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Background 

In 2015, NZQA undertook a survey of tertiary education organisations (TEOs) about their 
recognition of prior learning (RPL) practices. The purpose of the survey was to help inform 
the development of future policy and guidance.  

Approximately 10 per cent of the sector responded (66 responses total) to the survey. Most 
responses were received from private training establishments (PTEs) and institutes of 
technology and polytechnics (ITPs), as well as one wānanga, two universities, and an 
industry training organisation (ITO). 

The feedback from the survey has been summarised into key findings. A more detailed 
outline of the feedback from the survey can be found in the Appendix.  

Key findings 

 Many TEOs offer some RPL but there is scope for more.  

 RPL does not appear to be a high priority for many TEOs. 

 RPL assessment can be difficult to do well and is time consuming. 

 Information on RPL practice and process within TEOs is insufficient. 

 RPL expertise within TEOs is low. 

 Learners lack awareness of the availability of RPL. 

 Learners lack sufficient information and resources on what is needed and how to prepare 
for RPL assessment.  

 RPL assessment can be costly for TEOs and learners. 

Summary of feedback 

Provision of RPL and barriers to RPL 

Approximately 77 per cent of all respondents offered some RPL either as credit toward a 
qualification, for an entire qualification, or for entry into a course. A low proportion of 
respondents, approximately 14 per cent, offered RPL against an entire qualification while 70 
per cent offered credit from RPL toward a qualification, and 41 per cent offered RPL for entry 
into a course.  

NZQA asked if TEOs would like to do more RPL. Approximately 52 percent of respondents 
said they would not, the main reason being no demand; while 36 per cent said they would 
like to do more RPL, however approximately half of these said it would be limited to certain 
subjects. 

Sixteen PTEs indicated they did not offer RPL, mainly because it was not a priority. One 
reason for lack of priority is because RPL might not be compatible in some cases with the 
TEO’s target market: e.g. they might be offering short programmes for international students 
who wanted to participate in the experience, while others might offer short health and safety 
programmes or selected standards rather than qualifications.  

A range of barriers to TEOs providing RPL and/or providing more RPL were identified. 
These include: 

 the limited availability of staff trained in RPL assessment 

 financial constraints  

 the observation that the RPL process is too difficult and/or time consuming to undertake. 

 

The financial constraints noted are not necessarily just direct costs, but also the indirect 
costs (such as resources and time) of RPL assessment. Approximately 64 per cent of 
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respondents said that they charged a fee. Four TEOs had fees ranging from $65 to $120 per 
course. One TEO reported a fee of up to $2500 (for any number of courses). Five TEOs had 
administration fees of $45-$130 per course and could also charge a hourly rate of $50-$130 
for assessment. Some respondents observed that student loans are not available to cover 
RPL fees. 

One respondent said (of the possibility of offering more RPL), “…those we do perform are 
very time consuming and [in] real terms would be costing more time than we can reasonably 
recover from our learners.”  

NZQA asked TEOs about barriers that prevent more students applying for RPL. Thirty 
respondents identified barriers. The main barriers were:  

 a lack of awareness about the availability of RPL  

 the difficulty (or complexity) of the RPL process 

 the cost of RPL.  

Comments showed that these barriers can be related. One ITP observed the “difficulty of 
RPL process (or rather a lack of understanding by students resulting from a widespread lack 
of understanding of the APL process by staff).”  

We asked how RPL is communicated to students. Approximately 58 per cent of the 
respondents include RPL information in a student’s application to study; with 36 per cent 
making RPL policy available on their website; and approximately 28 per cent of respondents 
also running information sessions for students.  

The above responses show that TEOs are communicating the possibility of RPL to students, 
yet TEOs also identified lack of awareness of RPL as one barrier to students seeking RPL. 
This discrepancy may indicate that the information provided to students on RPL is 
insufficient, difficult to access, and not easy to understand.  

Evidence for RPL and support for learners and assessors 

NZQA also asked questions on the evidence required for RPL assessment, and the support 
provided to students and assessors for RPL assessment.  

The number and proportion of RPL applications received by TEOs in the twelve months 
preceding the survey varied widely. Nine respondents provided figures on their RPL 
applications: three ITPs had received 825 applications, 399 applications, and 20 applications 
respectively. For six PTEs, the figure ranged from 3 to 50 applications. Some respondents 
gave combined figures for RPL and credit recognition and transfer. 

Most respondents required students to submit a portfolio of evidence or to be interviewed by 
an assessor for assessment of RPL. For approximately 60 per cent of respondents, both 
requirements applied. In some cases, an applicant could be asked to orally present evidence 
to an assessment panel. Some applicants are required to address gaps identified from an 
initial assessment: e.g. by submitting further evidence or undertaking specific learning 
activities. 

By far, the most common reason given for rejection of a RPL application (92.5 per cent of 
respondents) was insufficient evidence that the required learning outcomes had been 
achieved.  

One PTE said, “typically learners are not familiar with RPL, so when given the opportunity to 
gain competence through previous informal or formal learning they haven’t kept good 
records, or find it difficult to articulate their experiences.” 

We asked TEOs about the assistance they provide students to prepare their RPL 
application. Respondents said they assisted students in a variety of ways, such as through: 
staff mentoring; courses on portfolio preparation; and guiding students through RPL 
assessment. Very few respondents (less than 10 per cent) provided no assistance. 
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When it came to the experience and/or qualifications required for RPL assessors, 
approximately 48 per cent of respondents said that a senior academic, administrator or 
specialist in the field undertook the assessment. Other criteria used by the respondents for 
determining a suitable RPL assessor included subject matter experience, and an 
understanding of programme criteria. Only seven of the respondents said that they required 
RPL experience or RPL expertise in their assessors. 

Approximately 38 per cent of respondents said they provided no training for their RPL 
assessors. Of the remaining respondents to the question, the training provided varied widely. 
Seven respondents said they provide coaching or mentoring, while other responses included 
institutional knowledge, in house guidelines, and RPL undertaken by a panel. These 
responses suggest that there is scope for TEOs to provide training for RPL assessors.  

One reason for the insufficiency in RPL training might be the lack of high priority placed on 
RPL by TEOs. However, the survey findings also suggest reasons for why RPL is not a high 
priority. As outlined above, these include the complexity of the RPL process, the requirement 
of gathering sufficient evidence, lack of awareness of the availability of RPL, and the costs 
(to TEO and student). 

These reasons can be inter-related. For example, raising awareness of RPL assessment 
could result in an increase in RPL applications by students and RPL assessment by TEOs. 
This, in turn, could enable students and TEO staff to learn more about the value of RPL and 
the type of evidence and processes that enable better RPL assessment.    

Next steps 

Overall, the findings suggest there is scope for the further promotion and encouragement of 
RPL. The findings suggest that it may be useful for NZQA to explore the following: 

 Raising the profile of RPL with TEOs and learners. 

 Providing more information to learners on the availability of RPL. 

 Providing more support to TEOs on good RPL practice and process. 

 Better integrating RPL requirements into NZQA Rules for providers. 
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Appendix - Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) – survey 
results 

Background 

In 2015 NZQA undertook a survey of tertiary education organisations (TEOs) regarding their 
recognition of prior learning (RPL) practices. Approximately 10 per cent of the sector 
responded (66 responses total). Most of the respondents were private training 
establishments (PTEs) and institutes of technology and polytechnics (ITPs), as well as one 
wānanga, two universities, and an industry training organisation (ITO). 

The RPL survey comprised 21 questions relating to seven topics: 

 Offering RPL 

 RPL volumes 

 Barriers to RPL 

 Process 

 Supporting learners 

 Assessor requirements and training 

 Collaboration 

Themes 

We have organised the results from the RPL survey into four main themes: 

1. Provision 
2. Barriers 
3. Support for learners 
4. Support for assessors 

These inform the results of the survey, which are summarised in this report according to the 
four main themes. The numbers in brackets indicate the number of respondents who 
selected or provided a particular response from the options in the survey. 

Results summary 

1. Provision 

This theme involves the scope of RPL, volume and demand, fees, the RPL process, and 
willingness to conduct more RPL.  

Scope  

Approximately 77 per cent of total respondents offered RPL. RPL was offered either as 
credit towards a qualification, for an entire qualification, or for the purpose of entry into a 
course.  

Volume and demand 

Nine respondents provided data regarding volume of and demand for RPL. In the 12 months 
leading up to the survey three ITPs received 825, 399, and 20 applications for RPL. Six 
PTEs received between 3 and 50 applications for RPL in the same period. Demand for RPL 
from students has varied over time; in the survey 29 TEOs said it had not changed, 11 PTEs 
and ITPs said it had increased, and three PTEs said it had decreased. 
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Fees 

The fees charged to conduct RPL vary between respondents. Of the TEOs who provided 
information regarding their RPL fee structure, 15 did not charge for RPL, five charged an 
hourly rate, 20 had a set fee, and four had varying charges depending on qualification and 
need for facilitation. Some examples of fees charged are: 

 Set fees between $65-$120 per course (4) 

 Administration fees between $45-$130 and an hourly rate between $50-$130 per course 
(5) 

 Set fees ranging from $50-$300 per course or application and additional fees per credit 
(based on travel costs, the ‘scope’ of the application, or a percentage of the course fee) 
(7). 

RPL process 

Three aspects of the RPL process were surveyed – student responsibilities, moderation, and 
rejection of RPL applications. 

Respondents stated student responsibilities when applying for RPL included: 

 Portfolio of evidence (42) 

 Evidence gathered from employer/supervisor (0) 

 Oral presentation of the evidence to an assessment panel (10) 

 Interview with assessor (30) 

 Other (17) 
o Challenge test/assessment 
o Additional learning to address gaps 
o Gaps identified by tutors. 

Forty-three respondents indicated some form of internal and/or external moderation.  

Internal moderation approaches were fairly even between: 

 Moderation/shared assessment by peers only (11) 

 Moderation, approval, or shared assessment by managers/Dean/programme 
leaders/academic registrar or a specialist moderator (11) 

 Pre-moderation or approval of decisions by Academic Board, Programme Committee, or 
other committee/panel (15). 

There was less external moderation by TEOs. Where it did occur, approaches were varied: 

 None (3) 

 NZQA monitoring or AQA monitoring only (2) 

 Some external moderation (non-NZQA/AQA), including (14): 
o An external expert on assessment panel or Board of Studies (3) 
o Periodic external moderation (no formal process) (2) 
o External moderation by professional body (if required) (2) 
o ITO moderation of process and assessment tools only (1) 
o For staff applying for RPL in their own subject area (1). 

The majority of respondents (37) indicated that the main reason for rejecting an RPL 
application was a lack of evidence that the required learning outcomes have been achieved. 
Other reasons included: 

 Qualification too old/no evidence of retaining currency (2) 

 Process too difficult/time consuming/expensive (2) 

 Student over-qualified for the proposed qualification (2) 

 Candidate not employed with the industry within the gazetted coverage (ITO) (1) 
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 All or part of the application has been falsified (1) 

 Provider not accredited (1) 

 No assessment capability (1) 

 Application not completed correctly (1) 

 TEO capability issues (1). 

Willingness to undertake more RPL 

Forty-two respondents who currently offer RPL indicated, to varying degrees, their 
willingness to undertake more RPL. Of these, 15 answered they would like to do more. Six 
respondents indicated that this would be limited to certain subjects, and two indicated it 
would be dependent on demand. Twenty-two respondents indicated that they would not be 
willing to undertake more RPL. Of these, six said there was no demand, two mentioned the 
costs associated with RPL assessment, and one mentioned assessment issues regarding 
RPL. 

2. Barriers 

This theme relates to barriers to offering RPL, barriers to offering RPL more often, and 
barriers to students applying for RPL. 

Barriers to offering RPL 

Sixteen PTEs indicated that they did not offer RPL, and highlighted the barriers as below: 

 RPL is not a priority for the organisation (12) 

 Limited availability of trained staff to accurately assess RPL (6) 

 Uncertainty regarding levels of interest and likely volume (5) 

 RPL process is viewed as too difficult and/or time consuming (4) 

 Regulatory barriers (3) 

 Financial constraints (3) 

 Uncertainty regarding best practice for RPL: eg moderation (3) 

 Other responses (5): 
o TEO only provides short courses 
o TEO is a new provider focused on becoming established 
o RPL is not generally applicable for foundation learners 
o TEO only tests English language ability of students to place them in a suitable class. 

Barriers to offering RPL more often 

Twenty-one respondents which offered RPL indicated that there were barriers which 
prevented them from offering RPL more often, including: 

 Limited availability of trained staff to accurately assess RPL (13) 

 Financial constraints (11) 

 Uncertainty regarding levels of interest and likely volume (1) 

 Other (12): 
o The time it takes to put together the evidence required for RPL assessment 
o The time it takes creates a cost barrier 
o Limited access to other providers who can provide more information regarding 

academic resources for RPL 
o Lack of information regarding outcomes of other qualifications or training 
o Difficulty in assessing international student RPL applications post-arrival in New 

Zealand 
o Unrealistic requirements for RPL for the Diploma in Aviation 
o Constraints on RPL via the number of credits in a one-year diploma 
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o Related implications: eg impact on student loans and allowances. 

Barriers to students applying for RPL 

Forty-six respondents identified 30 barriers to more students applying for RPL. These can all 
be categorised under: 

 Lack of awareness about possibility of RPL (17) 

 Cost of RPL (11) 

 Difficulty of the RPL process (11). 

3. User Support 

This theme relates to the ways TEOs promote RPL to students, and assistance provided to 
students applying for RPL. Five respondents said they did not promote RPL. 

Forty-two respondents indicated a range of methods used to promote RPL to students: 

 RPL information is provided in application to study (27) 

 RPL policy available on website (17) 

 Information sessions at the beginning of the programme (13) 

 Other/comments (17): 
o Enrolment/orientation/induction (7) 
o Student handbook (7) 
o During interview with the student (5) 
o Brochures/prospectus (2) 
o At industry/professional body discussions (2) 
o Newsletters (1) 
o In learning management system (1) 
o Notification of students if a relevant qualification is identified (1). 

Four respondents indicated that they provided no assistance to students applying for RPL. 

The majority of respondents noted their TEOs provided some assistance: 

 Staff mentoring (26) 

 Course on portfolio preparation (10) 

 Other/Comments (21): 
o Guidance/advice/assessment (13) 
o Application form/templates etc (2). 

4. Providers 

This theme covers assessor requirements and training, collaboration on RPL with other 
providers, and RPL arrangements with employers.  

Assessor requirements and training 

Forty-six TEOs responded to the open-ended question regarding assessor qualifications 
and/or experience. Responses either cited assessors’ experience/current role, or formal 
qualification/registration.  

Regarding experience or current role, respondents required: 

 RPL experience or a specialist RPL/academic quality role (7) 

 Subject matter experience (14) 

 Understanding of programme criteria, RPL policy, and/or New Zealand qualifications 
system (10) 

 Senior academic administrator or specialist in field (22). 
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Regarding formal qualification or registration, respondents required: 

 Same qualification as that being assessed (6) 

 Higher qualification(s) than that being assessed (5) 

 Level 7 or higher qualification (2) 

 Masters/PhD in the field (1) 

 Qualification/completed standards in teaching or assessment or is a registered assessor 
(sometimes in combination with a subject-matter qualification) (6). 

Assessor training 

Majority of respondents to the question regarding assessor training did not provide assessor 
training (17). Of those who provided training, there was a range of methods: 

 Mentoring, coaching, counselling, or one-to-one training (7) 

 RPL is completed as a panel/committee, members contribute different area expertise 
and develop experiences (4) 

 Institutional/prior knowledge (4) 

 Specialist teacher training (4) 

 In house guidelines/policies are provided (3) 

 Internal (2) 

 Workshop offered on an annual basis (2) 

 Learning on the job (1) 

 RPL is done by a university (1). 

Collaboration on RPL 

Forty-nine TEOs responded to the survey question regarding whether they had any RPL-
related contact with other providers. Of these, 25 responded that they did not have any such 
contact. Others indicated a range of contact: 

 Informal discussions (17) 

 Guidance on RPL policy and process (8) 

 External moderation (5) 

 Training for new assessors (3) 

 Articulation agreements for components of a qualification (6) 

 Articulation agreements for learning pathways (7) 

 Other (3): 
o Memoranda agreements with some universities regarding RPL diplomas 
o Other providers may be contacted should further evidence be required 
o Attempted contact but no response from most of them so ceased attempts. 

RPL arrangements with employers 

Thirty-seven of the 43 respondents to this question did not have RPL arrangements with 
employers. Six had arrangements which varied in nature: 

 Promoting RPL for individual students when seeking positions with employers and to 
provide background to suitability for employment (case by case) 

 Informal arrangement if required 

 Occasional relationship with employers with respect to their experienced employees 

 Arrangement with a large public service provider 

 TEO is a training provider and also an employer of in-home childcare 

 Via their centre for assessment of prior learning (CAPL) and various departments. 

 


