recognition can be seen as a search to confirm that the habitus of the 

learner accords with that of higher education. Quality assurance processes within the 

text of policy and associated practices can therefore be viewed as a search for the 

students who will manage the transition to the new habitus. Since no academic credit is 

given, RPL does not so much accept prior learning as reject it. The learner is a willing 

ally in this respect due to, as Bourdieu puts it, the ―miracle of their consecration‖ into 

higher education, which creates ―a fascinated adherence to the institution in return‖ 

(Bourdieu, 1996, p. 106). At the individual (i.e. single student) level RPL can therefore 

provide valence, but the corresponding confirmation of the habitus of the field of higher 

education more probably reinforces the overall, exclusionary admission practices. 
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Support for this conclusion can be found in other scholarly research. For example, in a 

study of working-class students enrolled at an elite university, Reay, Crozier and 

Clayton (2009) argue that these students sometimes reflected on earlier, childhood 

educational experiences as being like a ―fish out of water‖ (Reay, et al., 2009, p. 1106). 

This is evidence that the students best suited to the transition from one field to another 

are those whose own habitus is discordant with the dominant one in which they grew 

up. Again, the evidence from this study is that RPL policy is most favoured by the field 

of higher education when it selects students who are already exceptions within a non-

traditional educational environment. Institutional admission policies are therefore not 

significantly challenged; rather they simply encourage institutional actors to search for 

the ‗right‘ students from outside traditional locations.  The evidence from this study is 

that this approach to RPL is most evident in, though not restricted to, elite universities 

rich in academic capital.  

 

The extent to which individual learners‘ habitus can affect that of the overall field of 

higher education is debatable. The evidence from this study is that in the case of RPL 

policy, learners who bring with them a wealth of informal learning experiences can 

challenge the dominant doxa, but only in a limited way. As Bourdieu notes, ―men and 

women make their own history but they do not make it through categories within their 

own choosing‖ (Bourdieu, 1996, p. xvii). Bansel (2007) believes that while the lifelong 

learner is free to choose his or her educational future, still all possible futures are 

inevitably geared towards producing a more productive and flexible worker. 

Conversely, Andersson (2008) argues that whilst subjects are governed through lifelong 

learning and RPL policies it is an indirect process: policies might govern in a particular 

direction, ―but the results of governing in the specific case are not pre-determined‖ 

(Andersson, 2008, p. 529). Bansel‘s description of the policy process imagines a funnel, 
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through which multiple educational choices are inexorably directed towards a more or 

less homogenous outcome for the dominant field. However Andersson essentially 

inverts the funnel and suggests that lifelong learning and RPL policies (or at least their 

consequences) become more diverse as they interact with practice and context. 

Importantly, and as with this own research, all conclusions highlight the relational and 

contextual nature of power. 

 

What this thesis labels ‗emancipation by translation‘ can be understood, in Bourdieuian 

terms, as the ‗miraculous exception‘ (les miraculés).  Bourdieu used this term in a 

number of ways but it perhaps can be best defined as a hegemonic process whereby the 

dominant culture (in this case, the field of higher education) exerts control by 

maintaining the illusion of equitable processes through promoting the case of the 

exception and thus implicitly reinforcing the rule. Miraculous exceptions can be thought 

of as those individuals who compensate for a deficit in traditional capital required for 

university entry, by accumulating a surplus in other forms. For example, a learner from 

a disadvantaged background might supplement their lack of cultural capital with a 

surplus of intellectual capital (e.g. ‗academic brilliance‘) and/or social capital (e.g. 

personal networks). In this respect Bourdieu himself was a ‗miraculous exception‘. 

 

However Bourdieu‘s use of the term can also be taken to extend beyond individuals 

themselves and encompass any policy, practice, act or outcome that results in an 

exceptional result whilst simultaneously reinforcing the status quo. In the case of RPL 

policy, this might be the successful application of academic credit on the basis of prior 

informal or non-formal learning experiences, which happens so infrequently in the field 

of higher education so as to be a miraculous exception. At the level of transaction, this 

represents the conversion of intellectual and/or social and/or economic capital (i.e. life, 
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work experience) into academic capital (i.e. credit towards a qualification). All 

Australian universities‘ policies set strict limits on the amount of RPL that can be 

granted in this way, to ensure that the overwhelming corpus of learning occurs within 

the institution. Almost without exception, this is framed as an act of quality assurance 

within the sector (Pitman, 2009). In reality, the amount of RPL granted will not, in the 

current environment, ever challenge these limits. The majority of credit granted is for 

credentialed study; namely the recognition of previous tertiary studies, including those 

from the vocational education and training (VET) sector.  

 

In fact, since the VET sector is where the overwhelming majority of RPL activity takes 

place, it can be argued that the most significant way in which universities accept RPL is 

by partially crediting VET qualifications, some of which themselves contain the 

recognition of informal and non-formal learning. This ‗de facto‘ approach to RPL again 

reinforces the primacy of formal learning in a two-stage process. In the first stage, the 

RPL processes of the VET institution convert only some informal learning experiences 

into academic credit. Formal studies comprise most of the remaining VET qualification. 

In the second stage, the university takes the VET qualification and again only partially 

converts it into academic credit. The final university qualification – and the symbolic 

power contained within - is thus an almost complete rejection of the validity of any 

related, informal learning experiences.  

 

By prioritising the recognition of the movement of qualifications within the field of 

higher education, rather than the recognition of actual learning experiences, universities 

remain at arms-length from the actual process of recognition, and in doing so reduce the 

academic capital of informal and non-formal learning experiences. This is once again a 

reinforcement of the dominant doxa of the field of higher education. Notions of quality 
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are linked to the symbolic power of the testamur (Latin for ―we testify‖) or diploma 

(Greek for ―folded paper‖). As these names suggest, what matters more than the 

learning is the symbolic power of both the institution that confers the award, or the even 

greater symbolism of the piece of parchment.  

 

This thesis argues that in the contemporary higher education context, the achievements 

of ‗miraculous exceptions‘ cannot be fully understood without considering the symbolic 

power of the discourses of equity and quality. The act of granting RPL for credit to a 

learner with non-traditional learning experiences represents at the micro level an act of 

equity through inclusion. However, through the process of RPL, the learner converts the 

capital of their learning experiences into the more powerful academic capital of a 

qualification, which represents the ‗quality‘ of a higher education degree. Thus, in this 

respect at least, equity becomes a means to quality, rather than an end in itself. At the 

meso (i.e. university) and macro (i.e. field) level therefore, the discourse of quality is 

reinforced in two ways. First, formal learning dominates informal and non-formal 

learning in the habitus of higher education. Second, the power/knowledge of the 

discourse of equity at the micro level is dominated by the power/knowledge of the 

discourse of quality at the meso and macro levels. The final result in both cases is that 

the potential value of informal learning is subjugated by the ‗quality‘ of formal learning  

 

The final conceptualisation of RPL presented in this thesis; that is, ‗emancipation by 

equivalence‘, is mostly theoretical within the field of higher education, since the data 

show no evidence of its actual application, beyond the abstract, rhetorical statements of 

a minority of participants of the case-study universities. Equivalence can never be 

complete; however this is not the purpose of this approach to RPL. As Harris (1999) 

explains: 
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Trojan-horse RPL would not lay claim to radical transformation, but would 

hold out the potential for more modest and realisable goals such as a 

critique of dominant and totalising discourses; serious engagement with 

institutional, curricular and pedagogic change; a recognition of the diversity 

and divergence of knowledges, experiences and meaning (whilst not 

masking power relations); and, inclusion rather than alternative forms of 

exclusion. Trojan-horse RPL raises challenges to the pedagogic device 

whilst supporting learners in making their knowledge more effective within 

it (Harris, 1999, p. 137).  

 

In other words, it could be said that the Trojan-horse approach to RPL aims not to 

revolutionise the field of higher education, but to reform it subtly. However the 

language of Trojan-horse RPL reveals the contestation for power/knowledge inherent in 

any RPL process. The evidence from this research is that any attempt to equate informal 

and non-formal learning practices is perceived as a significant challenge to the field of 

higher education; specifically a challenge to what this thesis labels ‗situational‘ 

academic capital. Occurring as they do outside the field of higher education, these types 

of prior learning have the potential to challenge the orthodoxy of the field‘s habitus. 

The field‘s reaction to this perceived threat can be considered disproportionate, given 

the particularly low level of RPL activity within the field. It appears that the degree of 

threat is mostly measured not by the volume of RPL granted, but by the fact that it is 

even granted at all.  

 

Evidence for this assertion can be found in other research, most notably studies into the 

incorporation of experiential learning strategies into university studies. Here, the 

distinction between work-related learning, work-based learning and informal and non-

formal learning in situ is crucial (see for example Brodie & Irving, 2007; Gallacher, et 

al., 2009; O'Toole, 2007). Although Bourdieuian language is not necessarily used to 

analyse these definitions within the actual studies, their relative taxonomies allow for a 

subsequent Bourdieuian analysis. Work-related learning has high situational academic 

capital, since it is wholly developed and wholly or mostly delivered within and from the 



 282 

 

habitus of higher education. Work-based learning also has situational academic capital, 

since it is developed within and from the habitus of higher education and although 

delivered from without, is controlled during delivery. However informal and non-formal 

learning in situ has no situational capital, as they are neither developed, delivered nor 

controlled from within the habitus of higher education. Alternatively it could be said 

that as the institutional control over the pedagogical process decreases, the perceived 

threat to the habitus of higher education increases.  In this context, it is understandable 

why universities consider RPL to have less relevance than work-related or work-based 

learning. 

 

These various conceptualisations of RPL are not distinct in either a temporal or spatial 

sense: they are all currently in evidence in contemporary educational policy and 

practice, and it is possible for an individual, institution or policy-maker to adopt aspects 

of all three approaches to suit their purpose. For example, the Australian Federal 

Government‘s push to increase low socio-economic enrolments to 20 percent by 2025 

could be described as ‗emancipation by inclusion‘. That is; whilst universities are 

directed to facilitate greater social inclusion, they require individuals to cede 

power/knowledge to them in the process. However in addressing this external policy 

force a university might adopt an ‗emancipation by translation‘ approach to RPL. 

Whilst some alternative forms of power/knowledge are consequently acknowledged, the 

instances are rare and recognition is mostly illusory. Yet  in processing RPL, aspects of 

an institution‘s curriculum might be affected to the extent that informal learning is 

recognised in its own right, revealing, albeit relatively small, the power/knowledge 

inherent in ‗emancipation by equivalence‘. In all cases, the process of recognition 

reveals how RPL policies and practices act ―to publicly codify the appropriate capital 

required to enter the university field, [thus becoming] a crucial locus of struggle 
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because [they act] to legitimize or delegitimize the principles underlying the recognition 

of existing capital in the field‖ (Naidoo, 2004, p. 465).  The focus now turns to what 

this study reveals about how RPL is understood in inclusionary or emancipatory terms, 

in line with the theoretical approaches outlined above, and what the notions of field, 

habitus and capital reveal about the way in which power flows within and beyond the 

field of higher education. 

 

Discourses of equity and quality at the institutional level: position-taking through 

RPL policy and practice 

Just as the previous section used a Bourdieuian framework to discuss representations of 

equity and quality and the implications for the learner within the field of higher 

education, so too this section uses the same framework; however the focus shifts now to 

implications for the institution within the field. Again, of particular interest is how 

universities use RPL policy for the purposes of position-taking. Focussing on 

institutional policies and practices reveals how the discourses of equity and quality are 

important not only in respect of RPL, but reveal their importance more broadly across 

institutional practices within the field of higher education.  

 

Since position-taking relates to the extent to which each university seeks to define itself 

within the field of higher education, it is important to reiterate the hierarchy in which 

the case-study universities operated, as previously outlined in Table 4.1. In rank 

descending order, the case-study universities were positioned as follows: 

1. Go8 university (University Green) 

2. ATN University (University Yellow) 

3. IRU university  (University Red) 

4. NGU university (University Brown) 
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It was not the case that any one university adopted just one strategy, nor was it the case 

that a strategy adopted by one institution was no longer available to others. However it 

was true that institutions displayed a preference for one discursive position over others. 

In this respect it could be said to be the dominant position-taking strategy of the 

university. These are described in detail below. Furthermore, the discursive positions 

are presented in rank-descending order, relative to the institution in which they 

dominated. Each respective prevalent position-taking strategy can therefore be 

contextualised in relation to how the institution is currently positioned within the field 

of Australian higher education by the two major international ranking systems (ARWU 

and QS), as set out in Table 4.1. 

 

Position-taking through quality: Quality as a discourse of elitism 

 

Rankings, or other forms of league tables, are in part a reflexive process of elitism. 

Employers, as end-users of higher education search for the ‗best‘ graduates for their 

workforces. To a large extent ‗best‘ is defined by circumstance, with employers using 

their own habitus to evaluate the relative worth of the capital of the graduate (Bourdieu 

& Passeron, 1990). Thus, the ‗best‘ graduates tend to come from the institutions which 

the employers themselves came from, which in turn feeds into the next generation of 

employers‘ ideas of what ‗best‘ is. A study by Morley and Aynsley (2007) found that 

employers in the UK used league tables in their recruitment processes and associated 

the reputation of a university with the quality of its graduates. In doing so, a highly 

stratified higher education sector was created; one which particularly prejudiced new 

universities. The same also occurs when it is the state and not the market assessing the 

quality of particular universities. National quality assessment exercises that result in 

formal and informal rankings lead to ‗rewards of influence‘ and ‗rewards of status‘ for 

the universities at the top of the hierarchy (Brennan & Shah, 2000).  
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By definition, an elite university is privileged and wields disproportionate power within 

the field of higher education. However this research reveals that the term ‗quality‘ is 

preferred, due to the negative connotations surrounding the word ‗elite‘. This is to be 

expected, since in the context of higher education the word ‗elite‘ is synonymous with 

both ‗academic elitism‘ and ‗ivory tower‘; both of which are often taken as evidence of 

―the attempt to appear academically elite by trying to associate exclusively or nearly 

exclusively with the famous and the great‖ (Keally, 2006, online). Redefining elitism as 

quality can be seen as an attempt to reframe a term that is considered highly subjective, 

into a term that infers a more objective process.  

 

In Australian higher education parlance, Go8 universities are the most elite and it was 

the case that the Go8 case-study university was the one most resistant to RPL, 

representing it as a substantial threat to institutional norms. This accords with another 

study undertaken by the researcher, which confirmed that Go8 universities, overall, 

were the most resistant to RPL (Pitman, 2009) in the Australian higher education sector. 

More than that, however, the act of restricting RPL was a strategic move to position the 

Go8 institution as the elite university in the State‘s educational market and solidify its 

position as the State‘s foremost provider of an elite, liberal-arts education. This required 

the university to foreground an elitist approach to ‗quality‘, potentially in tension with 

any equity and access discourses inherent in RPL policy agendas. Not accepting RPL 

for credit, and severely restricting its use for access, set this university apart from the 

other case studies and reinforced its position of privilege. The Go8 university‘s habitus 

was one that was the least convivial to learners from non-traditional learning 

backgrounds; thus its habitus was the least affected when these learners were excluded. 

Habitus becomes a process through which the idea of elitism is converted into a 

discourse of quality and is consequently reinforced. 
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This is not to say that the discourse of elitism was understood only at the Go8 

university. The RPL policies and practices of the four case-study universities revealed 

that elitism, expressed as quality, was both an understood and desirable concept. 

However, as Marginson (2007a, p. 24) observes, ―there is always scope for imaginative 

position taking at any level of status and resources, but universities at the bottom of the 

hierarchy will have a narrower range of options‖. Quality/elitism is a position-taking 

strategy most successfully prosecuted by an already dominant, research-focussed, 

liberal arts institution such as a Go8 university. It also acts to draw attention to 

associated teaching and learning practices that highlight the elite nature of the 

institution. Quality is frequently associated with the input of students who are 

themselves elite, coming as they do mostly from private secondary schools which also 

possess disproportionate academic capital in their own field. Since their quality/elitism 

reinforces the university‘s own quality/elitism, RPL policy reflects a belief in ‗quality 

in, quality out‘, whereby a direct correlation is made between the capital of the 

incoming student and the capital of the graduate. Throughout, the position of the 

institution is reinforced, as is the dominance of the quality/elitism discourse. 

 

 

Position-taking through quality: Quality as a discourse of quality assurance and market 

accountability 

 

Elitism is not the only conceptualisation of quality that can help an institution improve 

its position within the field of higher education.  When a university engages with RPL 

for both credit and admission, ‗quality‘ can be argued as a form of market 

accountability. In this case the customers within the market include students, employers, 

the Government and the higher education sector in general. The product is the 

knowledge generated by the university and transmitted by the graduate. As with the 

discourse of quality/elitism, the perception is that the quality of the ‗raw material‘ (i.e. 



 287 

 

the student) affects the quality of the final product (i.e. the graduate). And, as with the 

discourse of quality/elitism, learners from a distinctly different habitus represent a 

potential threat to higher education‘s own habitus and thus the quality of the educational 

experience. However, rather than exclude RPL, institutions can opt to accept RPL and 

in tandem promote quality as a form of ‗quality assurance‘. Quality assurance occurs at 

two levels. The first is at admission, where RPL practices ensure that students seeking 

RPL must codify prior learning so that it resembles the structure and habitus of the field 

of higher education. The second level of quality assurance is the consequent educational 

experience, which also allows the habitus of the field to reassert itself. Position-taking 

through quality assurance was evident across all four case-study universities, but was 

the most dominant strategy at the ATN university. 

 

This position-taking strategy does however implicitly reinforce the perception that 

students‘ prior informal and non-formal learning experiences are less compatible with 

the habitus of higher education than prior formal learning experiences. The market is 

simultaneously presented as the foundation of, and yet a threat to, the ‗business‘ of 

higher education. Adopting a position-taking strategy of quality assurance therefore 

recognises and names the threat presented by the student, as an informed consumer, 

‗shopping around‘ to get an academic discount. The institution positions itself as 

receptive to the desires of the student, but nonetheless prioritising its own academic 

capital. Since its academic capital is less than, for example, universities position-taking 

via quality/elitism, the implication is that these institutions cannot afford to reject, 

totally, external pressures to enact RPL policy. Symbolically, therefore, they exploit 

RPL policy through the discourse of accounting for and assuring the quality of the 

students admitted through RPL, who in turn contribute to the accountability for the 

quality of the degree they are enrolled in. 
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Another aspect of the quality/quality assurance discourse is that by identifying the 

market associated with the field of higher education, the ‗problem‘ of the habitus of 

students with informal learning experiences becomes one for the field, rather than solely 

the institution accepting RPL. As the market is part of the overall habitus of higher 

education, the quality assurance processes of one university become an act on behalf of 

the entire field. This was notably demonstrated by the use of the term ‗Brand Australia‘ 

by one of the participants at the ATN university. A university can thus portray itself as 

taking a leadership position to address a universal concern. Whilst particularly elevated 

by some institutions, position-taking via quality assurance appeared to be a universal 

response by all universities accepting RPL. It was therefore the position-taking strategy 

most shared within the field. The prevalence of the quality/quality assurance discourse 

is also apparent in the final two position-taking strategies outlined below.  

 

Position-taking through equity and quality: Equity as a discourse of inclusion and 

quality as a discourse of quality assurance 

 

The previous two strategies of position-taking suppress the discourse of equity. In 

contrast, the final two elevate equity to a more prominent position. Equity, taken to 

mean inclusion, can be promoted as part of a university‘s identity, as was the case with 

the IRU university in this study. As evidenced in this research, some universities 

incorporate notions of inclusion into their norms, to the extent that equity/inclusion 

plays a greater part in their own habitus than it does in the field of higher education 

overall. Inclusion thus becomes a defining characteristic and a means of distinguishing 

oneself from others. The reflexive nature of disposition means that universities are more 

likely to adopt this position based on their current habitus, rather than move to it 

strategically. In the case of the IRU case-study university, for example, it was apparent 

that inclusion was seen as a ‗founding fathers‘ discourse, emanating from the guiding 
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principles upon which the institution was formed. The IRU university had the highest 

percentage of low-socio economic students of all the universities in the State at the time 

of data collection and it was therefore expected that this institution adopted a strategy of 

‗equity‘ for the purposes of position-taking. However, it is important to note that the 

position adopted did not match the reality of RPL practice: as with the other institutions, 

this university granted little credit for informal or non-formal learning. Its position as an 

inclusive university was therefore driven not by any empirically-measurable use of RPL 

as an equity mechanism, but instead its inclusive practices elsewhere. Equity/inclusion 

therefore most commonly appears as a symbolic presence in RPL policy. 

 

By contrast, quality/quality assurance appears explicitly in both RPL policies and 

practices of all the universities in this study. Quality is identified as both an objective 

(i.e. ‗standards‘) and subjective (i.e. ‗reputation‘) concept. Universities adopting a 

position of inclusion are concerned that the use of RPL to make the institution more 

inclusive does not come at the expense of quality. Quality is therefore seen to be 

something maintained despite the institution‘s push for greater inclusion. Position-

taking via inclusion and quality assurance suggests that the relative deficit of academic 

capital possessed by some universities requires them to adopt a more flexible attitude 

towards equity and diversity, but not to the extent of rejecting the discourse of quality. 

In fact, so dominant is the discourse of quality that inclusive practices are almost non-

existent in RPL practices, meaning that the university becomes less inclusive when its 

RPL policy is enacted. This is because quality assurance tends to be operationalised via 

processes that search for evidence of formal learning, or informal learning codified in 

formal constructs. These processes have a tendency to view informal learning 

experiences as ―different, deficient and, hence, inferior‖ (Andersson & Guo, 2009, p. 
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435). Consequently the institutional search for ‗quality‘ disadvantages learners 

unfamiliar alien to habitus of higher education. 

 

Position-taking through equity and quality: Equity and quality as mutually constitutive 

discourses 

 

Universities with comparatively low situational academic capital do not have as many 

options for position-taking as others. Equity may be evident in their disposition and, as 

described above, may play an important part in their identity and associated struggles to 

improve their position within the field of higher education. However this research has 

uncovered another position-taking strategy that harnesses discourses of both equity and 

quality. Like the second strategy described above, position-taking here also identifies 

the market; however in a more benign fashion. And, like the third strategy described 

above, equity plays a strong part in these institutions‘ dispositions. However in this case 

equity appears to be a means to an end, rather than an ideal in itself. 

 

The NGU case-study university had an institutional identity that emphasised community 

engagement and inclusive education, with a particular focus on traditionally under-

represented learners in the Australian higher education sector, such as students from a 

low socio-economic background. However it also possessed a consumer-driven 

approach to RPL similar to that displayed at the ATN case-study university: one in 

which RPL policy created a link between discourses of quality and the market via the 

explication of the need to service the labour market. RPL policy in this respect could be 

said to be an acknowledgement of post-1990 market discourses of efficiency (see for 

example OECD, 1996). This can be described as a desire to limit the amount of 

intellectual ‗wastage‘; that is, prior learning that already meets the professional needs of 

the labour force. This refracts the idea of quality through the lens of ‗efficiency‘. From 

a commercial sense it could be said that academic quality is achieved by enacting RPL 
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policy that makes the production of graduates more efficient. Quality can also be 

described as ‗fitness for purpose‘, meaning that a quality education is one that produces 

employable graduates. The major difference between this type of market-based 

position-taking and the one described above is in terms of accountability to the 

‗market‘. Whereas the second strategy (most evident at the ATN university) described 

accountability in terms of the quality of its academic programs, this alternative strategy 

(most evident at the NGU university) described accountability in terms of efficiency 

and fitness for purpose. 

 

Position-taking in this context means that equity becomes mutually constitutive with 

quality, albeit with some degree of tension. As Schuetze and Slowey (2002) observe: 

A [quantitative] shift in the perception of participation from privilege to 

right has however led to qualitative changes for which the functions and 

structures of higher education in many countries have had, and continue to 

be, adapted. One key feature of these developments lies in the challenge 

posed to universities and other higher education institutions to meet the 

educational needs of an ever more diverse group of learners (Schuetze & 

Slowey, 2002, p. 310). 

 

In relation to this particular study, equity can be aligned with the quantitative shift in 

participation (i.e. greater inclusion) and quality with the qualitative structural changes 

(i.e. quality assurance, fitness for purpose). In the case of this study, quality is 

frequently found in the outputs of the institution; namely its work-ready graduates. 

Conversely, the discourse of equity is therefore referenced most strongly at the input 

(i.e. student recruitment) end of the educational process. As universities such as the 

NGU case study do not have the same disposition, or access to some of the symbolic 

positions of the other case-study universities, their RPL policies reveal a focus on 

industry, and the globalised workforce, as a means of promoting their definition of a 

quality education. Symbolically, therefore, education for these universities becomes a 

case of ‗equity in, quality out‘ wherein the role of the university as a skilling industry is 
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highlighted. The pragmatic reality is that these universities have considerably less 

academic capital, reflected in the amount of academic capital already possessed by 

incoming students. However, in their struggle to improve their position within the field 

of higher education, this handicap is re-described as a desire to seek out the next 

generation of professional workers from a larger cross-section of the community, in 

comparison to the elite universities.   

 

Lifelong learning, RPL and the ‘third way’  

For almost half a century, RPL has been promoted by educational theorists and 

policymakers alike as containing a strong humanistic message: one that marries 

personal development with social inclusion or even redress. More recently the 

humanistic approach has been aligned with a neoliberal discourse of economic 

efficiency to support broader lifelong learning agendas that seek to achieve economic 

prosperity without a corresponding social cost. This reflects politics of the ‗third way‘, 

which have as its cornerstones ―equal opportunity, personal responsibility and the 

mobilization of citizens and communities‖ (Giddens, 2000, p. 2). The third way 

suggests that it is possible ―to combine social solidarity with a dynamic economy 

[which requires less government] but greater governance over local pressures‖ 

(Giddens, 2000, p. 5). Underpinning this approach is a belief that the historically 

opposing political forces of social democracy and neoliberalism can be synthesised to 

create an accord that realises the strengths of each force without many of their 

weaknesses.  

 

This new ideology plays out in particular respects, depending on the field, sector or 

institution concerned. There is no single manifestation of the third way: rather it is 

reflected in aspects of, or debates within, a particular context. To take one example in 
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the field of higher education, Weymans (2010) focuses on knowledge transfer and 

pressure for universities to deliver immediate and determinate results. Here, the third 

way requires universities to ―expose [but] partly shield them from society and the 

market‖, since social and economic benefits are best realised in an environment that is 

at the same time ―useful for society [but] free from immediate social needs‖ (Weymans, 

2010, p. 121). Lifelong learning itself has been conceptualised by Giddens as a type of 

third way, insofar as it represents a shift from higher education‘s responsibility for the 

acquisition of qualifications, to a ―focus on capabilities that individuals will be able to 

develop through life‖ (Giddens, 2000, p. 75). However, Rubenson (2006) identifies at 

least two iterations of lifelong learning that precede the one that Giddens refers to here, 

and refers to contemporary lifelong learning policy development as a third way 

synthesised from the two previous iterations of lifelong learning policy. This creates the 

intriguing prospect of a third way within a third way, as it might be argued that lifelong 

learning‘s own third way is simultaneously the third way of  higher education itself. 

 

For its part, this study reveals the promotion of another third way in higher education, 

one in which the ideals of equity and quality are held to be compatible. This approach 

infers that education does not create inequalities but rather ―reflect[s] wider economic 

inequalities [which] have to be tackled at source‖ (Giddens, 1998, p. 110). 

Consequently universities effectively abrogate their responsibilities, in regards to social 

inclusion, to the educational structures and systems that precede their own involvement. 

Quality therefore becomes a university‘s primary responsibility. However at the time of 

this research, the consistent message from the Australian Federal Government is that it 

is the universities‘ responsibility to deal with both equity and quality simultaneously 

(Department of Employment Education and Workplace Relations, 2010; Gillard, 2008). 

Concurrent with the equity reforms underlying the Bradley Review has been the 
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establishment of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, a powerful 

independent body that will have the legal authority to register and accredit universities.  

 

An initial reading might suggest that discourses of equity are associated with social 

agendas and left-wing politics, and discourses of quality with economic agendas and the 

political right. Certainly, this research confirms that this is frequently the case. However 

in a postmodern world, notions of equity can and do sometimes align themselves with 

neoliberalism, and vice versa in the case of quality. It could also be that certain of the 

policy elite actively align notions of equity with neoliberal discourses, in which case 

agendas of inclusion are simultaneously empowered through association with a stronger 

policy imperative, yet disempowered by being secondary to more pressing needs for 

skilled workers, or a more efficient market. Based on the evidence of this research, 

attempts to minimise or realign discourses of equity to those of quality are enacted in 

great part because ideas of equity and quality (what this thesis argues as a third way 

existing within the field of higher education) are viewed as discourses in conflict. The 

result is a type of cognitive dissonance at the habitus level; that is, a belief in the 

importance of equity in higher education; a belief in the importance of quality in higher 

education; and a belief that one comes at the expense of the other. Consequently these 

opposing discourses are understood and incorporated into the habitus of individual 

universities in distinct ways. With each iteration, definitions of equity and quality alter 

to suit particular purposes. Thus, it is possible to frame equity as a neoliberal discourse, 

when it is understood as the process of creating a more inclusive and diverse student 

body for the ultimate aim of providing sufficient, and ‗appropriate‘, workers for a 

globalised labour force. Conversely, quality can be described in social terms, when it is 

taken to mean the provision of special pastoral care for disadvantaged students to ensure 

that the quality of the graduate remains constant. 
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(Re)theorising RPL 

This study has particular relevance to research into RPL and lifelong learning at a time 

when, although RPL is gaining momentum as a policy issue internationally, RPL-

specific research is scarce and most which occurs is policy-driven and consequently 

atheoretical and uncritical (Harris & Wihak, 2011). In addressing the need to expand the 

theoretical base of RPL research, this study concludes by exploring its potential to 

challenge the power/knowledge of formal learning within the ‗Academy‘? This requires 

a reconsideration of the taxonomy of the term ‗RPL‘. That is; what, exactly, does RPL 

mean and what could it mean? Addressing, if not wholly answering, these issues helps 

create a space for the re-theorising, and perhaps the new theorising of RPL (Young, 

2006). This requires a precision in both the definition and purpose of RPL. Two 

possibilities are suggested below.  

 

RPL for credit: renewing the focus on the process of learning 

A significant problem underlying the assessment of non-formal and informal learning 

for academic credit is the complexity of the process of ex post facto reflection. 

Specifically, the contention that students need to have a critical awareness, and have the 

intention to learn, prior to reflection (Andresen, Boud and Cohen, 1995; O‘Toole 2007). 

By implication, simply reflecting on a learning event in the near or distant past is not 

sufficient for the accreditation of RPL; that is, it does not occur serendipitously. The 

paradox can be described, rhetorically, as ―how can I learn from a previous experience 

if I was not aware at the time the experience occurred that I should be learning from it?‖ 

In fact, however, this paradox might represent an opportunity for higher education to 

engage more fully with RPL for credit.  
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Universities see themselves as sites where critical reflection is taught. Generally, 

however, this is done in an ad hoc fashion. That is, universities rarely offer units of 

study to teach critical reflection skills; rather, they contend that most units of discipline-

specific study inherently teach this skill to the student. As illuminated by this thesis, this 

is the vision of ‗graduate attributes‘. However there might be value in a university 

developing a unit, or units, of study in which critical thinking – more specifically ex 

post facto reflection – is an explicit learning outcome. As Andersson (2007, p. 186) 

asks, ―should RPL be a separate activity or part of the curriculum?‖ There is scope for 

universities to teach students, unambiguously, how to recognise the learning outcomes 

contained within their prior learning and in doing so, more effectively approach future 

lifelong learning opportunities. This would be teaching students how to RPL, rather than 

giving them RPL.  

 

Under this approach, unit content could be framed around a real-life experience relevant 

to the individual student. The learning experience need not be discipline-specific, since 

the purpose of the unit would not be to credit the learning per se, but to teach students 

how to recognise and access the multitude of (creditable) learning experiences available 

to them, outside the Academy. By definition, the content of the curriculum would 

therefore contain strategies for recognising learning opportunities in everyday activities, 

designing learning strategies relevant to the experience, engaging consciously with the 

learning experience, critically reflecting upon the same, and finally describing 

(decoding) the learning outcomes. If the unit was delivered in the first year of university 

studies, then there might be further opportunities for students, particularly mature-age, 

to develop the skills gained for future RPL opportunities. Crucially, throughout the 

process, the primary function of the university would be reinforced as a site of teaching 

and learning. 
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RPL for access: re-claiming „access‟ for the lexicon of RPL 

When considered as a pedagogical outcome, within the relatively small community of 

RPL researchers, the term RPL is almost exclusively taken to mean what this study 

refers to as ‗RPL for credit‘. When RPL for access is included as a consideration, more 

often than not it is referred to, as Breier (2006, p. 174) puts it, as a ―weak form of RPL‖. 

This infers that it is recognition with limited reward for the learner, and limited value 

for wider agendas of RPL or lifelong learning. At the same time that broader education 

and policy networks seem to be settling on the term RPL as a universal definition (as 

opposed, for example, to Prior Learning Assessment or Accreditation of Prior 

Experiential Learning), RPL for access remains subsumed within notions of ‗alternative 

pathways to education‘, ‗alternative admissions‘, or ‗non-traditional admission‘.  This 

potentially robs RPL advocates of a powerful weapon of change. Redefining these non-

traditional pathways to higher education as RPL for access brings them firmly into the 

control and influence of the RPL research community. 

 

It is likely, perhaps even inevitable, that the field of higher education will more fully 

embrace RPL over time. It is not change that represents a threat to the field; it is the rate 

of change. RPL for access represents the possibility of redefining power/knowledge 

within the Academy at a rate that can be accommodated. Furthermore, explicitly 

defining associated ‗alternative admission‘ practices as a form RPL helps policy makers 

to encourage universities to be held more accountable for their practices. To return to an 

observation made in the initial chapter of this thesis, if universities are ―required to 

report, count, are funded, and held accountable for something, it starts to matter a lot‖ 

(Wheelahan, et al., 2003, p. 41). Furthermore, clearly delineating RPL for access as a 

form of RPL will help address a problem that has bedevilled RPL researchers; namely, 
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clarifying ―what it is, does and encompasses‖ (Smith, 2004, p. 11). The aim is to not 

come up with a universal, prescriptive definition of RPL; rather it is to use research 

such as that conducted here to illuminate the diversity of RPL practices in formal 

educational settings. 

 

In the case of the Australian Federal Government‘s equity agenda, this distinction 

would allow RPL researchers to describe, clearly, a positive causal relationship between 

RPL for access and social inclusion. Explicating this link will energise the RPL policy 

agenda. The reality is that already universities are starting to make this link themselves 

and will increasingly adopt practices of RPL for access. The danger for the RPL 

research and policy community is that the link will not be made between these actions 

and their own goals, to their detriment.  

 

In order for RPL and lifelong learning to mean something (as opposed to everything and 

nothing), it might be more strategic to resist linking it with the social and economic and 

humanistic goals of education, but instead just one goal at a time. In the case of RPL for 

access, as its name infers, the social agenda is the most appropriate one to pursue. By 

the same logic, RPL researchers might find more traction by theorising RPL in and of 

itself, rather than in association with, for example, research into lifelong learning. And 

even further, as this study argues, RPL for access should be clearly differentiated from 

RPL for credit, yet nonetheless articulated clearly as a theory of RPL.  

 

Concluding comments 

This study reveals that Australian universities enact RPL policy symbolically, for 

position-taking, rather than for operational reasons. Each institution‘s particular habitus 

or disposition makes certain position-taking strategies more likely, leading to various 
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understandings of what, exactly, equity and quality might mean for them. However it is 

not just the universities that control individual student selection through their position-

taking, but also the individual students themselves who reinforce the habitus of the 

university through their own choices. In this way, Marginson‘s (2007a) dictum that 

institutions with greater academic capital have a wider range of options when it comes 

to position-taking reverberates here; yet at the same time each institution is to some 

degree constrained in its particular position-taking strategy by virtue of the students and 

other constituencies that are historically bound to it. For example, elite universities are 

more historically compelled to adopt discourses of elitism. In turn, the idea of elitism is 

commonly associated with the idea of quality. When policies of equity are enacted in 

this environment, they become both subservient, and similar to, the discourse of quality. 

 

Structurally, it is evident that national and international policy movements can and do 

have an effect on the actions of individual universities. It is equally apparent that the 

plurality of positions and dispositions within the field of higher education is evidence of 

the ability of agents to reinterpret or even resist these broader policy movements. This 

thesis argues that what Giddens and others refer to as the third way can also be 

understood as an attempt to reshape the field of higher education by wider political and 

economic forces. The RPL policies and practices that provided the data for this study 

give a unique insight into how field and habitus are affected. The acceptance of lifelong 

learning agendas in general, and RPL in particular, represents a significant change to 

the habitus of higher education, since it requires agents to elevate non-formal and 

informal learning to an equal epistemological level as formal learning. This would 

potentially change the composition of academic capital, resulting in a quite different 

range of agents gaining access to symbolic power. What is less apparent is how the 

habitus and field of higher education might respond to these pressures. The findings 
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from this research suggest two hypotheses, each with its own implications for field 

theory.  

 

The first hypothesis assumes that the field of higher education will ultimately accept 

lifelong learning agendas that prioritise the importance of recognising all forms of 

learning. In doing so, the field will also signal an acceptance, in part, of the pressure to 

reshape itself. Acceptance will not be uniform, since the habitus of certain universities 

will be more conducive to RPL than others. Likewise, although the habitus of the 

overall field will change, that of the universities most dominant within the field will be 

much less affected. This can be metaphorically described as a ‗reverse-ripple‘ effect, 

where agents at the edge of the field feel the effects of the pressure most keenly, and the 

effects of the pressure dissipate as the ripples moves inward to the more dominant 

institutions. If this hypothesis proves to be correct, then the current resistance to RPL by 

Australian universities can be understood as a consequence of the overall inertia of the 

field, which will accommodate change, but not rapid change. It would also be 

reasonable to conclude, as Marginson (2008) does, that relations of power within and 

across fields are weakening due to the ―flaky borders of the global field‖ (Marginson, 

2008, p. 313). The structural aspects of Bourdieuian field theory would appear to be 

overstated and individuals and institutions within fields in fact have far greater agency 

than previously ascribed.  

 

The second hypothesis is that the habitus of the field of higher education will not 

ultimately accept these lifelong learning and RPL agendas. By association, this infers 

that external attempts to reshape the field will be unsuccessful. The current debate over 

equity and quality, refracted through RPL policies and practices, provides some 

evidence for this theory. The data from this study indicates that by taking a symbolic 
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policy position to RPL, each university adopts a strong discursive position that suggests 

significant change, whilst in reality codifying what Bohringer and Vogt (2004) refer to 

as ‗business-as-usual‘ behaviour. Whilst the higher education sector in Australia 

appears to support the principles of equity and access (at least rhetorically) many have a 

habitus that normalises inequitable practices. Although universities simultaneously use 

discourses of both equity and quality, those of equity are revealed as more subservient, 

or negotiable, in the actual practices of the universities. Discourses of quality resonate 

more strongly than those of equity in higher education perhaps because the knowledge-

intensive and research activities of the institutions are at their heart elitist (Marginson, 

2008). 

 

Despite governments suggesting that quality and equity policies are compatible, this 

study indicates that in practice at the institutional level they are in tension, and 

sometimes they are deployed in ways that actively undermine each other. Of course, 

both quality and equity are highly malleable constructs that can be re-formed in 

different ways to suit different institutional purposes, and this can alleviate, to some 

degree, this tension. However the evidence from this study is that of the two constructs, 

quality is the more dominant. Universities‘ RPL policies and practices suggest that it is 

possible for an institution to position itself within the field of higher education using 

quality as a discourse, or quality and equity as a discourse, but not solely equity as a 

discourse.  

 

If classic Bourdieuian theory understates the importance of agency in favour of 

structure, what then would this imply for the two hypotheses offered above? Is the first 

or the second hypothesis the most likely outcome if agency is promoted as the 

determinant factor? The conclusion of this study is that what is frequently overlooked in 
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educational research is that the agency of one agent potentially becomes the structure of 

another. When agents within a field combine to exert their influence over another field 

then the outcome most often resembles structural change. Nonetheless, it is the 

consequence of agency. Likewise, whether or not agents within the affected field resist 

or accept the imperative from the other field, both resistance and acceptance are actions 

of agency. The habitus of a field might therefore be conceptualised as the combined, 

critical mass of individual agency within the field. As the field seeks to influence other 

fields yet resist being influenced itself, its successes and failures in this respect take on 

dual aspects of agency and structure. It is therefore not a question of agency over 

structure or structure over agency, but perhaps agency as structure.  
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