
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

OECD Thematic Review on Recognition of Non-
formal and Informal Learning 

 
 
 
 
 
 

COUNTRY BACKGROUND REPORT 
 

AUSTRALIA 
 
 
 
 

Dr Josie Misko (National Centre for Vocational Education Research), 
Francesca Beddie (Francesca M Beddie & Associates), 

Professor Larry Smith (University of New England) 
 
 

 
 
 

A report prepared for the Australian Government 
Department of Education, Science and Training 

By 
 

National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) 
 
 
 

September 2007 
 



 ii  

 
 
 
© Commonwealth of Australia 2007 
 
This work is copyright. It may be reproduced in whole or in part for study or training purposes 
subject to the inclusion of an acknowledgement of the source and no commercial usage or sale. 
Reproduction for purposes other than those indicated above requires prior written permission from 
the Commonwealth. All other rights are reserved. Requests and inquiries concerning reproduction 
and rights should be addressed to the Commonwealth Copyright Administration, Copyright Law 
Branch, Attorney-General's Department, Robert Garran Offices, National Circuit, Barton ACT 2600 
or submitted via the copyright request form on the website http://www.ag.gov.au/cca. 
 
Disclaimer 
 
Australia has granted the OECD permission to include this document on the OECD Internet Home 
Page. This report was prepared for the Australian Government Department of Education, Science 
and Training as an input to the OECD activity, óRecognition of Non-formal and Informal Learningô. 
The document was prepared in response to the OECD Guidelines for Country Participation. The 
rights and permissions for reproducing OECD material are provided at 
http://www.oecd.org/document/56/0,2340,en_21571361_33915056_34508792_1_1_1_1,00.html.



  iii  

 

CONTENTS 

Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1 
Purpose of the report ............................................................................................. 1 
Overview ................................................................................................................ 1 
Key definitions ....................................................................................................... 2 
Structure of the report ............................................................................................ 3 
Limitations influencing the preparation of the report ............................................... 3 

Component 1 ï Contextual factors ............................................................................................. 5 
Component 1.1: Demographic factors .................................................................... 7 
Component 1.2: Internationalisation ..................................................................... 19 
Component 1.3: New ICT..................................................................................... 26 
Component 1.4: Economic developments and skills shortage/mismatch .............. 30 
Component 1.5: Social developments .................................................................. 41 
Component 1.6: Others ........................................................................................ 44 

Component 2 ï Description of institutional arrangements ..................................................... 47 
Component 2.1: Political and legal framework ..................................................... 47 
Component 2.2: Governance and the role of government .................................... 51 
Component 2.3: Resources ................................................................................. 55 
Component 2.4: Others ........................................................................................ 59 

Component 3 ï Description of technical arrangements .......................................................... 61 
Component 3.1: Qualifications, qualification systems, qualification framework ..... 61 
Component 3.2: Credit accumulation and transfer ............................................... 67 
Component 3.3: Assessment methods and procedures ....................................... 75 
Component 3.4: Others ........................................................................................ 79 

Component 4 ï Stakeholder behaviour .................................................................................... 81 
Component 4.1: Characteristics of stakeholders .................................................. 81 
Component 4.2: Access ....................................................................................... 94 
Component 4.3: Participation ............................................................................... 96 
Component 4.4: Incentives and disincentives ...................................................... 98 
Component 4.5: Others ...................................................................................... 101 

Component 5 ï Case studies on benefits and barriers ......................................................... 103 
Component 5.1: Economic benefits ................................................................... 103 
Component 5.2: Educational benefits ................................................................ 112 
Component 5.3: Social benefits ......................................................................... 113 
Component 5.4: Personal benefits ..................................................................... 113 

Component 6 ï Conclusions and challenges ........................................................................ 115 
Issues and challenges ....................................................................................... 115 
Conclusion: The key themes .............................................................................. 119 

Appendices .............................................................................................................................. 121 
Appendix A: The integration of highly skilled workers ......................................... 121 
Appendix B: Transferable skills portfolio ............................................................ 126 
Appendix C ........................................................................................................ 127 
Appendix D: Learning Regions .......................................................................... 128 

References ............................................................................................................................... 129 
List of Acronyms ...................................................................................................................... 135 
Annex 1 ..................................................................................................................................... 137 
Annex 2 ..................................................................................................................................... 225 
 
 
 
 



 iv 

 

LIST OF TABLES AND FIGURES 

Table 1: Participation rate of domestic students in higher education by age, 1996, 2005 ..................... 9 
Table 2: Number of commencing domestic students at Australian Higher Education Providers ......... 9 
Table 3: Domestic commencements in professional training: nursing, initial teacher trainingand 

medical practice ........................................................................................................................... 10 
Table 4: Equity group profile of domestic student commencing a higher education programme 1995 - 

2004. ............................................................................................................................................... 10 
Table 5: Total number of overseas higher education students (onshore and offshore) 2001 - 2005 .. 11 
Table 6: Higher education award course completions, 1996 and 2004 .................................................. 12 
Table 7: Gini co-efficients for different measures of income earned ...................................................... 34 
Table 8: Proportion of students granted RPL in publicly ï funded VET, by qualification level and age, 

2001 to 2005 .......................................................................................................................................... 36 
Table 9: Proportion of graduates and module completers who received some recognition for prior 

learning by age, 2003 to 2005 ............................................................................................................. 37 
Table 10: Number and proportion of RPL participants by reason for seeking RPL 2005 ..................... 37 
Table 11: RPL received by students enrolled in higher education qualifications 2001-2005 

(proportion)........................................................................................................................................... 37 
Table 12: RPL exemptions for VET students from disadvantaged backgrounds .................................. 40 
Table 13: List of who does what for non-formal and informal learning and recognition of such 

learning, and who does what for formal and recognition of such learning ................................... 51 
Table 14: Resourcing RPL in VET by state and territory .......................................................................... 56 
Table 15: Examples of assessing authorities in Australia ....................................................................... 58 
Table 16: Organisations responsible for assessment .............................................................................. 75 
Table 17: Non-formal learning (Characteristics of Stakeholders Grid) ................................................... 81 
Table 18: Informal learning (Characteristics of Stakeholders Grid) ........................................................ 84 
 
 
Figure 1: AQF Qualification by Sector of Accreditation ............................................................................. 5 
Figure 2: The training participation rate of teenagers and young people ................................................ 7 
Figure 3: Trends in higher post-school qualification of 15-64 year olds .................................................. 8 
Figure 4: VET students by age group, Australia 1994-2005 ..................................................................... 13 
Figure 5: Participation of males and females in non-school formal and non-formal learning 

programmes 2001-2005 ............................................................................................................... 15 
Figure 6: Population projections for Australians 2000, 2025 and 2050 .................................................. 16 
Figure 7: Labour force participation by age and highest educational attainment, 2001 ...................... 17 
Figure 8: Dependency ratio (proportion) for Australia and population shares 1921 - 2051 ................. 18 
Figure 9: Skilled vacancies index, for Total Professional, Associate Professionals and Trades, 

1986-2006 ...................................................................................................................................... 33 
Figure 10: State/Territory variations in student RPL outcomes in VET 2005 ......................................... 35 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  1 

Introduction 

Purpose of the report 

This document provides an Australian Country Background Report (CBR) to support the OECD 
Education Committee activity entitled Recognition of Non-formal and Informal Learning. It 
specifically addresses issues relating to the way in which non-formal and informal learning is 
recognised in order to: 

¶ create pathways to accredited training; 

¶ accumulate credit in the formal education sector; and 

¶ accelerate employment advancement. 
 
Information presented in the document includes contextual factors, institutional and technical 
arrangements, stakeholder behaviour, case studies on benefits and barriers, and conclusions and 
challenges. 
 
The specific purposes of the report are to: 

1. synthesise Australian research and analyse current policies and practices relating to the 
recognition of non-formal and informal learning; 

2. examine the impact of contextual factors on recognition systems; 

3. identify and describe existing institutional and technical arrangements for the recognition of 
non-formal and informal learning in Australia; 

4. collect evidence of the benefits, barriers, strengths and weaknesses with the current systems 
and data relating to recognition; and 

5. identify innovative and successful policy initiatives and practices. 

 
 

Overview 

The recognition of non-formal and informal learning, commonly referred to as recognition of prior 
learning (RPL), is a major policy initiative of all Australian governments, and is seen to be an 
important element in developing and sustaining the knowledge and skill base necessary for 
Australiaôs social and economic future.  Due to the federated system of government, Australia 
pursues a more decentralised and less prescriptive system of RPL with the Australian 
Qualifications Framework the central referenceðproviding the national qualifications standards 
upon which RPL is reliably based. 

 

RPL continues to develop as an integral and valued component of learning pathways in education 
and training in this country, and in many instances acts as a powerful catalyst for student access to 
formal learning pathways. 
 
The major advantages attributable to RPL in Australia include: 
 

¶ ensuring that knowledge and skills already successfully achieved do not need to be repeated; 

¶ encouraging individuals to continue to upgrade their skills and knowledge through structured 
education and training towards formal qualifications and improved employment outcomes; and 

¶ providing individuals with the feeling of worth and self-confidence ðan understanding that their 
knowledge, skills and experiences acquired in various settings are valued and can be used to 
access formal learning pathways.  
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In this sense, recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia is of particular benefit to 
people without formal qualifications. 
 
A range of initiatives are being trialled by Australian, State and Territory governments, education 
and training institutions and industry for improving access, decreasing complexity and increasing 
support for people throughout the RPL process. Feedback suggests that many of these 
initiativesðdescribed in the body of this reportðare proving very successful, from both the system 
and student perspectives.  
 
There is also strong evidence that in the Australian context at least, there are significant 
advantages of RPL that lie in the use by students, teachers, trainers, lecturers and employers of 
the information, including identification of skills strengths and gaps, gained through the process 
itself, not just in the advanced standing it may provide. Nevertheless, there is still considerable 
variability in Australia regarding the way in which RPL assessments are conducted within and 
across institutions, jurisdictions, and sectors. 
 
Some of the current challenges in Australia are the need for more effective recording and data 
storage and retrieval systems, greater acknowledgement of the costs associated with RPL, and for 
more rigorous and focused research to guide policy development and cost-effective 
implementation. 
 
 

Key definitions 

For the purposes of this report, the following definitions of formal learning, non-formal learning, 
informal learning and RPL apply. The definitions are compatible with the definitions adopted in the 
OECD activity, the Role of National Qualifications System in Promoting Lifelong Learning. 
 
Formal learning refers to learning that takes place through a structured programme of instruction 
which is generally recognised by the attainment of a formal qualification or award (e.g. a 
Certificate, Diploma or Degree). 
 
Non-formal learning refers to learning that takes place through a programme of instruction but does 
not usually lead to the attainment of a formal qualification or award (e.g. in-house professional 
development programmes conducted in the workplace). 
 
Informal learning refers to learning that results from daily work-related, social, family, hobby or 
leisure activities (e.g. the acquisition of interpersonal skills developed through the experience of 
working as a sales representative). 
 
Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is an assessment process that assesses the individual's non-
formal and informal learning to determine the extent to which that individual has achieved the 
required learning outcomes, competency outcomes, or standards for entry to, and/or partial or total 
completion of, a qualification. In this sense, RPL does not refer to the awarding of advanced 
standing or credit in a course based on prior formal learning, and for the purposes of this 
document, it does not refer to informal ócreditô attributed by employers when evaluating current or 
prospective employees on the basis of experience or achievement for purposes of accessing 
employment or promotion. 
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Structure of the report 

The report consists of six sections or ócomponentsô. Component 1 focuses on contextual factors, 
including demographic factors, internationalisation, technological developments, social changes, 
economic developments, and issues regarding skills levels and shortages. Component 2 describes 
institutional arrangements, including political and legal frameworks, the role of government and 
resourcing. Component 3 addresses technical arrangements, including those relating to 
qualifications, credit arrangements and approaches to assessment. Component 4 focuses on 
stakeholders and stakeholder behaviour, while Component 5 provides a set of nine case studies 
designed to provide insights into the range of RPL processes operating in Australia and the 
attendant issues. Component 6 draws the report together by identifying key issues, challenges and 
themes that emerge from the data. 
 
Four appendices are also included, addressing the integration of highly skilled workers, a 
transferable skills portfolio, various qualifications opened up by the introduction of new information 
and communications technology, and learning regions. A list of acronyms applicable to the 
Australian context is also provided. 
 
Information for the report was collected through: 

1. a review of the available literature, including published reports, research studies, institutional 
handbooks, and web sites; 

2. interrogation of relevant databases; 

3. telephone and face-to-face interviews conducted with a range of stakeholder institutions 
(training providers, universities, community organisations and professional bodies), and 
relevant State and Australian government agencies; and 

4. a series of case studies conducted óon-siteô and semi-structured interviews with administrators, 
teachers, students and prospective students. 

 
A steering committee was also constituted for the purpose of providing expert and representative 
feedback to the project team throughout the preparation of the Report. The Steering Committee 
included representatives from the Australian Government Department of Education, Science and 
Training; Queensland Department of Education, Training and the Arts; the Australian Qualifications 
Framework Advisory Board; the University of Technology, Sydney; the Senior Secondary 
Assessment Board of South Australia; the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry; and 
Adult Learning Australia. 
 
 

Limitations influencing the preparation of the report 

Difficulties encountered in the preparation of this report included: 
 
1. While the application of RPL is intentionally designed to be flexible and is devolved to local 

assessing agencies, this makes it difficult to present a national picture of current practice. 
Moreover, there is no consistent or comprehensive process in Australia for appropriately 
collecting, storing and analysing data relating to the recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning in a way that allows rigorous analyses to be conducted and reported accurately at a 
national level. This means that the available statistics may underestimate the magnitude and 
extent of recognition of non-formal and informal learning. 

The quantitative data used in this report is provided from a number of sources including: 
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¶ the National Centre for Vocational Education and Research (NCVER) which captures only 
government-funded vocational education and training (VET); 

¶ the Australian Government Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) which 
produces the annual national collection: Students: Selected Higher Education Statistics which 
mainly captures government-funded higher education; 

¶ the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) which produces the Survey of Education and 
Training (SET), a household-based survey of 17,000 households (some 24,400 persons 
aged 15 years or older), conducted every four years since 1989 using the methodology of 
personal interview.  The most recent survey was conducted in May-August 2005. 

 
In summary, the data is limited and is not nationally comprehensive.  There is also a lack of 
national consistency in the definitions on which the recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
data is collected which precludes national and international comparability of data. 
 
2. There have been few quantitative analyses and longitudinal studies of the influence of RPL on 

the life paths of Australians of various ages, gender, employment, and cultural and socio-
economic backgrounds. This has made it difficult to draw meaningful inferences about the 
impact of RPL. 
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Component 1 ï Contextual factors 

Under the Australian Constitution, State and Territory governments have primary responsibility for 
schools and vocational education and training (VET), whereas in the higher education sector, 
universities and other higher education institutions are approved and established by State or 
Territory legislation but reliant on Australian Government funding1.  
 
Collaboration between the Australian, State and Territory governments on Australiaôs education 
and training system formally occurs through two Ministerial Councils: the Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) and the Ministerial Council for 
Vocational and Technical Education (MCVTE). The Council of Australian Governments (COAG), 
which comprises the Prime Minister, State Premiers, Territory Chief Ministers and the President of 
the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) also considers educational matters.  
 
In post-compulsory education and training, the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) 
provides the structure for the recognition and endorsement of fifteen national qualifications. The 
framework was established by MCEETYA to support continuous learning across all three sectors 
ˈ schools, VET and higher education ˈ through cross-sectoral articulation of programmes, credit 
transfer and RPL. 
 
A summary of the AQF is presented in the figure below. 
 
Figure 1: AQF Qualification by Sector of Accreditation 

 

Source: http://www.aqf.edu.au/aqfqual.htm 

                                                 
1
 The Australian Government contributes around 13.7 per cent (2006-07) of total public funding to government schools, around 46.5 per 

cent (2006-07) to private schools, approximately 44 per cent (2004) to vocational education and training, and around 97 per cent 
(2005) to public higher education. 
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The AQF is the mechanism through which Australia assures quality within and across sectors.  
Specifically it aims to: 
 

¶ provide nationally consistent recognition of outcomes achieved in post-compulsory 
education; 

¶ help with developing flexible pathways which assist people to move more easily between 
education and training sectors and between those sectors and the labour market by 
providing the basis for RPL including credit transfer and work and life experience;  

¶ integrate and streamline the requirements of participating providers, employers and 
employees, individuals and interested organisations;  

¶ offer flexibility to suit the diversity of purposes of education and training;  

¶ encourage individuals to progress through the levels of education and training by improving 
access to qualifications, clearly defining avenues for achievement, and generally 
contributing to lifelong learning;  

¶ encourage the provision of more and higher quality vocational education and training 
through qualifications that normally meet workplace requirements and vocational needs, 
thus contributing to national economic performance; and  

¶ promote national and international recognition of qualifications offered in Australia.  

 
Education and training in the VET sector is based on collaboration between government and 
Australian business and industry. The National Industry Skills Committee (NISC) comprising 
members drawn from a range of industries and enterprises provides strategic advice to MCVTE 
about industry training needs. Industry Skills Councils (ISC) at the national level are responsible for 
the development and review of national industry Training Packages which describe competency 
standards, assessment guidelines, and qualifications that are available for the sector. A system of 
industry advisory bodies also exists at the State and Territory level to provide information to 
government on training needs. VET is delivered in the public TAFE system and by private and 
community education providers. 
 
Higher education in Australia comprises 37 public universities, two private universities, one branch 
of an overseas university, four self-accrediting institutions and over 150 other non self-accrediting 
higher education providers. Typically these latter higher education institutions are accredited by 
their State and Territory Governments as being eligible to deliver higher education qualifications. 
 

The quality assurance frameworks and policies underpinning the AQF are developed and 
endorsed by the relevant Ministerial Councils for each of the education and training sectors. The 
Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) conducts audits in the higher education sector. In 
December 2005, the National Quality Council (NQC) was established. It has specific decision-
making powers in relation to the endorsement of Training Packages and other aspects of quality 
assurance under the National Skills Framework (NSF).  
 
Formal and non-formal learning is provided in the higher education, VET and adult and community 
education sectors around the country, as well as in the workplace and community, for example 
through volunteering activities.  
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Component 1.1: Demographic factors 

1.1 a) How have the profiles (age, ethnicity, sex, socio-economic backgrounds) of learners 
changed/diversified for overall post-secondary education institutions (higher 
education, further education and vocational education and training, professional 
training, etc)? Is there any evidence of admission and graduation rates? 

 
Over the last ten years there has been an increase in post-school education and training 
participation, including apprenticeships and traineeships. According to the Australian Treasury this 
increase in participation has been driven by demands for a more skilled labour force and the 
increased desire for education (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003). 
 
Females were more likely to participate in higher education than males, while males were more 
likely to participate in VET than females. For each of the years from 1995 to 2005 about 54 per 
cent of the higher education population was female, while for the same years between 46 per cent 
and 48 per cent of the total VET population was female. Across the same period the training 
participation is highest for young people and young adults (see figure 2).  
 
Figure 2: The training participation rate of teenagers and young people  
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006, Australian Social Trends, cat. 4102.0  

 
In 2005 the findings of the ABS óSurvey of Education and Training Experienceô (ABS 2006) 
indicated that 22 per cent of Australians in the 15 to 69 year age group undertook a course of 
study. Of these 14 per cent were undertaking a single course which did not lead to a qualification 
(including preparatory courses, recreational and personal courses). Over two-thirds of those in 
such courses were female, and nine in ten were over the age of 25 years. 
 
In addition, about 50 per cent of the population over the age of 15 years had completed a 
vocational or higher education qualification. Between 1995 and 2005 the proportion of Australians 
with a Bachelor degree or higher qualification increased by 10 percentage points (from 13 per cent 
to 23 per cent), and those with an Advanced Diploma or Diploma or below increased by 5 per cent 
(from 33 per cent to 38 per cent). 
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Figure 3: Trends in higher post-school qualification of 15-64 year olds  
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Survey of Education and Training Experience, Cat. No. 6278.0 

 
In 2005 37 per cent of 15 to 69 year-olds had completed at least one work-related training course 
in the year preceding the survey. Just over half were male. While 55 per cent of full-time workers 
completed at least one of these training courses, fewer part-time workers (41 per cent), and 
unemployed persons (29 per cent) completed at least one work-related training course. 
 
The most common work-related training programmes were in management and professional fields. 
Occupational health and safety, and technical and para-professional programmes were also 
commonly reported (30 per cent, 21 per cent and 14 per cent respectively). The ABS reports that 
participants in 90 per cent of these programmes found these courses to have been of benefit, with 
almost a tenth of these courses reported as providing some benefits in terms of obtaining a pay 
rise or promotion. 

Higher education  

Student numbers in higher education increased to 957,176 in 2005. This included 717,681 
domestic students, and 239,495 overseas students. 

Gender profile 

Over the last decade females have been more likely to participate in higher education than males.  
For each of the years between 1996 to 2005, about 54 per cent of the higher education population 
was female.  

Age profile and participation rate 

The age profile of domestic higher education students has remained relatively stable over the last 
decade. The most notable change has been for 20-24 year olds whose participation rate increased 
by 3 per cent. 
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Table 1: Participation rate of domestic students in higher education by age, 1996, 2005  

 1996 2005 

Age 
group Population 

Higher 
education 
students 

Participation 
rate Population 

Higher 
education 
students 

Participation 
rate 

15-19 127 9119 165 070 12.90 1 388 471 182 758 13.16 

20-24 1 429 521 178 299 12.47 1 431 363 241 091 16.84 

25-29 1 378 763 71 470 5.18 1 361 259 89 469 6.57 

30-39 2 884 843 97 170 3.37 2 980 378 111 704 3.75 

40-49 2 585 090 54 989 2.13 2 995 696 65 358 2.18 

50-59 1 774 479 11 931 0.67 2 580 278 23237.0 0.90 
60 and 
over 7 244 412 1 977 0.03 8 556 352 4 064 0.05 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2005, 1996, Cat. No 3201.0 ï Estimated resident population by age and sex; DEST 2005, 
Selected higher education statistics, table 20; DEST 1996 Selected higher education statistics, unpublished data 

 

Commencements 

In 2005 there was a 6.1 per cent increase in the number of undergraduate commencements 
following several years of decline..  
 
Table 2: Number of domestic students at Australian Higher Education Providers 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

All domestic 
students 

684 975 711563 719 555 716 438 717 681 

Undergraduate 
students  

520 221 531 527 529 403 525 518 528 980 

Postgraduate 
students 

147 035 160 165 170 438 173 161 173 273 

Commencing 
students 

258 522 267 103 260 759 254 957 261 934 

Commencing 
undergraduate 
students 

177 694 175 666 166 499 165 688 175 711 

Commencing 
post-graduate 
students 

65 218 74 013 77 367 74 298 73 126 

 Percentage change on previous year 

All domestic 
students 

 3.88 1.12 -0.43 0.17 

Undergraduate 
students  

 2.17 -.04 -0.73 0.66 

Postgraduate 
students 

 8.93 6.41 1.60 .06 

Commencing 
students 

 3.32 -2.38 -2.23 2.74 

Commencing 
undergraduate 
students 

 -1.14 -5.22 -0.49 6.05 

Commencing 
post-graduate 
students 

 13.49 4.53 -3.97 -1.58 

Source: DEST 1005, Selected higher education statistics, Summary Analyses 

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles/students_2005_selected_higher_education_stati stics.
htm 
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Commencements in professional training: nursing, initial teacher training and medical practice 

There has been a gradual increase in the numbers of commencements in medical practitioner 
training for each of the years 2001 to 2005. Increases have also been experienced across all years 
except 2003 for commencements in nursing courses and initial teacher training (see table 3). 
 
 
Table 3: Domestic commencements in professional training: nursing, initial teacher training and 

medical practice 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

      
Nursing 7 790 8 214 7 947 8 354 9 675 
Initial teacher training 20 923 21 510 20 898 21 823 23 389 
Medical practitioner 1296 1 438 1 451 1 747 1 907 

Source: DEST 1005, Selected higher education statistics, Summary Analyses 

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publicatio ns_resources/profiles/students_2005_selected_higher_education_statistics.
htm 

 

Equity group profile 

Over the last decade commencements in higher education by domestic students from different 
equity groups have remained relatively stable with slight increases being experienced by students 
reporting a disability (see table 4). 
 
Table 4: Equity group profile of domestic students commencing a higher education programme 1995, 

2004.  

 1995 2004 

 No. of students 

Proportion of 
total domestic 

students No. of students 

Proportion of 
total domestic 

students 

NESB 13 354 5.9 10 713 4.2 

Disability* 4 647 2.0 7 966 3.1 

Indigenous 3623  3 865 1.5 

Rural 41 773 18.4 44 952 17.6 

Isolated 4 906 2.2 3 804 1.5 

Low socio-economic status 34 207 15.1 37 367 14.7 

Total no. of commencing 
domestic students 226 967  254 957  

* Disability figures are only available from 1996 onwards. In 1996, 4647 commencing domestic students had a self-reported disability, 
representing 2 per cent of total domestic students. 

1995 data includes domestic students with a permanent home residence outside Australia, whereas these students have been 
excluded from the 2004 data 

 

Source: DEST Higher education selected statistics, Students 2004 and unpublished data 

 
In 2005, Indigenous students accounted for 1.2 per cent of domestic higher education students ï a 
decline from the Indigenous proportions of 1.26 per cent in 2002 to 2004 and 1.27 per cent in 
20012.  This means that Indigenous people continue to be under-represented in terms of their 

                                                 
2
 The total number of Indigenous students in higher education increased from 8661 in 2001 to 8871 in 2002 and 8988 in 2003, and then 

declined to 8895 in 2004 and 8370 in 2005 ï an overall decline of -3.4% between 2001 and 2005.  The number of 
commencing Indigenous students in higher education declined from 4130 to 3771 between 2001 and 2005 (-8.7%). 
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share of the Australian higher education aged population, which was 2.73 per cent in 2001 and 
2.93 per cent in 2005. 

Although there have been significant increases in the actual number of Indigenous students 
enrolled at Bachelor and higher degree levels3, Indigenous students continue to be under-
represented relative to non-Indigenous students at these levels4. 

Indigenous student progress rates (the proportion of units passed compared with enrolled units) 
have increased relative to the non-Indigenous rates between 2001 and 2004, but remain lower 
than for non-Indigenous students.  Between 2001 and 2004, the number of award course 
completions by Indigenous students increased from 1052 to 1195 (13.6 per cent). 

 

Overseas students 

The total number of overseas students in an onshore or offshore Australian higher education 
programme rose by 4.8 per cent in 2005, including a 6.7 per cent increase in the level of overseas 
postgraduate students. Commencements of undergraduate and postgraduate students remained 
relatively stable between 2004 and 2005.  
 
Table 5: Total number of overseas higher education students (onshore and offshore) 2001 - 2005 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Postgraduate 54 928 66 447 76 877 84 608 90 231 
Undergraduate 95 317 109 116 122 226 132 417 136 546 
Other higher 
education 

6 963 9 495 11 294 11 514 12 718 

All overseas 
students 

157 208 185 058 210 397 228 539 239 495 

 Percentage change on previous year 

Postgraduate  20.97 15.7 10.06 6.65 
Undergraduate  14.48 12.01 8.34 3.12 
Other higher 
education 

 36.36 18.95 1.95 10.46 

Total overseas 
students 

 17.72 13.69 8.62 4.79 

Source: DEST 1005, Selected higher education statistics, Summary Analyses 

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles/students_2005_selected_higher_education_ statistics.
htm 

 
 
Between 2001 and 2005, the number of overseas students who undertook Australian higher 
education study offshore increased from 45,179 to 63,906 (around 29 per cent).  In 2005, 
approximately 45 per cent of overseas students enrolled with Western Australian and South 
Australian higher education providers offshore, and just over 30 per cent of those enrolled with 
Victorian higher education providers undertook their study offshore. Less than 25 per cent of 
overseas students were enrolled in offshore programmes with higher education providers in New 
South Wales and the ACT. There were 218 overseas students enrolled with Northern Territory 
higher education providers but none of these students studied offshore. Queensland had the third 
highest cohort of overseas students; however it also had a very small proportion (just over 7 per 
cent) of its overseas students studying offshore. 
 

                                                 
3
 Between 2001 and 2005, Indigenous Bachelor and above students numbers rose from 5840 to 6679 (14.4%).  Non-Indigenous 

student numbers rose by 6.4%. 

4
 In 2005, 79.8% of Indigenous students were enrolled in courses at Bachelor and above level, compared with 96.7% of non-Indigenous 

students. 
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In 2005, China, Malaysia, Singapore and Hong Kong were the top four source countries with a 
substantial proportion of their students studying at Australian institutions offshore (at 20 per cent, 
45 per cent, 61 per cent and 49 per cent respectively). Together these countries accounted for 
52 per cent of overseas student enrolments, and 78 per cent of all offshore overseas student 
numbers. 

 

Completions 

Completions for overseas and domestic students have increased steadily between 1996 and 2004. 
Completions for both males and females over the period have remained relatively stable (see table 
6).  
 
Table 6: Higher Education award course completions, 1996 and 2004  

 1996 2004 

 

No. of award 
course 

completions 

Proportion 
of award 
course 

completions 

No. of award 
course 

completions  

Proportion 
of award 
course 

completions  

Males  63 125 43.5 95 558 44.4 

Females 82 103 56.5 119 557 55.6 

Total  145 228 100.0 215 115 100.0 

Source: DEST Selected higher education student statistics 2005 appendix 2.2. 

 

Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

In 2005 there were 1,641,300 students in the publicly-funded VET sector. The average age was 32 
yearsð31 years for males and 33 years for females. However, close to 60 per cent of the students 
were below the age of 34 years. Close to 40 per cent were between 15 and 24 years. Over the last 
decade VET participation for all groups has increased (see figure 4). Most dramatic has been the 
increase in the 25 to 44 year age group, and the 45 to 64 year age group. There has also been a 
small increase in those aged 65 years and over (see figure 4). Almost 90 per cent of students were 
studying part-time with close to 50 per cent enrolled in AQF Certificate III qualifications (trade level 
qualification). 
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Figure 4: VET students by age group, Australia 1994-2005 

 

 

Source: NCVER, National VET provider collection 2005, Note: Does not include students 14 years or under, and ónot knownô students. 

Only includes a small number of VET-in schools (and only if the students attend TAFE) 

 
The introduction of the AQF in 1995 created a suite of six (now eight) interconnecting AQF VET 
qualifications aligned against progressive levels of workplace performance agreed across 
industries. This was a response to a policy drive for structured training and formal recognition of 
skills and knowledge for many workers in occupations such as retail, clerical and hospitality. These 
people had previously not had formal training or career pathways based on qualifications that could 
give access to higher levels of employment in the industry.  
 
The aim of the reform was to upgrade skills and knowledge, to increase productivity in a more 
demanding and competitive work environment, and to give access via RPL to a qualification which 
recognised the skills and knowledge already achieved through informal and non-formal learning in 
the workplace. 
 
However, limited research in this area tends to indicate that the RPL pathway has not been taken 
up by young people aged 15-24 years in the way anticipated by the policy. It seems to be more 
common for young people to qualify for Certificates I and II through a formal training programme 
prior to, or at an early stage in employment, including increasingly as part of the final years of 
schooling (Stanwick, 2005). 
 
Given the availability of entry-level Certificates I and II, the participation rate in publicly-funded VET 
is greatest for 15 to 19 year olds, followed in turn by 20-24 year olds and 25-44 year-olds (27 per 
cent, 19.1 per cent and 10.2 per cent respectively). This pattern has stayed relatively stable since 
2000. In 2005 there were 6.3 per cent of 45 to 64 year olds who participated in publicly-funded 
VET (the rate was around 7 per cent between 2000 and 2003). Between 2000 and 2005 the 
participation rate for those aged 65 years and over was around 1 per cent. 
 
In 2005 Indigenous students, students with a disability and non-English speaking background 
students represented 4.2 per cent, 9.1 per cent and 17 per cent of the student population 
respectively. Mixed field programmes followed in turn by management and commerce, and 
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engineering and related technologies were the three most common courses undertaken by 
Indigenous students and those with a disability. Management and commerce, followed in turn by 
mixed field programmes and electronics and related technologies were the most common courses 
for non-English speakers. There were 12.1 per cent of Indigenous students compared to 18.5 per 
cent of students with a disability, and 28.4 per cent of non-English speakers who participated in 
Certificate IV and Diploma or Advanced Diploma programmes. Over 40 per cent of Indigenous 
students were in AQF Certificate I and II programmes compared to 31.6 per cent of students with a 
disability, and 23.9 per cent of non-English speakers.5 
 
In 2000 there were 15,200 overseas students undertaking a publicly-funded VET programme 
onshore. By 2002 this had increased to 17,400 and had remained around 17,000 for the following 
two years. In 2005 there were 17,200 overseas students in publicly-funded VET (DEST, 2006a). 
 
In 2003 there were 38 VET providers delivering mostly award courses (mainly in English) to a total 
of 18,302 students in 24 different countries (NCVER, 2006). The great majority (over three-
quarters) of these courses were also delivered in Australia. About a third of these courses were 
Diploma courses. Although there was a very slight decline in the number of providers and countries 
engaged in offshore provision in 2004, the number of students participating in these programmes 
increased to 23,286. There was also an increase in the number of award programmes being 
offered, and a decrease in the number of non-award courses being offered. Over three-quarters of 
the courses being offered offshore were also offered onshore. In 2003 well over half of the 
students participating in these programmes were from China.. A greater proportion of male 
students participate in offshore programmes. In 2003 and 2004 males accounted for 45 per cent of 
enrolments, females accounted for 29 per cent of enrolments in 2003, and 40 per cent of 
enrolments in 2004. 

 

Adult and community education (ACE) 

Adult and community education in Australia is extremely diverse but can generally be 
characterised as learning offered in community settings by not-for-profit organisations. ACE 
providers have been operating throughout Australia for over 100 years contributing to each 
individualôs personal, social and work-related learning as well as to a communityôs capacity to work 
together in the areas of workforce skills, economic development, and health and welfare. This 
broad range of outcomes is achieved because a defining feature of ACE is its focus on the learner 
(Bowman, 2003, p. 5). 

 
Across Australia around 1200 not-for-profit community-based organisations are currently providing 
adult learning programmes to over one million students in any one year. Of these 770 are 
registered training organisations (RTOs), which in 2005 provided formal VET training to 256,101 
students or 15.6 per cent of all VET students. In 2005 almost two-thirds (65.4 per cent) of ACE 
students were aged 30 years and over, with adults aged between 30 and 49 years representing the 
greatest proportion of students in ACE programmes over the last five years (Choy, Haukka and 
Keyes, 2006). In 2001 there were 48 per cent of ACE students in vocational ACE programmes. 

                                                 
5
 Just over a fifth undertook a mixed field programme, 16 per cent undertook a programme in management and commerce and 11.1 per 

cent were in engineering and related technologies field. In addition, 54.4 per cent were undertaking a Training Package based 
qualification. 28.4 per cent were in nationally accredited courses and 17.1 per cent were undertaking other courses, or non- 
accredited single subjects. Just over a quarter of students with a disability participated in mixed field programmes, followed by 15.8 
per cent in management and commerce programmes, and 11.2 per cent in engineering and related technologies. 46.3 per cent were 
involved in national Training Package qualifications, 29 per cent in nationally accredited courses, and 24.6 per cent in other courses 
and single non-accredited subjects. 21.9 per cent of non-English speakers had been involved in management and commerce, 21.5 
per cent in mixed field programmes and 16.8 per cent participated in society and culture programmes. 43.7 per cent had participated 
in nationally accredited training package qualifications, 34.7 per cent on accredited courses, and 21.6 per cent in other courses or 
single non-accredited subjects.  
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This increased to 53.6 per cent in 2003, and remained about the same in 2005. In 2001 and 2003 
14.2 per cent of total VET students were in vocational ACE programmes. In 2005 this had declined 
slightly to 12.2 per cent.  
 
Non-vocational ACE programmes are more popular with women who make up about two-thirds of 
the ACE student population. Of those students undertaking vocational ACE programmes, 64.3 per 
cent were aged 30 years and over, compared to 47.5 per cent in all vocational courses in Australia. 
Although students from capital cities make up the largest proportion of ACE participants, among 
the remaining groups it is students from other areas (rural, other metropolitan, remote) who take up 
more vocational ACE than non-vocational ACE. This has remained the case in 2001, 2002, 2003, 
and 2005.  
 
The ABS (2005) also reports that of all persons aged 15 to 69 years studying during 2005, 14 per 
cent were undertaking a course not leading to a qualification, including bridging courses, 
recreational and personal enrichment courses, as their only course of study. These students were 
more likely to be female (68 per cent) and in the older age groups (91 per cent aged 25 years and 
over). 

Participation in non-formal learning programmes 

It is recognised that there are also many non-institutional contexts for learning in Australia, for 
example in the workplace, in community participation, in museums and libraries and at home. This 
can be either non-formal or unaccredited (eg recreational courses) or informal. The ABS 
óEducation and Training Experienceô Survey of 2005 showed that in the 12 months before the 
survey, 5.3 million persons aged 15 to 69 years (of whom 54 per cent were male) completed one 
or more work-related training courses. Participation in non-formal learning programmes has 
increased for males and females from 2001-2005 (see figure 5). However, females were more 
likely than males to undertake training in formal learning programmes. 
 
Figure 5: Participation of males and females in non-school formal and non-formal learning 

programmes 2001-2005 
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005, Survey of Education and Training, Cat No. 1272.0 

 
 

1.1 b) What are the demographic changes (ageing population and migration) on 
participation in different sectors of education and training? 

 
Similar to many of its OECD comparator countries, Australiaôs population will be rapidly ageing 
over the next forty years.  The proportion of the population aged over 65 years is projected to 
double from 13 per cent in 2003-04 to 24.5 per cent in 2044-45.  The extent of ageing is expected 
to accelerate from now until 2012.  This has been brought about by increases in life expectancy 
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and to a lesser extent reduced fertility rates, with the post-war baby boomers delaying ageing in 
Australia and also making its onset more pronounced (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005).  The life 
expectancy of Australian women currently stands at around 83.8 years, and 77.8 years for males. 
By 2050-51 it is projected to increase to 88 years and 84.9 years respectively. This means that 
there has been an increase in life expectancy of almost 25 years for women and 23 years for men 
since 1901.  
 
In 2004 about 20 per cent of the Australian population was under 15 years. It is projected to 
decline slightly by 2025 and remain at this level by 2051. The proportion of working age Australians 
(that is those over the age of 15 years) is projected to significantly decline by 2050.  The proportion 
of Australians in the 60 years and over age group is projected to increase from about 16 per cent in 
2000 to 28.2 per cent in 2050 (see figure 6). 
 
Figure 6: Population projections for Australians 2000, 2025 and 2050 
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Source: Asia Development Bank óKey indicators 2002: Population and Human Resource Trends and Challenges, 
http://www.adb.org/Documents/Books/Key_Indicators/2002/ 

 

In the short term the proportion of mature age Australians (that is 45 years and over) is also 
projected to increase substantially. By 2010 it is projected to account for 49 per cent of the 
population (from 43 per cent in 1998). In 2000 the proportion of teenagers and young adults (15 
years to 24 years) accounted for just over an eighth of all Australians, and although it is projected 
to dip slightly by 2030 it is expected to remain steady.  
 
This changing demographic profile raises important questions about the continued supply of labour 
and skills. As the proportion of older people in the population increases there is the issue of 
whether or not they have access to skills and knowledge to help them maintain their competitive 
position in the labour market. In Australia labour force participation declines with increasing age 
with participation declining significantly for those over 55 years.  The ageing effect is only partly 
offset by a continuing trend for higher female participation in the labour force across the ages.  This 
raises the question about the preparedness and capacity of older people to continue to participate 
in the workforce, and the extent to which employers will appreciate the experience of older 
workers. As is common to most OECD countries, labour force participation rates are higher for 
Australians with higher levels of educational attainment and younger people are on average much 
better educated than older people (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006a).  Figure 7 shows that in 
2001, the average labour force participation rate of an Australian male (female) with a degree or 
higher was 14.2 (21) percentage points higher than for a person who had 10 years or less 
schooling.   
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Figure 7: Labour force participation by age and highest educational attainment, 2001 
 

 
Source:  ABS 2001 Population Census data 
 

It is projected that educational attainment levels will continue to increase.  The analysis of 
projected educational attainment rates suggests that by 2050, older people in the workforce will 
have higher average rates of educational attainment than younger workers as the current more 
highly educated younger cohort gets older and replaces those with lower attainment levels and as 
people continue to acquire education as they age (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). 
 
A better picture of the impact of an ageing population structure on education and training is gained 
by considering the dependency ratio. This is done by taking the number of younger Australians 
(between the ages of 0 - 14 years), and older Australians (that is, aged 65 years and older) as a 
percentage of those of working age (that is, 15-64 years). Figure 8 shows actual and projected 
dependency ratios for the period 1921 ï 2051 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). While those 
who would have traditionally retired at the age of 65 years, will comprise the greatest proportion of 
the population, the focus of the government will be more on ensuring adequate social rather than 
educational services.  
 
Currently what has driven employers and governments to implement skills recognition strategies 
for older and experienced workers is the need to address skill shortages. To this end State and 
Territory governments have implemented programmes to accelerate the completion of 
apprenticeships in the traditional trades. In that context the recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning has been especially pertinent. 
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Figure 8: Dependency ratio (proportion) for Australia and population shares 1921-2051 

 
Source: Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics (Australian Demographic Bulletins, 1921-1970); ABS (Australian Historical Population Statistics, 
Cat. No. 3105.0.65.001 table 19, 1971-2003), and Productivity Commission projections 2005 onwards.  All data at end June  
 

Net migration has had a significant impact on Australiaôs level of population. Currently net 
migration is estimated to contribute 50 per cent of Australiaôs annual rate of population growth of 
1.2 per cent. Due to Australiaôs immigration policy, migrants to Australia have generally been 
younger on average than resident Australians. In 2004-05 the proportion of immigrants in the 15 to 
44 year age group was 66 per cent of skilled entrants, 64 per cent of family entrants, and 52 per 
cent of humanitarian entrants. This compares with 44 per cent of the Australian born population in 
2001 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006a). 
 
However, the large and increasing net migrant intake over the past 50 years has only moderated 
population ageing as changes in immigration policy to address population ageing has been found 
to affect population numbers more than the age structure (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). 
Immigration policy has focused on skilled migration (see 1.1c) which will assist in reducing the 
pressures on public expenditure of ageing.  However, in view of population ageing being 
experienced in other OECD countries there may be increased international competition for skilled 
workers.  
 
 
 
1.1 c) Is there any evidence of national policy on migration (e.g. the low-skilled or high 

skilled) with respect to demographic change? 
 
The major objectives of current national migration policy are to address óeconomic development 
and labour market needs, as well as social, humanitarian, and international obligationsô 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2006a, p. 213).  
 
Nevertheless, migration flows have changed the demography of Australian society. Australia 
favours migrants between the ages of 18 and 45 years with applicants for the General Skilled 
Migration (GSM) scheme required to be under the age of 45 years. For many years migrants to 
Australia have been typically younger than the average resident population and, as previously 
noted, they have tended to slow down population ageing (Commonwealth of Australia, 2005). 
However, young adults who came to Australia after World War II and in the 1950s and 1960s are 
themselves now in their 70s and 80s.  
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The push for increasing places for skilled and experienced workers is mostly driven by the fact that 
Australia has been experiencing low levels of unemployment (COAG, 2006) and substantial skill 
shortages in industries which have had sustained levels of demand. In part this has masked the 
effects of an ageing population structure. Nevertheless, as post-World War II babies reach 
retirement, a gap will be left in the skills profile. That gap may need to be filled increasingly by 
people with skills acquired overseas. 
 
In order to encourage skilled migrants to regional areas experiencing skills shortages, the 
government has also opened up State and Territory specific migration schemes, including 
schemes for regional migration. In addition, DIMA6 has implemented arrangements for awarding 
more points if intending migrants choose designated regions as a destination point. International 
students who have been studying in a designated region will also receive extra points. In 2004-
2005 a total of 18,700 visas were granted under these schemes. Business migrants are also 
encouraged to go to the regions. The granting of both short-term and long-term visas signals a 
change in emphasis from permanent to temporary migrations especially for business and skilled 
migrants. However, many of these temporary visa holders go on to become permanent migrants. 
 
1.1 d) Describe any change of higher education institutional admission policies starting to 

practise recognition of non-formal and informal learning due to the demographic 
change 

 
Australian higher education institutions have had a policy of admitting students to courses 
regardless of age. Mature age entrance examinations have generally catered for those who have 
left school without formal qualifications but want to access higher education. Although policy 
makers are aware of the need to address population ageing, the main drivers to opening up the 
admission policies of higher education and VET institutions, are philosophical and economic as 
much as they are demographic.  In Australia, universities are self-accrediting institutions, and are 
responsible for determining their own admission policies and procedures. 
 
 

Component 1.2: Internationalisation 

Australia has always competed in global markets. Historically it has exported its considerable 
natural resources (such as agricultural products and minerals) and its communication technologies 
and related expertise, and imported manufactured goods, industrial technologies, professional, and 
trade skills and workers. Australian students and professionals have gone overseas either for 
further studies (with the Australian Government considering initiatives to increase the current rate) 
or for work, and young people have travelled abroad and to Australia for working holidays. 
Australia has also had a relatively long history of providing education to students from the Asia-
Pacific region.  
 
Over the last decade or so, improved living standards in many countries across the world have led 
to a widening of global demand for goods and services, and increased competition between 
advanced economies (including Australia) to meet this need. This has led to international mobility 
for Australian professionals and skilled workers, and increased export opportunities for the export 
of Australian education, health and financial services. Increasingly, Australian governments at both 
state and at the national level are demonstrating their belief that Australiaôs future must be one built 
on global participation and networks. Australian international education represents the fourth 
largest sector in Australian overseas trade. 
 
 

                                                 
6
 The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) is now called the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 
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1.2 a) Describe any national policy or current practices of recognition of non-formal and 

informal learning as part of integration strategies of migrant population (highly 
skilled, low skilled and refugees). 

 
Australian migration policy since World War II has evolved from one principally directed at large-
scale migration to stimulate post-war economic reconstruction (that is, importing workers for 
Australian manufacturing industries) to the present where it is mainly focussed on skilled migration 
(especially in regional Australia) but also has a combination of social and humanitarian objectives. 
To this end the current national policy aims to assist both skilled, unskilled and refugee migrants to 
integrate óreadily and rapidlyô into the Australian workforce and the Australian society 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2006b). Its major objectives are to ensure migrants who have 
overseas qualifications and skills can have these appropriately assessed, recognised and 
upgraded, and that those with low skills are able to access employment and access training 
(including English language training) to improve their opportunities in the labour market.  
 
Bearing this in mind, the key to successful integration of all migrantsðregardless of level of skill, 
occupational background or refugee statusðhinges on a mix of inter-related social, educational, 
and economic factors. Appropriate formal assessment and recognition of their skills and 
experience and the translation of this recognition into suitable jobs or training pathways are keys to 
the integration process. Access to settlement services which help migrants with job search 
activities, accommodation, health, and other issues are also crucial to the integration of migrants. 
Immediate access to work rights and social security benefits play a key role in the integration of 
skilled refugees. The operation of formal and informal community networks including ethnic 
organisations and volunteer support groups may also play a significant role in integration of 
migrants. Also important is community understanding and acceptance of their particular cultural 
characteristics. 

A highly structured recognition process 

The recognition of formal learning through a comprehensive system of pre-migration and post-
migration assessments (by specific assessing authorities) are the principal mechanisms for helping 
migrants integrate into the Australian labour market and society. In general pre-migration 
assessments only enable intending migrants to use evidence of formal learning in their trade and 
profession to acquire the required number of points to attain a visa. However, there are some 
exceptions where RPL processes apply in pre-migration assessments of professional 
qualifications, such as in community welfare work and ICT. Once in Australia, post-migration 
assessments enable migrants to attain certificates and licences required for regulated trades (for 
example, the Australian Recognised Trade Certificate, or Certificates of Competency awarded by 
different States and Territories) and registrations and licences for regulated professions. The 
attainment of such licences and registrations permit them to practice in their preferred occupations. 
This is the case also for highly skilled humanitarian and refugee migrants.  
 
In addition, individuals (including migrants of whatever skill level or visa group) who would like to 
enrol in a VET programme must be offered RPL. This can be used to acquire full VET 
qualifications or exemptions from parts of courses.  
 
The importance of RPL to the integration process hinges on the extent to which it enables migrants 
to get a job. However, in the long run, it is employers who will decide the extent to which they will 
use the recognition of non-formal and informal learning in their recruitment and hiring practices. 
These decisions will have a major impact on the success of any strategies for integration. The 
operation of employer-sponsored migration schemes and labour agreements enable employers to 
take the initiative in recruiting and hiring migrants. Having employers involved in these ways has 
been found to be a key factor in providing better labour market outcomes for migrants 
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(Commonwealth of Australia, 2006b). Better labour market outcomes contribute to successful 
integration. 
 
A comprehensive description of a highly structured approach to skilled migration and assessment 
of qualifications, skills and experience is provided in Appendix A. 

Practical strategies and practices for integration of highly skilled migrants 

The recognition of non-formal and informal learning on its own does not guarantee integration of 
highly skilled migrants. In many cases employers want to have evidence of local work experience. 
Different professional associations and State and Territory governments have implemented a 
variety of strategies to help highly skilled migrants find employment and so help their integration 
into Australian life. CPA Australia (the professional body for chartered accountants) has 
established transition to work programmes to help skilled migrants learn how to go about 
promoting their skills in interviews with employers or recruitment agencies. The programme will 
also provide communication skills training. The Victorian Government also funds work experience 
programmes for skilled migrants to help them obtain the local experience that is often preferred by 
employers. The Queensland Department of Education, Training and the Arts provides work 
placement programmes for unemployed migrant tradespersons and professionals. In Western 
Australia the Governmentôs Employment Directions Network funds the insurance required for 
migrants to be able to undertake work experience. It also provides them with some funds to cover 
the cost of transport to work. In New South Wales, the Skillmax Programme aims to help skilled 
migrants with job search skills and understand the culture of Australian workplaces.  
 
Mutual recognition processes that exist in registered occupations between States and Territories 
(under the Mutual Recognition Act of 1992) to recognise the registration and licensing 
requirements of another State and Territory are also used to help highly skilled workers integrate 
into Australian economic life. There are also similar mutual recognition arrangements in place for 
those intending to practice their occupation in New Zealand and vice versa under the Trans-
Tasman Mutual Recognition Arrangement (Commonwealth of Australia, 1997). 
 
Free assistance with skills recognition is also available. Occupational Qualification Units or their 
equivalents have been established in States and Territories to provide free assistance to migrants 
on skills recognition. In the main they assess the comparability of overseas qualifications to 
Australian qualifications and issue migrants with a statement to say that their qualifications are 
equivalent to a certain level of Australian qualification. Although they generally only assess formal 
qualifications they may also provide migrants with information on a range of skills recognition 
issues, and information on where and how to access English language training, bridging training 
and orientation programmes. They may also provide employment-related information, advocate 
and help migrants to present information to assessors and assessing authorities. In the main, 
information and advice is provided on an individualised basis. As such they perform an important 
referral service. 
 
The Skill Matching Database provided by the Australian Government Department of Immigration 
and Multicultural Affairs7 helps match skilled people, who have applied to migrate, with skilled 
vacancies and skill shortages in Australia. It contains the educational, employment and work 
details of skilled migrants and those who are interested in living and working in regional Australia. It 
is used by employers for employer-sponsored migration categories and by State and Territory 
governments. In cases where successful matches are made this helps to pave the way for 
employment which is a key to integration.  

                                                 
7
 The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) is now called the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 
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Support for skills recognition in South Australia 

In South Australia, the Skills Recognition Support Services (SRSS) provides a co-ordinated approach to the integration 
of skilled migrants and their spouses. It comprises the Overseas Qualifications Service (OQS), Migrant Employment 
Consultancy Service (MECS) and Settlement Orientation Service (SOS) in one location and acts as a one-stop shop for 
skilled migrants wanting to either get employment or enter further training. Migrants may attend general information 
sessions held regularly throughout the week and one-on-one consultations with officers from the different services. The 
OQS provides eligible migrants with formal statements to indicate that their qualifications are equivalent to a certain level 
of Australian qualification, and referral to appropriate professional, registration and licensing bodies, assessing 
authorities and employment-related programmes. For those whose qualifications are not easy to map to Australian 
qualifications the OQS refers them to Australian Education International-National Office of Overseas Skills Recognition 
(AEI-NOOSR) which provides official information and advice on the comparability of overseas qualifications with 
Australian qualifications

8
. The Migrant Employment Consultancy Services offers skilled migrants and their spouses (in 

defined general and regional skilled migrant visa categories) with advice and job search support
9
. SOS provides migrants 

with a range of useful local information. This includes information on health services, housing, transport, individual and 
family support, way of life in Australia (and especially South Australia), rights and obligations under the law

10
, education 

systems, money matters, and community organisations. 
 
Source: Information and material provided by Manager, Skills Recognition Support Services Unit, Department Further Education 
Employment Science and Technology, South Australia. 

 

Strategies for helping migrants with low skills and refugees 

Although individuals hoping to enter Australia as primary applicants in the skilled migration scheme 
must have a pre-migration assessment of their qualifications, skills and experience, there is no 
requirement for their family members or those on family or humanitarian or refugee visas to have a 
pre-migration skills assessment. However, once these visa groups arrive in Australia and want to 
work in regulated professions or trades they will also have to undergo assessment of their 
qualifications and skills. This may provide difficulties for humanitarian entrants who may not have 
been able to bring with them documentation of their qualifications, skills and work experience.  
 
One of the keys to integration of humanitarian and refugee groups with migrants with low skills is 
also the ability to access employment. However, their initial integration rests on their ability to 
access enough income for survival. In Australia those who are granted permanent protection visas 
onshore, or refugee and humanitarian visas offshore have the same rights as permanent residents. 
That is, they have rights to work and can become an Australian citizen within two years of arrival. 
Those on temporary protection visas also have rights to work. Bridging visas are allocated to 
individuals who are applying for protection visas. These bridging visas may also provide individuals 
with rights to work. Humanitarian entrants do not have to wait the mandatory two-year waiting 
period to access most social security benefits, and are able to access services of the Job 
Network11 which helps job seekers look for work. Nevertheless, the employment outcomes of 
recent humanitarian entrants from African countries (generally from Sudan, Liberia and Sierra 
Leone) are lower than for other groups.  
 
Migrant Resource Centres established in all States and Territories to provide assistance 
(particularly to humanitarian and refugee visa groups) also provide work experience programmes.  
 

                                                 
8
 see http://aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/QualificationsRecognition/default.htm 

9
 Including résumé and CV writing, accessing professional, para-professional trades and business areas, relevant employment and 

networking contacts, job search, current labour market information and training advice 

10
 Including getting a driverôs licence, police matters, legal rights in South Australia, and Local, State and Commonwealth governments 

11
 Job Network, an Australian Government initiative.is a national network of private and community organisations dedicated to finding 

jobs for unemployed people, particularly the long term unemployed. 

http://aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/QualificationsRecognition/default.htm
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1.2 b) Describe any national policies or higher education institutional approaches that are 
currently being taken to promote comparability/compatibility, visibility and 
portability of learning outcomes through non-formal and informal learning to 
promote cross-border mobility. 

VET sector 

The question of portability and comparability of learning outcomes and competencies acquired 
through formal, non-formal and informal learning to promote cross-border mobility has been a 
major focus in the VET sector, and addressed in relation to mobility across jurisdictions within 
Australia by the training reforms which commenced in the mid 1980s. Qualifications and 
statements of attainment awarded in the VET sector do not identify how, when or where a 
competency has been acquired. This means that RPL assessments are not differentiated in any 
way from assessments resulting from formal training.  
 
Although each provider may adopt separate systems for recording the progress and achievement 
of students, providers delivering publicly-funded VET programmes are required to record outcomes 
of any courses that have been acquired through RPL (according to the Australian Vocational 
Education and Training Management Information Statistical Standard [AVETMISS]12). At this stage 
it is only successful outcomes that are being recorded. From 2007 onwards, providers will also 
have to record whether an application for RPL has been granted or not granted. This means that 
providers will have to keep records of those who actually apply for RPL.  
 
The issue of cross-border mobility within Australia is also addressed in Standard 5 of the Australian 
Quality Training Framework13 Standards for Registered Training Organisations (RTOs)14, 
Standards for Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) states that the RTO policies and 
procedures must include a requirement that the RTO recognises the AQF qualifications and 
Statements of Attainment issued by any other RTOs. Standard 5 also requires information about 
this mutual recognition to be provided to clients and staff. 
 

Higher education sector  

The issue of cross border mobility affects the higher education sector in so much as their 
professional and academic qualifications are able to be transported to other jurisdictions within 
Australia and overseas. To date there is no indication on higher education testamurs of how the 
learning outcomes leading to the issuing of the qualification have been assessed. Nevertheless 
there are some institutions that require department heads to document records of exemptions and 
credits attained through non-formal and informal studies to the records of each individual student. 
These are then used to compile transcripts for students.  
 
The University of New South Wales (UNSW) has an innovative strategy to address this issue. 
From 2007 it will provide students with a record of a studentôs achievement outside of formal 
academic study. In 2007 it will provide students with a transcript supplement which recognises and 
records a student's other attainments, achievements or contributions over the duration of their 
enrolment. This would include volunteering and community services contributions, as well as other 
achievements which contribute to the óUNSW student experienceô.  

                                                 
12

 The Australian Vocational Education and Training Management Information Statistical Standard (AVETMISS) offers a nationally 

consistent standard for the collection and analysis of vocational education and training information throughout Australia. See 
www.ncver.edu.au/avetmiss 

13
 The AQTF provides a common foundation for the national recognition, consistency, quality and integrity of the VTE system 

14
 RTOs are training providers who have been registered by State and Territory registering bodies to deliver programmes leading to 
nationally recognised qualifications. 



 

 24 

 
All attainments will be evaluated to ensure an appropriate standard of participation has been met. 
UNSW believes that the supplementary transcript would be useful for employers in assuring the 
quality of skills developed by UNSW graduates as all programmes would be accredited by the 
University. It would also be beneficial for students in not having to justify activities on their 
curriculum vitae, as these would come with the seal and associated legitimacy of the university. 
The initiative would constitute an incentive for service providers to improve/maintain the quality of 
volunteering and community programmes offered at UNSW as a quality audit would be a 
requirement for inclusion on the transcript.  
 

University of New South Wales: Transcript supplement  

Examples of attainments, achievements or contributions for inclusion in the supplement include:  
 
Å Peer Mentoring  
Å Contact Volunteers  
Å Student tutors/leaders involved with supporting students with poor academic performance  
Å Student leaders supporting transition to UNSW and/or Residential College life 
Å UNSW Co-op Programme Scholars  
Å Sporting achievements such as the award of a University blue 
Å Significant participation in the University choir / orchestra / theatre/exhibitions etc 
Å Student Ambassadors 
Å Completion of ELISE (Enabling Library & Information Skills for Everyone)  
Å Faculty-specific attainments, e.g. Deanôs List, prizes and awards 
Å UNSW Source Volunteering programmes  
Å 0rientation-Week Coordinator or team Member,  
Å Shack Tutoring Volunteer  
Å Mosaic Fusion Forums Coordinator or Volunteer  
Å Learning the Lingo Coordinator or Leader  
Å Outback Assist Coordinator or Volunteer 
 
Source: Information provided by Senior Administrator, University of New South Wales 

 
Flinders University has also developed a mechanism for recording student learning in extra-
curricular activities (Hay, 2001). Students are encouraged to keep a Transferable Skills Portfolio 
which also details the learning they have acquired in extracurricular activities. The aim of the 
transferable skills portfolio is to provide students with an organised way for reflecting on, and 
documenting their skills and experience. This can then be used to help them prepare résumés and 
job applications, and participate in job interviews for paid or unpaid work (see Appendix B). 
 
Initiatives to promote international mobility 
 
As a signatory to the Lisbon Recognition Convention, Australia has an obligation to promote the 
widespread use of the Diploma Supplement by Australian tertiary institutions.  In 2002 and 2005 
DEST conducted pilot projects involving six Australian universities to determine the implications for 
Australian institutions in issuing Diploma Supplements.  In 2006, the Australian Government 
Minister for Education, Science and Training released a discussion paper, The Bologna Process 
and Australia: Next Steps15, which included information on the Diploma Supplement.  Responses 
to the paper from the higher education sector supported development of an Australian Diploma 
Supplement. 
 
A National Seminar on the Bologna Process was held at the Australian National University on 
7 September 2006, where the Minister announced Australian Government funding of up to AUD 
400,000 (EUR 240,785) would be provided to a consortium of universities to develop a single 
agreed template for an Australian Diploma Supplement.  The ultimate aim for an Australian 
Diploma Supplement will be to assist students and employers, both at home and abroad, in 

                                                 
15

 http://aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/GovernmentActivities/BolognaProcess/BolognaPaper_pdf.pdf 
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enabling Australian qualifications to be better recognised overseas and increase mobility.  The 
project to develop the Diploma Supplement is due to be completed by November 2007. 
 
In April 2006, Australia hosted the Asia-Pacific Education Ministersô Meeting in Brisbane16. The 
objective of the meeting was to agree on the type of actions in education and training that were 
required to:  
 

óstrengthen good relations in the region; and underpin its social and economic development, 
through the international mobility of students and research collaborationô. 

 
Ministers agreed to collaborate on four broad initiatives to foster and enable student and academic 
mobility and exchange, and to address barriers to these activities. These were: 
 
1. quality assurance frameworks for the region linked to international standards including online 

delivery of courses; 

2. recognition of educational and professional qualifications; 

3. common competency-based standards for teachers, particularly in science and mathematics; 
and  

4. development of common recognition of technical skills across the region in order to better meet 
the overall skills needs of the economic base of the region.  

 
A Senior Officialsô Working Group (SOWG), (currently chaired by Australia and supported by the 
Brisbane Communiqué17 Taskforce based in DEST) was established to further these initiatives. In 
preparing a work programme for furthering these goals, Ministers agreed that the SOWG was also 
to keep in mind future possibilities for compatibility with initiatives such as the European Bologna 
and Copenhagen processes. The SOWG will report back to Ministers in 12 months on 
achievements to date.  

 
The first of the SOWG meetings was held on 13th and 14th of November 2006 in Bangkok Thailand. 
 

                                                 
16

 The Asia Pacific Region includes 53 countries: Afghanistan, Australia, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Maldives, Pakistan, Palau, 
Thailand, Timor Leste, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Brunei, Cambodia, China, Cook Islands, Fiji, Hong Kong, Iran, Iraq, Japan, 
Jordan, Kiribati, Republic of Korea, Kuwait, Lebanon, Laos, Marshall Islands, Micronesia, Mongolia, Nauru, Nepal New Caledonia 
New Zealand, Niue, Oman, Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Qatar, Samoa, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Sri 
Lanka, Syria, Tonga, Turkey, Tuvalu, United Arab Emirates, Vanuatu, Vietnam, Yemen 

17
 http://aei.dest.gov.au/AEI/GovernmentActivities/BrisbaneCommuniqué/default.htm 
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Component 1.3: New ICT 

1.3 a) Provide any evidence of modularisation of learning and the new recording system 
opened up by new information and communication technologies to be fully used to 
promote credit transfer. 

 
Compartmentalising learning into units of competency (and modules) has been the major approach 
adopted in the Australian VET system which has implemented a competency-based assessment 
system. Here students must demonstrate ability to perform a competency in a realistic environment 
(that is, in the workplace or in a simulated setting). Knight (2006) believes that this requirement, 
combined with the extensive range of units of competence contained in national Training 
Packages, makes it difficult to develop standardised assessment tasks. However, some States and 
Territories have developed online support programmes to help students to complete RPL 
application processes. 
 
In the VET system Standard 4 of the Australian Quality Training Framework Standards for RTOs 
requires providers to have in place mechanisms to enable the retention, archiving and retrieval of 
student results. For nationally accredited VET training student management systems must be 
compliant with AVETMISS requirements. For all other types of training providers will have their 
own specific systems in place. Universities and other higher education institutions will determine 
the systems they will use for recording student information.  
 
The New South Wales public VET system has in place a state-wide recording and tracking system 
(the Student and Course Information System) which is accessible from any of the 170 campuses of 
TAFE NSW and includes information on student results. RPL is identified by a unique result code. 
The course information system contains information on the course, the unit, the date of the course, 
and all the units of competency. It is an enormous computerised system to facilitate recognition 
and credit transfer, including RPL. New South Wales is the largest state in Australia and has the 
largest enrolments. Victoria also plans to establish a state-wide system for tracking similar 
outcomes. 

Plans for a national Learner Identity Management Framework 

There is no single system for maintaining and sharing information on learner identity, participation, 
and outcomes in Australia. Generally, providers maintain their own specific student management 
and information systems. However, there are plans to develop nationally consistent learner identity 
and management arrangements in Australia. To this end all Australian governments funded the 
Australian Information and Communications Technology in Education Committee (AICTEC)18 to 
undertake a project to explore the feasibility of such a framework and to develop options for a 
cross-sectoral óLearner Identity Management Frameworkô (LIMF) (MCEETYA, 2006). The principal 
aim of the framework was to óprovide a trusted environment for the identification of learners, and 
the management and exchange of learner information across providers, sectors and jurisdictionsô 
(AICTEC, p 8). 
 
In terms of RPL a nationally consistent system will assist providers to establish the authenticity of 
evidence of prior learning, and help learners to more easily access records of their prior learning. 
Although there are definite administrative and social benefits that can be derived from the 
introduction of the LIMF, there are also significant challenges associated with public policy and 
privacy. The LIMF is also concerned with having in place mechanisms to address such issues.  
 

                                                 
18

AICTEC is a cross-sectoral advisory committee to the Ministerial Council of Education, Employment and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) on 
effective educational use of information and communications technology.   
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The Learner Identity Management Framework ð Charter of Principles  

1. Integrity and security 

Collectors and custodians of learner data will develop and make publicly available policies that demonstrate their 
commitment to maintaining the integrity and security of learner information.  
 
2. Identity resolution 

Custodians of learner data will put in place policies and procedure for verifying the identity of individual learners and for 
ensuring any data they transfer to or receive from other custodians relates to the learner in question and to no other 
person. 
 
3. Data management 

Custodians of learner data will develop their data collections with a view to achieving terminology, definitions and 
meanings that are consistent with those used by other custodians. 
  
4. Data Exchange 

Custodians of learner data will work towards achieving a common technical framework and language for transferring 
information across learner data repositories.  
 
5. Policies and procedures 

Custodians of learner data will establish and maintain robust policies and procedures for protecting the privacy of 
individual learners and for recording relevant consents. 
 
Source: AICTEC < http://www.aictec.edu.au/> 

 
Most jurisdictions have endorsed the Charter of Principles through MCEETYA and MCVTE.  Peak 
education and training organisations will be separately advised of the Charter. 
 
 
1.3 b) Provide a list of new qualifications that have been opened up by new information and 

communication technologies. Provide evidence, if any, that the certificates by the 
major industries carry more or equivalent currency in the labour market than 
academic qualifications. 

 
There are a great variety of formal qualifications available in secondary, VET, and higher education 
sectors which equip Australians to work in information and communications technology (ICT) 
occupations, or to use the new ICTs in other environments. There are also a variety of 
qualifications that have been opened up by the new ICTs themselves. In addition, there are 
specific industry qualifications also known as vendor qualifications which deal with ways for 
safeguarding, enabling and enhancing the new ICT environments in which many enterprises using 
ICTs operate.  
 
For example, the Australian Computer Society has endorsed the International Computer Driving 
Licence (ICDL) which is being used in 140 countries. The ICDL is designed for a person to 'drive' a 
computer with the same ease as they might drive a car. The ICDL is not a training course óbut 
rather a competency standard that is acknowledged through testingô. The aim of the ICDL is to 
raise the general level of competency in IT, improve productivity at work, reduce user support 
costs, enable employers to invest more efficiently in IT, and ensure that best practice and quality 
issues are understood and implemented.  
 
It must also be acknowledged that older qualifications will also have components which aim to 
prepare people to use the new ICTs in their particular fields. In addition, each of the specialisations 
will be updated to take into account advances in ICT. All industry sectors will have included new 
ways of working which have been enabled by the new ICTs, especially in building design, medicine 
and dentistry, radiography, construction and engineering. For example, traditional Bachelor of 
Applied Science degrees may include specialisations like: application programming, computational 
mathematics, embedded systems, games, graphics, and digital media, information systems and IT 
Management, multimedia design, network programming, security, system administration, web 
systems. In addition, there are dual degrees that enable students to undertake traditional 

http://www.aictec.edu.au/
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disciplines in combination with new ICT knowledge domains. For example, Flinders University in 
South Australia has a double degree qualification: the Bachelor of Information 
Technology/Bachelor of Laws and Legal Practice, to prepare professionals to work in an 
environment where there is an overlap between IT and law. The Information Technology degree 
includes subjects in artificial intelligence, operating systems, data mining and knowledge discovery, 
internet computing, interactive computer graphics. IT students can also take units associated with 
globalisation and commerce, screen media in a global world.  
 
There are also Certificate, Diploma and Advanced Diploma qualifications in Information 
Technology (with specialisations in specific fields) that have been developed for the ICT industry. 
Special fields are: e-business, e-learning development, e-security, network security, project 
management, multimedia, network management, programming, e-consumer, spatial information 
services, database design and development, multimedia integration, systems analysis and design, 
internetworking, websites, website administration, client support, programming, testing, and 
telesales. There are also qualifications in electro-technology and data communications, public 
safety (communications operations), ambulance communications, and information and library 
services.  
 
In addition specialist qualifications and accreditations including those available through Microsoft, 
Project Management Institute, IT infrastructure Library (ITIL), and CISCO that are available to 
Australian individuals and enterprises to help them develop, maintain and implement effective ICT 
strategies throughout all industry sectors. These are detailed in Appendix C. 

Employer evaluation of industry accreditation 

Research into the question of how much employers value industry accreditation is limited. 
However, there is high demand for some of the qualifications.  Although in some cases vendor 
qualifications can be used to satisfy requirements of AQF qualifications, there are many 
programmes that stand outside the framework.  Overall employers value qualifications which are 
relevant to them and the skills needs of their organisation.  Blythe and Bowman (2005) found that 
employers valued qualifications as a tool for screening applicants; in meeting compliance 
requirements, such as for jobs in the trades and professions requiring registration and licensing; 
and in providing career development for existing workers in promoting a learning culture and to 
increase morale.  Research has found that big businesses or enterprises in traditional industry 
areas (such as manufacturing) tend to value qualifications more than employers in small business 
and enterprises in new, emerging industries (such as IT).  The use of qualifications also tends to 
apply more to professional, managerial and clerical employees.  Employersô views and practices 
are found to differ, in that while they may indicate that qualifications are not important, evidence 
shows that employers are more likely to take on employees with qualifications, and also to pay 
them higher wages.  Higher qualified workers spend less time in unemployment and find it easier 
to find a job. Fifty-two per cent of university graduates have found a job within four months of 
graduation (DEST, 2006b). 
 
Nevertheless, a study of the extent to which ICT qualifications and other factors influenced the 
hiring decisions of employers in Australia (Diversiti, 2006) provides some indication of how 
employers value formal qualifications gained in the various educational sectors over those 
obtained through vendor training. Seventy-seven per cent of employers rated a Bachelor degree as 
having a high or very high influence on their hiring decisions with the two most preferred ICT 
degrees (by 75 per cent of respondents) being the Bachelor of Information Technology or a 
combined Information Technology and Business degree. A Bachelor of Computer Science was the 
third most preferred qualification. VET qualifications were not as highly regarded. Just over half of 
employers rated certification or vendor product accreditation as having a major influence on their 
hiring decisions. These were especially valued if they were relevant to a candidateôs skill base. 
Microsoft, project management or ITIL certification and accreditation were most well known and 
were felt to provide advantages for candidates. Sixty per cent of small business employers rated 
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vendor qualifications as having a high influence on their hiring decisions. Nevertheless, employers 
generally tended to use qualifications as an initial screening device and then considered the 
personal traits and attributes of candidates for final selection. Employers also considered previous 
experience, technical expertise, and knowledge of the job to be done. 
 
 
1.3 c) Describe current national policies or practices of e-portfolio as a tool to record 

learning outcomes or ólearning assetsô? What have been achieved and what have 
been challenges. 

 
In addition to the LIMF mentioned in 1.3 a, the Australian Flexible Learning Framework19 is a 
national government strategy that deals with e-learning skills, professional development 
opportunities, resources and support networks óto meet todayôs increasingly technology driven 
learning environmentô, and as such will also deal with e-portfolios.  
 
E-portfolios are being used to some extent in various higher education, VET, and adult and 
community education institutions and in industry to record and store information on individualsô 
achievements. The aim of these e-portfolios is to help students, unemployed people, volunteers, 
and workers record their experience and achievements using digital technologies (including 
photographs, video footage, music, sound and text). These can then be used to provide evidence 
of experience and achievement to prospective employers, or to educational institutions for 
admission and assessment purposes. 
 
Examples include: 

¶ myfuture.edu.au ï a joint Australian, State and Territory government sponsored online 
career exploration service which helps people explore their skills and interests, identify their 
career ideas, develop a career plan, and research options for further study or training. 
myfuture has a particular emphasis on 16 to 24 year old students. 

¶ E-portfolio for employability skills20 ï DEST is funding a trial website for an e-portfolio or 
skills portfolio database and tool that will allow people to easily record their academic, 
vocational and employability skills to support job applications, career planning, and entry 
into further education and training. It will also assist school graduates to document their 
academic and vocational training and employability skills gained through community 
activities, and assist mature-age people to document their skills against the eight 
employability skills21. 

¶ Electronic Skills Passports used for recording achievement of students and apprentices in 
the printing industry. 

¶ Résumé Builder used to develop résumés by Australian Government Department of 
Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR) for all job seekers. 

¶ Skillsbase used for students in Victoria. 

¶ Skills Mentor used for students entering the Information Technology industry. 

¶ Skills Passport used for students and job seekers within the sport and recreation industry, 
and young people working for Volunteering NSW. 

¶ Vocational Profile for clients of individual Job Network Provider clients. 

¶ Transferable Skills Portfolio for students from Flinders University (refer 1.2b). 

¶ Your Skills Portfolio for students at Victoria University (this includes a résumé maker, and 
focuses on the core graduate skills). 

                                                 
19

 See http://www.flexiblelearning.net.au 

20
 http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/training_skills/policy_issues/es/ 

21
 See http://wwweducationau.edu.au 
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¶ E-portfolio for students at the TAFE Virtual Campus22. 
 
The main challenges for the development and implementation of óe-portfoliosô in Australia is getting 
a system in place to meet a wide range of stakeholder needs and expectations. Other major 
challenges are to make sure that interoperability and standards are maintained in an increasingly 
interconnected ICT environment. This means that systems must be able to talk to each other, and 
to enable users to enter and attach data to the e-portfolio easily and effectively. It also means that 
enough storage space must be made available to satisfy the needs of all Australians wanting to 
make use of such schemes. There are also issues about the privacy and security of information. 
 
 

Component 1.4: Economic developments and skills shortage/mismatch 

1.4 a) Describe any legal framework, policy, programmes, research that address the issue 
of recognition of skills, experience and knowledge within the framework of human 
capital with respect to the economic developments or labour force issues. Are there 
any specific policies at the regional level concerning such as óRegional 
Developmentô and óLearning Regionsô? 

 
The Workforce Tomorrow report, released in November 2005 by the Australian Government 
Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations, showed that Australia faces a potential shortfall 
of 195,000 workers in five yearsô time as a result of population ageing. The projections were 
conducted by the Centre of Policy Studies at Monash University and show that while the effects of 
population ageing will vary substantially across industries, occupations and regions over the next 
five years, most firms are likely to be adversely affected and will have to tailor their responses to 
their differing circumstances. 
 
In response to the changing nature of the workforce and to specific skills shortages, in early 2006 
COAG launched a National Reform Agenda which included a focus on human capital. An agreed 
priority of the initiative is to óincrease the proportion of adults who have the skills and qualifications 
needed to enjoy active and productive working livesô. 
 
Further to this, in October 2006 the Prime Minister announced the Australian Government would 
spend AUD 837 million (EUR 504,million) over five years to respond to demands from employers 
for a higher level of skills, a broader range of skills and more frequent updating of skills. As part of 
this Skills for the Future package, from January 2007, eligible people aged 25 years and over will 
receive a voucher for up to AUD 3,000 (EUR 1,806) to complete Year 12 or enrol in a vocational 
Certificate II course. Those able to apply include: 

¶ unskilled workers wishing to acquire qualifications; 

¶ income support recipients; 

¶ unemployed job seekers in receipt of income support and participating in the Job Network 
who are undertaking active job search; and 

¶ people not in the labour force, either voluntarily or because of carer responsibilities, who 
intend to seek work after achieving their qualification. 

 
Those RTOs approved to administer the scheme will be required to assist people make the right 
choices about the most appropriate training courses and to offer a recognition of prior learning 
assessment to all students. 

                                                 
22

 The TAFE VC (Virtual Campus) site provides students with a manual which describes the e-portfolio system that TAFE VC students 
can use. The e-portfolio is described as a free, open source Content Management System, which aims to allow óeasy creation, 
publishing and retrieval of content to meet business needsô (TAFE VC, 2006, p3). The manual then provides students with step-by-step 
guidelines about how users can create, publish and retrieve information from their e-portfolios.  
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As part of its response to the COAG request for advice on future reforms in the VET sector, the 
Ministerial Council for Vocational and Technical Education (MCVTE) recognises that Australia 
faces a substantial structural mismatch between the skills of the workforce and the needs of the 
economy. Research commissioned by MCVTE indicates there may be a shortfall of up to 240,000 
qualified workers in Australia by 2016 without investment to increase the capacity of, and reform to, 
the training system to increase participation in vocational education and training.23 

This presents a two-fold challenge confronting the nationôs training system over the coming 
decade: the need to deliver significantly more high-level qualifications to meet the skill needs of the 
Australian economy; and increasing education and training opportunities for adults with no formal 
qualifications to improve their employment prospects. At the same time the training system will also 
need to maintain the systemôs core delivery (including the areas of trades training in skill need 
areas) especially to replace workers with these qualifications retiring from occupations. 

To meet these challenges will require transformational change to the current system: to create a 
thriving training market where providers are ready and able to adapt to the changing needs of 
Australian industry, where learners and employers are able to make informed choices in terms of 
the training they require and the best training providers to deliver that training for them, and where 
the training which learners receive provides them with the job relevant skills they need both today 
and into the future. 
 
COAG is also working to address the supply of skilled labour to industries and regions by sharing 
labour market information so as to better understand the extent and location of skills shortages 
(COAG Communiqué, February 2006) and through regional migration programmes. The Regional 
Sponsored Migration Scheme helps employers in regional Australia to fill skilled positions that they 
cannot fill with local labour. The Australian Government is also addressing skill shortages 
(especially prevalent but not confined to regional areas) with its National Skills Shortages Strategy 
(see 1.4 b). 

Learning Regions 

The Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) (now subsumed into the Department of 
Education, Science and Training) funded the development of 12 learning communities in 12 rural 
communities in New South Wales, Queensland, Tasmania, Victoria, South Australia, and Western 
Australia24. The Victorian Government has funded the development in regional Victoria of óLearning 
Townsô and more recently of ólearning regionsô in metropolitan Melbourne. The fundamental aim of 
these initiatives is to provide access to learning pathways for all members of the community and to 
foster ócreativity, enterprise and innovationô (Global Learning Services, 2003). Typically a learning 
town, region or community is comprised of networks based on partnerships between government 
agencies, district councils, community organisations, education and training institutions and 
business and industry. Each of the partners provides either access to buildings, expertise or 
funding. Often a learning region is set up to redress issues of remoteness and associated 
economic and social disadvantage. The adult and community education sector has been active in 
this area. Its peak body, Adult Learning Australia (ALA) was involved in the inception of the 
Australian Learning Communities Network (ALCN) in 2000, which now has 40 members around 
the country25. Appendix D provides some examples of the activities of different learning regions. 
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 Shah C and Burke G, 2006, The future labour market and qualifications in Australia, Report prepared for the National 

Training Reform Taskforce, Centre for the Economics of Education and Training (CEET), Monash University ï ACER, 
Melbourne, Australia 

 

24
 Newcastle (NSW), Deniliquin (NSW) Toowoomba (QLD), Launceston (TAS), Southern Grampians (VIC), Port Augusta (SA), Port Pirie 
(SA), Copper Coast (SA), Ceduna (SA), Peel region (WA) 

25
 See http://www lcc.edu.au 
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1.4 b) Describe overall skills mismatch/shortage situation in your country. Do you have any 
economic policies that address the issue of skills shortage or skills mismatch? In what 
sectors/industries has the issue been most conspicuous? 
 
The National Skills Shortages Strategy investigates the issues of skills shortages and addresses 
barriers to training, especially for the traditional trades. It includes innovative projects to explore 
ways of increasing the skilled workforce and to examine skills needs on a regional basis; labour 
market forecasting; and mechanisms to increase communication across the sectors26. 
 
DEWR monitors occupational developments and assesses whether skill shortages exist for 
particular occupations. It has adopted definitions, based on concepts used in the United Kingdom, 
to distinguish between óskill shortagesô and óskill gapsô. Skill shortages exist when employers are 
unable to fill vacancies for an occupation generally involving skills that require a significant period 
of training and/or experience. Skill gaps occur where existing employees do not have the required 
qualifications, experience and/or specialised skills to meet the firmôs skill needs for an occupation. 
Skill gaps do not simply relate to formal qualifications. Employees in an occupation may have the 
necessary vocational qualifications for the occupation, but not the specialised knowledge, skills 
and experience needed to adapt to new technology and new methods of working. This definitional 
split helps to clarify the causes of skill shortages and to develop well-targeted strategies to address 
these. (DEST, 2002, p.3) 
 
Skill shortages are especially significant in a number of health professions, and traditional trade 
areas. According to Toner (2005) sustained levels of output by industries employing the traditional 
trades (mining, construction, manufacturing, and tourism) have been a major cause of increasing 
skill shortages. In addition, the recent resources boom fuelled by increased demand for minerals 
resources, particularly by China, has led to increased demand for traditional trade skills. DEWR 
maintains a skilled vacancy index (see figure 9) which indicates the extent of skill shortages in the 
professions, associate professions and in the trades over time. The Migration Occupations in 
Demand List (MODL) lists occupations identified by DEWR as being in national demand and with 
sustained employment prospects. Associated with each of these occupations are points that will be 
used for skilled migration visa approval processes27. 
 

                                                 
26

 See http://www.getatrade.gov.au 

27
 See http://www.immi.gov.au/skilled/general-skilled-migration/skilled-occupations/occupations-in-demand.htm 
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Figure 9: Skilled vacancies index, for Total Professional, Associate Professionals and Trades, 1986-
2006 
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Source: Historical Skilled Vacancy Index Data, Skilled Vacancy Report, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, 
September 2006 

 
 
The policy response to addressing skill shortage issues has been to encourage skilled migration 
and the recognition of prior learning of those with relevant skills and experience to fast track the 
completion of training programmes. 
 
In February 2006, COAG agreed that all RTOs and assessment centres in receipt of public funding 
will have a contractual obligation to offer all workers entering training a quick and simple process to 
recognise their existing skills. It aimed to implement this process by January 2007 so that workers 
do not have to repeat skills or undertake training for skills they have already acquired on-the-job 
(COAG, 2006). 
 
COAG has also agreed to establish by 2008 a single accreditation scheme for the education and 
training of health professionals, and by December 2006 a national process for the assessment of 
overseas-trained doctors.  
 
 
1.4 c) Provide any evidence of increasing or decreasing economic and social disparities in 

your country (e.g. poverty rate such as gini-co-efficiency) among certain groups (low 
skilled, immigrants, youth, older workers, etc.). Provide also, if any, relevant 
documents addressing policies issues (economic, social, labour market, etc.) that 
account for such trends. 

Increasing disparities and risk of economic and social disadvantage 

The groups that are most likely to be at risk of economic and social disadvantage are Indigenous 
Australians, long-term unemployed, sole parent families, young people in low income households, 
and households whose main source of income are government pensions (ACOSS, 2003; ABS, 
2006). For example, compared to other Australians, Indigenous Australians have significantly lower 
rates of life expectancy at birth, school retention, and median income and higher rates of 
unemployment. Of those receiving government pensions it was sole parents and young people, 
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followed by those on disability pensions that suffered most disadvantage. In addition, the longer 
the term of unemployment the more likely the individual will be at risk of experiencing poverty.  

Gini co-efficients  

In terms of disposable income for households the gini co-efficient in 1994-95 stood at .302. By 
2003-2004 it had marginally declined to .294 (ABS, 2006).  
 
Table 7: Gini co-efficients for different measures of income earned 

 1994-95 1995-96 1996-97 1997-98 1999-
2000 

2000-01 2001-02 2002-03 

Equivalised disposable 
household weekly 
income 

.302 .296 .292 .303 .310 .311 .309 .294 

Annual income .302 .302 .307 .312 .313    

Unadjusted household 
income 

.377 .369 .368 .374 .380 .380   

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Household Income & Income Distribution Australia 2003-04, Cat. no. 6523.0; Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, Australian Social Trends, 2006, Cat. no. 4102.0; Australian Bureau of Statistics, Measures of Australiaôs Progress, 2004, 
Cat. no. 1370.0; Saunders, 2003. 

 

Recent government initiatives to address disadvantage  

COAG agreed in 2006 to implement reforms aimed at raising the human capital of Australians, and 
especially of groups experiencing high levels of disadvantage in the community. The reforms were 
aimed at significantly improving the proportion of:  

¶ children who are born healthy and acquire the basic skills of literacy and numeracy and 
closing the gap in this regard between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children; 

¶ young people meeting the basic standards of literacy and numeracy, attaining increased 
levels of overall achievement, and making a smooth transition to work and further study; 
and 

¶ adults who have the skills and qualifications needed to enjoy active and productive working 
lives. 

 
They also included aims for increasing overall workforce participation with a particular focus on 
target groups and access to flexible working arrangements to meet the needs of individuals and 
the economy. COAG also agreed that a ólong-term generational commitmentô was needed to 
address Indigenous disadvantage. It agreed to establish a working group to develop a detailed 
proposal for generational change including specific, practical proposals for reform which reflect the 
diversity of situations in Australia.  

 
The Australian Government Budget for 2005-06 introduced from 1 July 2006 a comprehensive 
reform of the welfare system for working-age Australians called Welfare to Work. As part of the 
Governmentôs broader response to demographic change, its goals are to lift workforce participation 
and reduce welfare dependency, while maintaining a strong safety net for those who need it. The 
scheme is premised on the fact that many welfare recipients are able to work part-time. It 
encourages self-reliance.  
 
The Australian Government has committed AUD 3.6 billion (EUR 2 billion) over five years to help 
parents on welfare, people with disabilities, the long-term unemployed and mature age job seekers 
to move from welfare to work. One aspect of the package recognises that some of these people 
will need further education or training before being able to seek a job and so commits funds for an 
extra 12,300 vocational education and training places, at a cost of AUD 43 million (EUR 26 million) 
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over three years. The Australian Governmentôs Language, Literacy and Numeracy Programme 
was also recently expanded by 2,900 places28. 
 
 
1.4 d) Provide data, if any, which points to the recognition of non-formal and informal 

learning as a way of re-distributing human capital and solve the issue of skills mismatch 
and skills shortage and, therefore, a way to drive economic development. 

 
RPL is especially pertinent in the current climate of skill shortages, particularly in the traditional 
trades, where the main approach has been to recruit to apprenticeship programmes existing 
workers (for example, trades assistants who do not have the necessary qualifications, or other 
workers who have the work and life experience expected in an occupation). Typically these 
workers are provided with RPL assessments which are also used to identify areas for gap training.  
 
Non-trade programmes have also applied RPL strategies to qualify workers. This is especially the 
case in community services like childcare and aged care. Childcare programmes in South Australia 
and New South Wales have also applied the fast-track approach by using RPL assessments for 
existing workers with experience. The major drivers of some of this RPL activity in these industries 
is to ensure that workers in childcare, aged care and community care occupations have the 
necessary qualifications to meet government compliance legislation. 
 
The proportion of VET students who gained some RPL increased from 2.4 per cent in 1995 to 4.2 
per cent in 2002. By 2004 there were 3.6 per cent of VET students who had been granted some 
RPL. 
 
In 2005 the Northern Territory, followed by New South Wales displayed significantly higher 
proportions of RPL outcomes for VET students than did the other states. However, the ACT 
displayed a higher overall proportion of RPL outcomes for students than the other states. 

 
Figure 10: State/Territory variations in student RPL outcomes in publicly-funded VET 2005 
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Source: NCVER, National VET provider collection, unpublished data. 
Note: This graph does not include the small number of RPL outcomes for other programmes 
 

In 2000 RPL was obtained by 3.6 per cent of students overall in VET (Bateman & Knight, 2001). 
Fields of study which had higher than average numbers of students with RPL were óeducationô (8.4 
per cent), óveterinary science and animal careô (8.3 per cent), óhealth and community servicesô (6.6 

                                                 
28

 See http://www.budget.gov.au/2005-06/overview2/html/welfare_13.htm 
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per cent), óscienceô (4.5 per cent), and óengineering and surveyingô (4.8 per cent). However, 
óservices, hospitality and transportationô which accounted for 16.7 per cent of students, was below 
the average rate of 3.6 per cent. 
 
The uptake of RPL levels is greater in higher VET level qualifications than for lower qualification 
levels (see table 8), and for higher age groups. Firstly, higher qualifications comprise higher 
numbers of units of competency, and this increases the opportunities for RPL assessments. They 
also comprise more complex units of competency which also increases potential for RPL. Naturally 
older age groups have also had a longer time to accumulate knowledge through life experience 
and work.  
 

Table 8: Proportion of students granted RPL in publicly-funded VET, by qualification level and age, 
2001 to 2005 

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 

Qualification levels      

Diploma & above 10.1 11.0 10.5 10.0 8.9 

Certificate III & above 6.3 6.7 6.6 5.5 6.3 

Certificate I & II 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.8 2.2 

Other programmes  .7 .6 .4 .3 0.4 

Age Groups       

15-19 years 2.1 2.5 2.3 2.1 2.0 

20-24 years 4.6 4.7 4.5 4.2 3.7 

25-39 years 5.0 5.1 4.8 4.4 4.5 

40-64 years 4.3 4.7 4.5 4.1 4.4 

Other including age 
unknown 

1.4 1.4 1.0 1.0 
0.9 

All students per cent 4.0 4.2 3.9 3.6 3.6 

All students 1679.2 1.682.9 1.717.8 1.595.2 1641.3 

Source: Australian vocational education and training statistics: National 2001-2005 VET provider collections, unpublished statistics 

 
The limitation with this RPL data is it masks the considerable extent of RPL that happens in the 
modules themselves. That is, it is not unusual for students to be given RPL for components of a 
particular unit of competency. As AVETMISS reports only on the achievement of units of 
competency in their entirety, this does not account for all the RPL that may be occurring.  
 
The Student Outcomes Survey (SOS) which reports on the experiences of those who complete full 
qualifications (graduates), as well as those who complete modules only (module completers) can 
be used to get some understanding of the extent of partial RPL. In 2005 around a third of all 
graduates across all reported age groups said they had been given some exemptions through 
RPL, with those in the older age groups being more likely to report RPL exemptions. A far lower 
proportion of 2005 module completers reported this to be the case for them, with those in the 15 ï 
24 year age group more likely to report RPL than those in older age groups. This pattern of RPL 
uptake has been similar between 2003 and 2005 (see table 9). 
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Table 9: Proportion of graduates and module completers who received some recognition for prior 
learning by age, 2003 to 2005 

  2003 2004 2005 

    Graduates Module 
completers 

Graduates Module 
completers 

Graduates Module 
completers 

   per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent 

Age 15-24 29 21 31 21 29 19 

  25-44 38 21 37 19 33 15 

  45+ 39 17 39 13 31 13 

Source: NCVER, Students Outcomes Survey, 2005, Unpublished statistics. 

 
Recent changes to AVETMISS will require RTOs to record whether assessments undertaken via 
RPL or recognition of current competencies (RCC) resulted in the application for RPL or RCC 
being granted or not granted which will provide a more complete picture of RPL activity.  
 
The Survey of Education and Training (SET) conducted by the ABS (2006) can also be used to 
indicate why individuals choose to undertake recognition processes. The main reasons are job 
related. Individuals who undertake RPL do so to gain a job, a promotion in a job, or to move into a 
better job, or a different career. Others did so for personal development reasons and to move into 
further study. 
 
Table 10: Number and proportion of RPL participants by reason for seeking RPL 2005 

Reasons for seeking RPL Number  Proportion 

Job related reasons 369100 82.4 

Personal 57849 12.9 

To get into further study 13954 3.1 

Other 7215 1.6 

Total 448118 100.0 

Source: ABS, 2006, Survey of Education and Training, unpublished data, Cat. no. 6278.0 

 
Length and quality of experience is also assessed by professional associations when awarding 
professional certifications. 
 
Table 11 indicates that the uptake of RPL for higher education students has decreased over the 
last five years or so. In 2001, 3.6 per cent of Bachelor degree students had obtained recognition for 
non-formal learning; by 2005 this had reduced to 2.7 per cent. Similarly, where 8.2 per cent of 
postgraduate students had received RPL in 2001, this had reduced to 5.1 per cent in 2005. 
 
Table 11: RPL received by students enrolled in higher education qualifications 2001-2005 

(proportion) 

Qualification level 2001 2005 

Postgraduate degree 8.2 5.1 

Graduate Certificate/Graduate Diploma (post graduate 
degree) 8.8 6.8 

Bachelor degree 3.6 2.7 

Source: ABS, Survey of Education and Training and Information Technology, 2001, and Survey of Education and Training, 2005, cat 
6278.0 
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Addressing skill shortages through RPL in the Western Australian (WA) Police Service 

The WA Police Department has in place a policy for the recognition of prior learning of members and applicants (WA 
Police, 2006). It includes arrangements for recognising prior service and prior learning in informal training sessions. It 
states: 
 
1. Prior policing service for members, re-engagees and applicants will be recognised on the basis of completed year/s 
and month/s (that is, one completed year and/or month/s of prior policing service with this Agency or another police 
jurisdiction (worldwide) will now equate to one year and/or month/s of service with the WA Policeô) 
 
2. Recognition of prior learning (including informal learning) will be assessed against national training competency 
standards where applicable. 
 
Source: Western Australia Police Service < http://www.stepforward.wa.gov.au/direct_entry_applicant.php > (viewed Oct 2006) 

Student preferences 

Not all students who are eligible take advantage of RPL. There are those who want to start 
subjects from the beginning and do not mind if they duplicate already developed skills and 
knowledge. The RPL coordinator at the TAFE SA Regency campus stated ówe provide students 
with information about RPL, but most people want to do it (the learning) all againô. Cameron (2004) 
suggests that RPL may not be relevant to students who have not long been in the paid workforce 
and those who have not engaged in formal learning for a long time. However, Cameron notes that 
óit is younger students who are more savvy about RPL and seek short cutsô (p2).  

Government initiatives 

In 2003 the Department of Employment and Training in Queensland established its commitment to 
improving the quality and rate of RPL provision in Queensland. Its vision was to see óQueensland 
VET and industry confidently embracing user friendly, holistic recognition of prior learning as a 
valuable part of the skill formation strategies for credentialling and access in life-long learningô. 
 
It set up an action plan with identified timelines for:  

¶ improving the monitoring of RPL within publicly-funded provision through clearer advice 
about reporting (deadline September 2003); 

¶ increasing expectations of RPL through contract and resource agreement information; 

¶ working towards a clear understanding of RPL assessment between audit and delivery 
functions through workshops, fact sheets and enabling resources; 

¶ working towards removing disincentives to quality RPL funding mechanisms; 

¶ monitoring, documenting and modelling RPL processes and supporting mechanisms with 
industry strategies; 

¶ implementing the development of up-front RPL processes and organisational arrangements 
through a coordinated state-wide RPL pilot in three distinctive industry areas in 
Queensland; and  

¶ promoting RPL to employers and individuals through a coordinated campaign. 
 
The action plan culminated in the establishment of RPL pilots as planned in 2005.  
 

http://www.stepforward.wa.gov.au/direct_entry_applicant.php
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1.4 e) Provide data, if any, if there has been any study that points to a certain group that 

would benefit most from the recognition system for their skills (e.g. retirees, older 
workers, women, immigrants (highly- skilled or low-skilled), part-time workers, 
unemployed youth, etc.). 

 
There are currently no empirical studies that have investigated the extent to which certain groups 
have benefited from RPL in comparison with other groups. Nevertheless, Australian researchers 
have looked at how RPL has been applied with specific groups, in particular mature age workers. 
 
The Australian Government Department of Education, Science and Training funded two projects, 
Securing Success (2003) and Furthering Success (interim report 2003), to gain an understanding 
of the forces influencing education, training and employment pathways for older disadvantaged 
workers across Australia. These studies found that older job seekers needed support to identify 
opportunities for training and work and to understand the scope of their existing skills. 
 
ALA conducted a feasibility study in 2003, which considered how an individual learning audit 
process might assist mature-aged unemployed job seekers make productive learning choices. It 
found that for such an audit, which primarily involved identifying informal learning, to be helpful 
there needed to be a greater awareness within job matching agencies, of the diverse range of 
learning people undertook throughout their lives (Cross and Brennan, ALA, 2003)  
 
Cameron has investigated the extent to which RPL processes are demanded or adequate for 
mature-aged job seekers (Cameron, 2004) and has found little support for the commonly held view 
that RPL will especially help mature aged job seekers without formal qualifications. Cameron found 
that RPL as it was currently applied by many providers lacked relevance for this group of clients. 
This was mainly because as a group mature-aged job seekers with little formal qualifications often 
lacked the confidence and self esteem to value the knowledge and experience they already had. 
They also needed to build their confidence by returning to learning and reflecting on their 
knowledge and experience so that they could prepare résumés and job applications which made 
best use of their work and training histories. They also needed to gain new skills and the 
confidence to talk about their skills and experience with potential employers in interviews for jobs. 
Nevertheless, Cameron did come across innovative ways to engage older people, noting that this 
required a skilled assessor and considerable time and effort. 

RPL uptake in equity groups 

RPL uptake is lower among óequity groupsô, with students with a disability, and Indigenous 
Australians accounting for less RPL enrolments than other students. In contrast those of non-
English speaking backgrounds were about equally likely to obtain RPL (Bateman & Knight, 2001). 
Around 1000 Indigenous students were granted RPL each year between 2001 and 2005. This 
represented between 2 - 2.4 per cent of all Indigenous students in VET for those years. 
 
The reasons for these lower levels of uptake may be that students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds may not have been able to acquire the skills and knowledge to present for RPL 
assessment. Another reason may be that the application processes are reasonably complex to 
complete. According to Wheelahan et al. (2003) the óparadox of RPLô is that making a claim for 
non-formal or informal learning requires high levels of knowledge that is usually acquired in formal 
education and training. 
 
Information from the Student Outcomes Survey (NCVER 2006) indicated students from equity 
groups were more likely to report RPL exemptions than the total VET student population (see table 
12). 
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Just over a third of graduates who spoke a language other than English at home received some 
RPL exemptions for each for the years 2003, 2004, and 2005. For module completers this was 
lower, and ranged from around a fifth to well over a quarter of students. A similar pattern was 
obtained for Indigenous students and students with a disability. However, RPL exemptions were 
less frequently reported for module completers with a disability.  
 
 
Table 12: RPL exemptions for VET students from disadvantaged backgrounds 

 2003 2004 2005 

 
Graduates 

Module 
completers 

Graduates Module 
completers 

Graduates Module 
completers 

  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent  per cent 

Speak language 
other than English 

at home 
36 28 35 22 34 25 

Indigenous 36 28 34 20 36 29 

Disability 35 20 34 19 29 20 

Total students 34 20 35 18 31 16 

 
Source: NCVER Student Outcomes Survey, unpublished data 

 
 

Recognition of Informal Learning (RIL) in Victoria 

The Victorian Qualifications Authority (VQA) and the Adult Community and Further Education Board of Victoria have 
undertaken joint projects to investigate the feasibility of recognising the informal learning of a range of different learners 
and different contexts (VQA, 2005). A feasibility study found that effective recognition arrangements could be used to 
assist groups of adult learners in Victoria including women, culturally and linguistically diverse learners, Indigenous 
people, learners with disabilities, young people and older learners. It could also help those who were unemployed, living 
in socially and disadvantaged areas, early school leavers, existing workers and volunteers. 
 
An evaluation of the trial programme (Learning Australia 2005) has indicated that the RIL process (with some 
adjustment) may be used to help individuals from these groups to understand more about their own learning capacities 
and their confidence for further learning. Participants in the trial indicated that the process of recognition could help their 
promotion or employment prospects. This was especially the case for older workers lacking formal qualifications, and 
younger people wanting to move into part-time or full-time work. The process had provided for them a form of óofficial 
confirmationô of the skills and experiences they had included in their r®sum®s. The evaluation recommended an 
accredited induction programme for assessors which particularly concentrated on suitable questioning techniques, and 
marketing of the recognition model to employers, employment services, education and training providers, and other 
stakeholders.  
 
Source: Information and reference materials provided by Program Officer, RIL, Victorian Qualifications Authority 

 
 
1.4 f) Provide data, if any, that discuss some issues linking between the recognition of 

non-formal and informal learning and the non-formal and informal economies. 
 
The informal economy in Australia is not large, nor is there data which details the linking of RPL to 
non-formal and informal economies.  
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1.4 g) Please provide a list of occupations to which the recognition of non-formal and 

informal learning can be counted as a part of entrance (e.g. teachers, engineers, 
journalists, etc.). Of the list, which occupations are regulated professions, i.e. that 
requires a certain qualification (certificates, licences, etc.)? 

 
If we take entrance to mean entrance to a qualification or course then regardless of whether the 
course has an occupational outcome or not, all AQF guidelines for qualifications make provision for 
RPL pathways. This means that all students are technically eligible for RPL.  
 
In terms of entrance to an occupation then the question of RPL is less straightforward. Certain 
occupations in Australia are regulated by law (including health-related professions, veterinary 
science and architecture). Here applicants must take prescribed examinations which they must 
pass if they want to qualify for registration. They may also be required to undertake a period of 
practical experience. Occupations may be self-regulated, partially regulated or un-regulated.  
 
Unless occupations are regulated in some way it is up to employers to decide whether or not 
applicants for jobs have the necessary skills and experience for employment. Employers may also 
take into account non-formal, informal and formal learning in assessing the suitability of applicants 
for jobs in occupations that are regulated. Entrance into professional occupations would rarely, if 
ever, be based primarily on the recognition of non-formal and informal learning.  
 
 
 

Component 1.5: Social developments 

1.5 a) What are the newly evolved óskills and competenciesô to live in the knowledge 
economy, which have been identified to date? Make a list of such skills and 
competencies. 

 
There has been much attention paid by government and industry to the types of skills required for 
workers to compete in current economies, including the knowledge economy. Lists of 
competencies and standards that are required to gain nationally accredited sector-specific VET 
qualifications and higher education qualifications have been established to help graduates 
compete in current and future labour markets. Supporting these vocational competencies and skills 
are a set of generic skills that are considered important to acquiring, maintaining and progressing 
through suitable employment pathways.  
 
In 2001, DEST and ANTA funded a project to analyse and report on current business requirements 
for óemployability skillsô. The project, conducted by the Business Council of Australia with the 
Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, was completed in March 2002. The definition of 
employability skills used in the project was óskills required not only to gain employment, but also to 
progress within an enterprise so as to achieve oneôs potential and contribute successfully to 
enterprise strategic directionsô. Employability skills are also sometimes referred to as generic skills, 
capabilities or key competencies. They include skills and knowledge in understanding and applying 
technology. Similarly professional bodies have worked with the higher education sector to identify 
the types of generic competencies required by professional graduates. This sector has also 
identified a set of generic competencies to help graduates compete in current labour markets. 
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VET: list of employability skills 

¶ communication that contributes to harmonious relations between employees and customers 

¶ teamwork that contributes to productive working relationships and outcomes 

¶ problem solving that contributes to productive outcomes 

¶ initiative and enterprise that contribute to innovative outcomes 

¶ self-management skills that contribute to employee satisfaction and growth 

¶ planning and organising that contribute to short-term and long-term strategic planning 

¶ learning that contributes to ongoing improvement and expansion in employee and company 
operations and outcomes 

¶ technology that contributes to effective execution of tasks 

Higher education: List of ógraduate skillsô 

¶ critical thinking 

¶ problem solving 
¶ interpersonal understandings 

¶ written communication 
 
In 1996 the Australian Government launched its Strategic Framework for the Information Economy: 
Identifying priorities for action for bringing Australians into the information age. Major priorities 
included promoting confidence in the use of online technologies, increasing Australiaôs online 
presence, and developing the countryôs ICT industries. In terms of education and training, the 
framework was committed to making sure that all citizens could benefit from the online 
technologies by developing high quality information professionals with up-to-date skills. 
 
In 2001 the Australian Government launched its Backing Australiaôs Ability strategy 
(Commonwealth of Australia, 2001) and in 2004 it announced Backing Australiaôs Ability ï Building 
our Future through Science and Innovation constituting a total of AUD 8.3 billion (EUR 5 billion) 
over ten years (to 2010-2011) to science and innovation in Australia as a means of building a world 
class science and innovation system, maintaining an international competitive edge and creating 
jobs. The strategy has directed funding to the development of scientific, mathematical and 
technological (including engineering) skills. To this end it has focussed on increasing domain-
specific skills and knowledge in the key areas of: 

¶ science; 

¶ mathematics; 

¶ technology (including ICT, engineering, biotechnology, nanotechnology, medical 
technology); and 

¶ research skills. 
 
Government schools have been given funds for the purpose of achieving better scientific, 
mathematical and technological skills, developing school-based innovation and building science 
and innovation capacity in schools. Funds have also been allocated to increase university places in 
the areas of ICT, mathematics and science. Apart from providing funding for schools and 
universities in these areas, the strategy has also applied funding to the development and 
commercialisation of ideas in biotechnology, stem cell research, information and communication 
technologies, nanotechnology, medical research, and counter terrorism. 
 



  Component 1 ï Contextual factors 

  43 

 

Graduate attributes at the University of South Australia 

A graduate of the University of South Australia 
 

¶ operates effectively with and upon a body of knowledge of sufficient depth to begin professional practice 

¶ is prepared for life-long learning in pursuit of personal development and excellence in professional practice 

¶ is an effective problem solver, capable of applying logical, critical, and creative thinking to a range of problems 

¶ can work both autonomously and collaboratively as a professional 

¶ is committed to ethical action and social responsibility as a professional and a citizen 

¶ communicates effectively in professional practice and as a member of the community 

¶ demonstrates international perspectives as a professional and as a citizen 
 
Source: University of South Australia, < http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/gradquals/> (viewed Oct 2006) 

 
 
 
1.5 b) Provide evidence, if any, that recognition of this type of learning has led to the 

uptake of further learning or progression in profession? 
 
Of all workers in 2005, 22.6 per cent were enrolled in a formal non-school qualification programme 
while being employed. In that year about 5 per cent of all workers enrolled in a formal course of 
study had used RPL as a way to move into the course. Workers in the 20-24 year age groups were 
more likely than other groups to use RPL (ABS, 2005). 
 
Historically Australians have been rewarded for relevant experience in the job market (Richardson, 
2004; Ryan, 2002). Typically advertisements for non-entry-level positions will identify the type of 
experience for eligible applicants. Selection processes for non entry-level applicants place 
considerable weight on the type and length of experience in related positions or positions which 
have required the performance of similar types of skills. Promotions are also based on the type and 
amount of experience that candidates present in support of their applications. Although each firm 
will have their unique methods for deciding on how they will reward experience, a typical approach 
(generally used in larger organisations) has been to provide workers with annual salary 
increments, or to set down a percentage increase over a predetermined period. According to 
Richardson (a research economist with the National Institute of Labour Studies) an average worker 
will add AUD 8.50 (EUR 5) to their weekly wage for an additional year of work experience. This 
comprises AUD 5 (EUR 3) due to an increase in general experience and AUD 3.50 (EUR 2) for 
extra tenure (Richardson 2004).  
 
 
 
1.5 c) Provide evidence, if any, of recognition of this type of learning that contributes to 

democracy and citizenship. 
 
Democracy and citizenship in Australia are underpinned by the concept of respecting the 
contributions and capacities of individual citizens. There has been little investigation of the extent 
to which RPL has contributed to democracy and citizenship in Australia. We do know, however, 
that non-formal programmes such as learning circles and the informal learning that occurs through 
community efforts (e.g. environmental programmes such as landcare) and volunteering can 
contribute to social cohesion and active citizenship. For example, a 2003 evaluation of Adult 
Learning Australiaôs Learning Circles included programmes dealing with democracy, reconciliation 
and crime prevention. The evaluation found that members of the learning circles had increased 
their knowledge of issues and many had changed their behaviours or attitudes in response to the 
learning activity. 
 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/gradquals/
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Developing Democracy Learning Circle 

A group of people in Mudgee, having worked through the Developing Democracy Learning Circle, sponsored by the 
Australian Government, realised they had the right and capacity to contact their local council about problems in their 
community. They also wrote to their federal member to air issues of national concern they had discussed during the 
learning circle. (Learning Circles, A Continuing Australian Success, ALA, 2003, p.4) 

 
Other approaches help disenfranchised groups and new migrants to feel more engaged with the 
wider community and to recognise the non-formal learning taking place in youth development 
programmes like the Duke of Edinburgh Awards or in programmes which emphasise voluntarism 
and community participation. In 2000 MCEETYA endorsed a strategy to recognise the skills of 
people who participate in youth development programmes. A framework for recognising such skills 
óDue Creditô (DEST, 2001) was also developed. This was based on the premise that the skills 
young people gain in such non-formal programmes may relate to the knowledge and skills gained 
in the formal sector, and as such should be able to attract formal recognition. The skills gained in 
such programmes were classified in three ways: universal youth development skills (generic skills 
including key competencies29, leadership, managing risk, using initiative) which are also associated 
with attributes like determination, resilience, a sense of service and an ethical outlook. The second 
set of skills relate to common youth development skills including first aid, occupational health and 
safety, customer service, recreation and survival and event and activity management. The third set 
deals with specific skills applying to specific programmes such as business planning, land 
restoration, and anger management.  
 

Victorian Qualifications Authority 

Individuals from disadvantaged groups who participated in the Recognition of Informal Learning
30

 pilot project conducted 
by the Victorian Qualifications Authority were able to work with assessors to identify their personal training or 
employment goals and then to take the initial steps to record their experience and apply for jobs or for formal courses. 
This activity then allowed individuals who had left school early (even before compulsory schooling age) to identify and 
value the life experience they had accumulated, systematically document this life experience and apply for jobs and 
further training.  
 
Source: Program Officer, Recognition of Informal Learning Project 
 

 
 
 

Component 1.6: Others 

1.6 a) Provide other contextual factors or trends that you think are influential ï directly or 
non-directly ï that drive changes of institutional and technical arrangements and 
stakeholder behaviour concerning recognition of non-formal and informal learning 
which have not been addressed in Component 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5. 

 
Currently the major driver of RPL is the wish to address skill shortages in traditional trades and 
certain professions. Other drivers include: 

¶ achieving maximum flexibility in education and training for employers and individuals; 

¶ addressing inherent barriers to more people taking up training opportunities and their 
transition to employment, in particular for existing workers and mature age job seekers; and  

¶ the need for individual providers to attract students into courses. 
 
These are to be discussed later on in the report. 

                                                 
29

 Collecting, analysing and organising information, communicating ideas and information, planning and organising activities working 
with others and in teams, using mathematical ideas and techniques, solving problems, and using technology. 

30
 The RIL project was conducted with individuals who had disengaged from the workforce and from the training system. 
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Careers counselling in senior secondary schools has raised awareness and demand by young 
people and their parents to have the skills acquired in non-formal learning environments 
recognised in Senior Secondary Certificates of Education for future pathways (see Component 
5.5). 
 
The OECD Review of Policies for Information, Guidance and Counselling Services put the spotlight 
on the issues of career and life-planning in the 21st century. That review included Australia (see 
OECD, 2002, Review of Career Guidance Policies in Australia) and highlighted another avenue for 
the recognition of non-formal and informal learning. The framework for this is the Australian 
Blueprint for Career Development, currently being trialled across the country, in various settings, 
including schools, industry, ACE providers, universities and TAFEs31. The Blueprint is based on the 
assumption that life, learning and work, though sometimes distinct, are not separate and are best 
designed (and re-designed) in harmony. It identifies and elaborates the eleven career 
competencies that all Australians need to build their careers. These competencies are grouped 
across three key areasðpersonal management, learning and work exploration, and career building 
(Miles Morgan 2003, pp. 98-99).  
 
The contemporary nature of work, in which jobs are changing quickly and the workforce is ageing, 
means that career development must occur across the lifespan. In particular, there is growing 
awareness that it is important to increase the career literacy of older people not working in the 
mainstream and of the disengaged learnerˈthose least likely to access privately available careers 
guidance. In Victoria, the ACE sector has been identified as one potential conduit for community-
based career guidance because of its provision of second-chance learning, which can create a 
path back to study and work by improving English and literacy skills, developing life and business 
skills, exploring a change in career direction and building a career portfolio. Since 2000, the 
Victorian Government has given funding to the Crossroads project. In its first phase this enabled 
several ACE tutors to undertake career guidance training and then to establish career and life 
planning services. In 2003 a second phase introduced the concept of career development to over 
100 ACE providers around the state. Much of the guidance offered under the Crossroads project 
involves helping clients to recognise the skills and aptitudes they have gained through life 
experience and to identify potential learning pathways32. 
 
 
1.6 b) Provide historical backgrounds concerning recognition of non-formal and informal 

learning in your country. 
 
See Components 2.1a, 2.1d, and 3.1e. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
31

 See http://www.milesmorgan.com.au/projects/abcd 

32
 See http:www.morrisonhouse.org/crossroads/ 

http://www.myfuture.edu.au/articles/redirect.asp?ArticleID=1171&Location=Home%20%5C%20The%20Facts%20%5C%20Education%20and%20Training#English#English
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Component 2 ï Description of institutional 
arrangements 

The Australian Constitution deems that States and Territories have responsibility for the regulation 
and delivery of education and training within their borders. 
 
The two quality assurance pillars of the national training system are the Australian Quality Training 
Framework (AQTF) and Training Packages33

. The AQTF was collaboratively developed by 
Australian governments to ensure national recognition of qualifications and the quality and national 
consistency in the delivery of training and issue of qualifications by registered training 
organisations (RTOs) (see components 1.1a and 2.1c).  This is underpinned by the Australian 
Qualifications Framework and legislation enacted in each State and Territory giving effect to the 
AQTF. The AQTF enables individuals to have national recognition and portability of the national 
qualifications and statements of attainment they are awarded.  
 
A key element of the national quality assurance framework for higher education is the National 
Protocols for Higher Education Approval Processes (the óNational Protocolsô).  They protect the 
standing of Australian higher education nationally and internationally by assuring students and the 
community that higher education institutions in Australia have met identified criteria and are subject 
to appropriate government regulation.  This is also underpinned by the AQF and legislation in each 
State and Territory. 
 

Component 2.1: Political and legal framework 

2.1 a) Describe, if any, clear political will or statements and policy responses in your 
country on lifelong learning which are explicitly linked to recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning. 

 
The recognition of non-formal and informal learning is a major platform of the Australian approach 
to lifelong learning. As early as 1996 the former National Board of Employment, Education and 
Training (NBEET, 1996) in its advice to the then Australian Government Minister for Schools, 
Vocational Education and Training, stated its belief that óa key objective of all education and 
training sectors should be to assist the development of lifelong learning skills and the ability of 
people to be self-directed learners throughout their livesô (p5). NBEET also noted that the 
órecognition of informal learning has a strong connection with lifelong learning because of the 
potential for enabling people who have gained significant skills through means other than formal 
education, to have these skills recognised and to access formal training opportunitiesô (p16). The 
adult and community education sector was also reported to be firmly of the belief that all ólearning 
was worthy and capable of gaining recognition and credit, regardless of when, where and how it is 
undertakenô (NBEET, p16). 
 
Since that time MCEETYA endorsed the need to adopt a national set of principles and guidelines 
for RPL. The Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board (AQFAB) (2004) developed a 
set of National Principles and Operational Guidelines for the recognition of prior learning to provide 
advice at the national level about RPL, and to guide the four sectors of post-compulsory education 
and training to develop RPL policies and procedures.  
 
In March 2006 the Victorian State Government launched its óMaintaining the Advantageô strategy 
allocating a total of AUD 241.47 million (EUR 145 million) to implement strategies aimed at 

                                                 
33

 See http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/training_skills/policy_issues_reviews/key_issues/nts/aqtf/what.htm 

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/training_skills/policy_issues_reviews/key_issues/nts/aqtf/what.htm
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óproviding good jobs and better outcomes for Victoria through investment in quality education and 
training opportunitiesô (Victorian Government, 2006). This strategy also allocated funds to the 
establishment of 13 Skills Stores to assist with RPL. 
 

RPL Well-Done Forums 

In view of the requirement for VET providers to offer RPL services, the Australian governments funded óReframing the 
Futureô programme

34
 óRPL-Well Doneô forums were held across the nation in Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide, and Perth 

in 2006. The aim of these forums was to provide opportunities for VET providers and industry to increase their 
understanding of RPL and to share examples of good practice. Participants used a process of óappreciative inquiryô to 
identify good practice and to develop plans for the future. The forums concluded with the establishment of nine voluntary 
óinnovative teamsô with individuals promising to work with their particular team to progress the uptake of RPL in their 
particular organisations. The end result would be the sharing of information gained across the teams at a national 
conference to be held in Sydney towards the end of 2006. 
 
Source: RPL Well Done Forum, Adelaide, 2006 
 

 
 
 
2.1 b) Do you have legal regulatory frameworks concerning recognition of non-formal and 

informal learning? Please state ï yes, under development/discussion, or no. For 
those who answered óNoô, describe possible reasons for the inexistence as well as 
possible future prospects. For those who answered óyesô or óunder 
development/discussionô, please answer to the following questions. 

 
A set of National Principles and Operational Guidelines for RPL which applies to all sectors of post-
compulsory education and training (senior secondary education, adult and community education, 
VET and higher education) has been developed by the AQFAB (2004) and endorsed by Ministers 
and the stakeholders represented on the Advisory Board. However, these principles and guidelines 
are non-prescriptive, providing only guidance on the application of RPL across the education and 
training sectors. 
 
There is no universal approach to the application of RPL in post-secondary education in Australia. 
However, in South Australia the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia Act 1983, 
as amended in 1992, defines a function of the Board to recognise the experience of a student 
towards the prescribed requirement for completion of the senior secondary certificate (s.15 (1) (e)). 
 
In the VET sector the AQTF requires RPL to be offered to students on enrolment and for RPL to be 
treated like any other assessment (see Component 2.1c).  As previously noted the AQTF is 
underpinned by legislation enacted in each State and Territory. 
 
 
 
2.1 c) Describe the aim(s) and principles stated in the framework? 
 
The AQTF comprises Standards for RTOs and Standards for State and Territory 
Registering/Course Accrediting Bodies in the VET sector. Standards 6, 7, 8, and 9 deal specifically 
with RPL processes and Standard 1 addresses the need for RTOs to develop policies (which 
include assessment policies of which RPL forms a part). 

¶ Standard 6 requires RTOs to inform clients of RPL arrangements prior to enrolment;  

¶ Standard 7 refers to the competencies of staff who are to be engaged in assessments 
(including RPL); 

                                                 
34

RFF provides professional development activities for the VTE sector and industry.  
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¶ Standard 8 states that the RTO must ensure that RPL is made available to all clients on 
enrolment, and that the RTO must have an RPL process that óminimises the time and cost 
to applicantsô and óprovides adequate information, support and opportunities to engage in 
the RPL processô; and  

¶ Standard 9 refers to the quality assurance of assessments. This means that RPL 
assessments are subject to the same monitoring and evaluation as other forms of 
assessment. Assessors must make sure that the evidence is óauthentic, valid, reliable, 
current and sufficientô. 

 
 
 
National Principles and Operational Guidelines for RPL 
 
The AQF provides the agreed framework for designing, developing and issuing recognised qualifications within 
Australia. The AQF sets out the qualification standard upon which RPL relies for its credibility with each 
qualification guideline providing for an (RPL) pathway. The AQF aims to provide nationally consistent recognition 
of outcomes achieved in post-compulsory education; and to assist with developing flexible pathways to enable 
people to move more easily within, and between the education and training sectors and between those sectors 
and employment by providing the basis for RPL and credit transfer. 
 
The National Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior Learning (AQFAB, 2004) were 
established to provide guidance on the application of RPL across the various sectors. They are a set of non-
prescriptive statements which recognise the diversity of approaches to RPL, and aim to encourage national 
consistency of application through sharing and facilitating good practice across sectors and jurisdictionsô. They 
also aim to address issues identified by government for the monitoring of key indicators including: 

¶ parity of esteem for qualifications gained fully or partly through RPL assessment; 

¶ cost efficiencies (to taxpayers and individual candidates) of RPL funding arrangements; and  

¶ accessibility of good RPL assessment models  
 
More specifically they address the following issues. 

¶ Institutions and providers awarding AQF qualifications are urged to develop RPL policies and processes 
which enable individuals to claim recognition for any prior informal and non-formal learning relevant to the 
learning or competency outcomes of a particular subject, unit, course or qualification. There should be 
opportunities to access RPL for disadvantaged learners who may be currently out of, or marginally 
attached to, the workforce, and not in education or training.  

¶ RPL assessments should be evidence-based, and conducted in ways which are equitable, culturally 
inclusive, fair, flexible, valid and reliable. Processes should be timely, fair, transparent, and cost efficient 
for the individual candidate.  

¶ RPL assessment processes should be of a comparable standard as those used to deliver and assess the 
qualification in formal education and training pathways. Quality assurance procedures should make 
specific mention of RPL and that it is subject to the same validation and monitoring requirements as other 
assessments. Judgements should be accountable and transparent and subject to appeal and review.  

¶ RPL information and support services should be actively promoted and made available to employers of 
students and potential students. Employers should be provided with information about the benefits of RPL 
for their business and encouraged to support their employees in taking up opportunities for RPL. Students 
with information and guidance about how to go about applying for RPL, the type of evidence that can be 
used, and guidelines as to what is considered to be ósufficient and validô.  

¶ Like all assessments RPL assessments should be conducted by lecturers, teachers or assessors, with 
specific content knowledge, skill and expertise in the area of RPL policies and procedures. 

 
Source: National Principles and Operational Guidelines for Recognition of Prior Learning < http://www.aqf.edu.au/rpl.htm> 
 

 

http://www.aqf.edu.au/rpl.htm
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2.1 d) Describe the historical background against which this issue has been taken up. What 

are the most important drivers of legislation? If there has been already reform of the 
legislation, describe the change and the pressure which made the change. 

 
The early historical background of what has driven the implementation of RPL, especially in the 
VET sector has been provided in Component 3. More recently the major driver of renewed 
attempts to increase the uptake of RPL has been driven by COAG in its agreements with States 
and Territories. This is in response to the environment of skill shortages where RPL is seen as one 
way to increase the numbers of skilled and qualified tradespeople.  
 
In another section of this report we have referred to the processes being used by Queensland and 
Western Australia to address the problem of skill shortages through the use of RPL. A number of 
other states are also hoping to address the COAG initiatives by using a similar referral service 
model. For example, Victoria is looking to establish óskills storesô based on the Skilling Solutions 
Shopfronts used in Queensland (to be discussed later in the report). Here intending students will 
come in to a store to get advice about whether or not their skills or experience will map to a specific 
qualification area. If it appears that there is sufficient evidence for making a claim for RPL, the 
client is referred to an RTO for formal assessment.  
 
South Australia is also aiming to build the capacity of the South Australian system to deliver high 
quality RPL services for enterprises and individuals. It will also commence by targeting occupations 
and client groups and trial processes with a number of pilot RTOs. As already noted the Training 
and Skills Development Act 2003 (part 5, section 49) enables the issuing of qualifications or 
statements of competency based on recognition processes.  
 
 
2.1 e) What areas of competencies do governments have or intend to have? Are there any 

specific areas that are/ to be regulated by law or by social partners for professional 
recognition? 

 
There is no national legal framework but States and Territories do have laws regulating some 
professions and trades.  
 
 
2.1 f) Describe, if any, operational systems to put the legal framework into practice. Who 

set up the system(s)? 
 
No universal legal framework. See Components 1.2a and 1.4d and Appendix A. 
 
 
2.1 g) Provide information, if it exists, for any evaluation of how they work or how they 

have not worked. 
 
None. 
 
 
2.1 h) Describe outreach activities or awareness-raising activities of the framework or the 

operational systems. How are the objectives of outreach/awareness-raising activities 
articulated? Which audience(s) do the activities mainly target? 

 
RPL is a major focus in the capacity building of RTOs. South Australia and Queensland have been 
involved in a national project to develop resources to help RTOs implement RPL. Brochures have 
been published and made available to workers and employers to encourage them to seek access 
to RPL. In addition workshops have also been provided nationally on the delivery of RPL and on 
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the promotion of RPL. The óresource generatorô discussed later in the report (see Component 4.2c) 
has been developed to help lecturers access information on RPL. The Quality Directorate in South 
Australia runs RPL workshops as part of its strategy for capacity building in RPL. These workshops 
have also been provided for other government departments.  
 
 

Component 2.2: Governance and the role of government 

2.2 a) List all actors in governance and create a matrix of who (e.g. government, quasi-
government, assessment centres, public educational institutions, private for-profit 
education providers, professional bodies, etc.) does what (provides academic/ 
professional recognition, overseas assessment, etc.) for non-formal and informal 
learning. If there are more than one body who are responsible for an action (e.g. 
recognition), list all actors involved and describe how is the coordination managed? 
If there are more than one ministry of a government involved, specify which 
ministries have competencies for what. How clear are the different roles by different 
actors communicated among themselves as well as to users? 

 
See Table 13 below. 
 
 
2.2 b) Create the above same matrix for recognition of formal learning for comparative 

purposes. 
 
Table 13: List of who does what for non-formal and informal learning and recognition of such 

learning, and who does what for formal and recognition of such learning 

'Whoô  óWhatô in terms of recognition of informal 
and non-formal learning 

óWhatô in terms of formal learning 

Council of Australian Governments 
(COAG) 

Initiates policy reform to underpin a national 
approach to skills recognition to provide a more 
flexible and responsive training system 

Initiates, develops and monitors the 
implementation of policy reforms that are 
of national significance and which require 
cooperative action by Australian 
governments i.e. new national approach to 
apprenticeships, training and skills 
recognition, the Human Capital reform 
agenda, health workforce reform 

Ministerial Council on Education, 
Employment, Training and Youth 
Affairs (MCEETYA) 

Endorsed AQF National Principles and 
Operational Guidelines for RPL 

Provides coordination of strategic policy at 
the national level, negotiation and 
development of national agreements on 
shared objectives and interests (including 
principles for Australian Government/State 
relations) in the Council's areas of 
responsibility, negotiations on scope and 
format of national reporting on areas of 
responsibility, sharing of information and 
collaborative use of resources towards 
agreed objectives and priorities, and 
coordination of communication with, and 
collaboration between, related national 
structures. 

Ministerial Council for Vocational 
and Technical Education (MCVTE) 

Endorses amendments to the AQTF Overall responsibility for the National 
Training System, including strategic policy, 
priority setting, planning and performance 
as well as cross-sectoral issues impacting 
on the training system, such as skills 
forecasting and workforce planning 
(including skills needs) 

Department of Education, Science 
and Training (DEST) 

National policy leadership role, shared funding 
with States and Territories, taking the lead with 
the State/Territory governments on COAG 
initiative to streamline RPL processes for skills 
acquired on-the-job 

National policy leadership role promoting 
national consistency and coherence in 
education and training, shared funding 
with States and Territories. Main source of 
funding for higher education and 
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Negotiates funding (purchase) agreements with 
States and Territories for VET  

 

negotiates funding (purchase) agreements 
with States and Territories for VET. 

Acts as the Australian National Information 
Centre on Australian education under the 
Lisbon Convention. development of 
country education profiles, guidelines on 
comparability of overseas qualifications, 
policy to government on qualification 
assessment issues, advice and 
assessment service for education 
providers and assessing authorities on 
recognition of academic qualifications 

Approves assessing authorities for the 
assessment of the skills of professionals 

 

Department of Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs (DIMA)

35
 

Policy, legislation relating to migration and issuing 
of visas. 

Policy, legislation relating to migration, 
issuing of visas, providing settlement 
services like basic language training 

Department of Employment and 
Workplace Relations (DEWR) 

Compiling and maintaining the Migration 
Occupations in Demand List (MODL), and skilled 
occupations list, maintaining list of skill shortages, 
and skills vacancy index. Conducting skills 
recognition assessments for migrants and for 
domestic workers. Helping jobseekers identify 
skills 

Recognising formal trade qualifications 

Referring clients to formal training 
Identifying the occupations and 
specialisations to be included on the 
MODL. 

Maintaining list of skill shortages and skills 
vacancy. Helping job seekers identify 
employability skills. 

Trade recognition bodies (DEWR 
agency) 

Assessment of overseas and domestic skills and 
experience in the traditional trades 

Recognition of overseas trade 
qualifications  

VETASSESS Conducts RPL assessments for domestic workers Pre-migration assessing authority for 
generalist overseas professional 
qualifications and trade qualifications that 
fall outside traditional trade area 

State and Territory Overseas 
Qualification units 

 Recognition of overseas qualifications for 
permanent residents of Australia 

State and Territory departments of 
education and training  

Development of RPL policies and strategy, 
enacting legislation, funding and quality assuring 
RPL assessment processes 

Development of education and training 
policy, enacting legislation and 
administration of schooling, VET and 
higher education (non-self-accrediting) 
sectors Quality assurance arrangements, 
shared funding with the Australian 
Government (main source of funding for 
schools and VET) 

Australian Qualifications Framework 
Advisory Board (AQFAB) 
 

Develops and disseminates National Principles 
and Operational Guidelines for RPL.  

Promotes, monitors and maintains the 
Australian Qualifications Framework for all 
post-compulsory education and training 
including qualification titles and guidelines 

 

National Quality Council (NQC) 

 
Advising MCVTE on the endorsement of Training 
Packages and other quality assurance 
arrangements under the National Skills 
Framework including the AQTF against which 
RPL is aligned/implemented and RTOs are 
registered and audited-to ensure national 
consistency 

Advising MCVTE on the endorsement of 
Training Packages and other quality 
assurance arrangements under the 
National Skills Framework to ensure the 
quality and national consistency of 
qualifications and the delivery of training in 
the national training system. 

National Industry Skills Committee 
(NISC) 

Ensures the national training system is meeting 
the training needs of industry. 

Provides strategic advice to MCVTE on 
workforce planning, future training 
priorities and other critical issues facing 
the national training system 

State and Territory 
qualifications/registration and 
accreditation authorities  

Undertakes recognition/registration and audit of 
providerôs compliance with AQTF (VET providers) 

Undertakes recognition/registration and 
audit of providerôs compliance with AQTF 
and the National Protocols for HE 
Approval Processes, accreditation of 
courses 

                                                 
35

 The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) is now called the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 
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Assessment Centres  Assessment of skills and knowledge (RPL) and 
certification of VET qualifications 

Receiving and processing applications for 
admissions 

Public, private, enterprise and 
community RTOs  

Assessment of skills and knowledge (RPL) and 
certification of VET qualifications 

Accredited VET courses are authorised by 
State/Territory accreditation authorities. 
Undertake assessment and issuing VET 
qualifications 

Public and private universities and 
higher education institutions 

Assessment of relevant existing worklife 
experience and knowledge (RPL) and awarding of 
advanced standing or credit based on these in 
higher education qualifications 

Self-accrediting higher education 
institutions (mainly universities) authorised 
to set standards for HE qualifications. 
Other higher education providers have 
courses accredited by State/Territory 
accreditation authorities. Undertake 
assessment and issue qualifications. 

Community organisations, 
organisations providing specific non-
formal training 

Conducting their own assessments and issuing 
certificates and awards 

Delivering and developing activity 
programmes and examinations for their 
particular organisation 

 
 
2.2 c) Describe the competencies (direct and indirect role) of government in the practice? 

Which of the following three models would your country be classified with respect to 
governance: 1) a ópredominance-of-industryô model; 2) a ópredominance-of-public 
authoritiesô modelô; and 3) a óshared responsibilityô model*. Explain why that model 
fits into your country context. If there is a trend to shift to another model, describe 
driving forces for such change. Describe the details. If none of which is suitable to 
your country, describe your own country model. 

 
RPL comes under the same governance arrangements as do other forms of assessment in the 
VET sector and the higher education sector. The Australian approach to the governance of RPL is 
a óshared responsibilityô model. In the VET sector the government shares responsibility with 
industry. Industry is responsible for developing and reviewing Training Packages which identify the 
competency standards that must be met, and the qualifications that are available. Government 
endorses these, provides funding, and undertakes the quality assurance role through AQTF 
arrangements. 
 
Universities and other self-accrediting higher education institutions are established by, or under 
relevant State, Territory and Australian Government legislation and have authority to accredit their 
own courses and maintain academic standards. Higher education qualifications offered by other 
higher education institutions are accredited by the various State and Territory higher education 
authorities who also formally approve and audit the providers. Within individual institutions, 
departments will determine the extent to which they will recognise prior learning. The AUQA has 
responsibility for reviewing, through audits, universities and other self-accrediting higher education 
institutions, and State and Territory higher education authorities36. 
 
 
2.2 d) Describe, if any, inter-ministerial approaches to the issue? Describe also the policy 

objectives behind such approaches as well as positive results and challenges to 
date. 

 
Different government ministries at the national, state and territory level are involved in various 
ways in issues which affect the application RPL for migrants and for residents. The Australian 
Government Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA)37 is responsible for 

                                                 
36

Universities are 'self-accrediting'; that is, they are authorised to accredit their own courses and are responsible for their academic 
standards. They must have appropriate quality assurance processes in place, including peer assessment processes, external 
examination of higher degrees and the involvement of professional bodies in the accreditation of particular courses. Reflecting particular 
historical circumstances, there are also a small number of self-accrediting higher education institutions which are not universities. 
 

37
 The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) is now called the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) 
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administering the migration programmes and as such it determines the extent to which the 
experience and knowledge of migrants will attract points required for issuing visas. However, 
DEWR will determine the extent to which certain occupations are in demand and will identify these 
on the MODL. Information from DEWR will also help to develop the óSkilled Occupation Listô (SOL) 
which identifies the maximum number of skills that an intending migrant can claim for certain skills 
and qualifications. 
 
DEST administers national policies which apply to the recognition of skills and qualifications. It is 
also responsible for endorsing national training and assessment policy which includes RPL. State 
and Territory authorities dealing with employment and training administer local arrangements 
regarding funding of RPL assessments. State and Territory governments also play a significant 
role in addressing skills recognition issues.  
 
The Skills Recognition Support Services Unit in South Australia represents a collaboration between 
the Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and Technology (DFEEST) and 
DIMA38, to provide a one-stop shop for providing migrants with employment and settlement 
information and assistance, and overseas qualifications assessment. 
 
South Australia has established a trades recognition process which enables individuals who have 
the experience and skills to work as a tradesperson but may not have the recognised trade 
certificate or Certificate of Competency to have their skills and knowledge assessed and 
recognised. Assessment panels made up of employee representatives and industry stakeholders 
will assess the skills and experience and qualifications that are presented for the issuing of a 
Certificate of Recognition.  
 
The Trades Recognition Support Services Unit in South Australia provides services to help 
Australians, new migrants, and temporary residents with permission to work in Australia to have 
their qualifications and/or skills and experience recognised. Typically individuals, who have been 
working in a trade-related occupation or an occupation that allowed the individual to develop trade-
related skills without formal trade qualifications, will be helped to apply for a Certificate of 
Recognition. If they need further training to be able to satisfy the requirements of such a certificate 
the unit will also provide them with advice about how they can access this training.  
 
New South Wales has a similar process in place. The New South Wales Department of Education 
and Training will issue a Certificate of Proficiency for those who have been working in a trade for at 
least 4 years, have gained industry experience and have been awarded a relevant qualification by 
a RTO. It will issue a craft certificate if the applicant can satisfy the Vocational Training Tribunal 
that he/she has gained relevant experience but not been awarded a relevant qualification by a 
RTO. 
 
The Northern Territory in connection with the Australian Government have made grants of 
AUD 40,000 (EUR 24,078) available for RTOs and industry advisory bodies to conduct RPL 
projects. These projects are to assist RTOs and assessment centres to offer óstreamlined and 
readily available skills assessment and recognition and assist individuals and employers to be 
better informed about RPLô (NT Department of Employment, Education and Training 2006).  
 
Funding under the Strategic Priorities Programme in the Australian Capital Territory is designed to 
develop opportunities for people from priority groups and provide training in priority industry areas. 
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Component 2.3: Resources 

2.3 a) Who is/are the financing body(ies) for the recognition of non-formal and informal 
learning? What is the policy thinking behind such financing? What is the annual 
budget 2004/2005? (Please convert to Euro.) Provide data, if possible, on the 
breakdown of how the budget has been spent. 

 
2.3 b) If the system has existed for some years, please provide the budget data since it 

existed. Has there been any increase/decrease of budget for recognition of non-
formal and informal learning since a framework/system has been taken up? If so, 
describe any elements that have driven such change. 

 
2.3 c) Who pays for the assessment and recognition processes? If an individual is to pay, 

how much is it cost to him/her? Break down the costs by levels assessed or by types 
of subjects assessed, if relevant. Are there any cost-sharing arrangements between 
educational institutions and employers, between education institutions and 
government, etc.? Describe the costs arrangements. 

 
In general, the cost of RPL to a VET institution is subsidised by the relevant State Government 
(see table 14). However, in practice, the amount of subsidy rarely covers all of the direct and 
indirect costs to the institution. Some institutions carry all of the additional costs themselves, while 
others pass some of the differential on to the applicant. It should be noted that applying for RPL 
can sometimes impose significant indirect costs on applicants for such expenses as transport, 
photocopying, and communication. 
 
In practice, charging for RPL generally follows one of three approaches: a óflat rateô fee (typically 
AUD 200 (EUR 120)); a percentage of the calculated cost for RPL (typically either 50 per cent or 
100 per cent); or a charge per nominal hour of the programme for which RPL is sought (typically 
around AUD 1.00 (EUR 0.6) per hour). This latter method accommodates the varying length of 
programmes without creating undue complexity for either the provider or the prospective student. 
 
There are some significant differences in the approach to when RPL can be sought and thus a fee 
applied. In some cases, RPL is sought and paid for prior to enrolment with the student 
subsequently enrolling only in those subjects for which RPL has not been granted. However, in 
most cases the prospective student must initially enrol in the desired programme or award, and 
pay ónormalô enrolment charges, before RPL can be sought. In these situations, a common practice 
is not to charge for RPL, but to charge the student the normal enrolment fee for each subject, 
irrespective of whether it is taught or exempted through RPL. 
 
Most states do not differentiate RPL fees on the basis of the level of the award. Nevertheless, 
some assessment centres do have a sliding scale of charges for different award levels, generally 
with the charge increasing ï sometimes quite significantly ï the higher the award on the AQF. 
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Table 14: Resourcing RPL in VET by state and territory 

State and 
Territory  

Approach to RPL Fees and charges 

New South 
Wales 

RPL funded at a discounted rate. Targets are set. 
Penalties apply if targets not met. 

Providers determine charges for RPL 

Victoria No differentiation between RPL and other assessments. 

Private providers delivering User Choice programmes 
funded according to time taken to conduct RPL 
assessments.  

Other fee-for-service training receive no resources for 
RPL 

Students will pay normal enrolment fee and the cost of 
RPL is covered by the claiming of institutions of full 
nominal hours 

In 2006 funding RPL for apprentices and traineesô 
training ï private providers are funded 8 hours maximum 
per unit of competency. Victoria currently does not fund 
non-apprentices or trainees. 

In 2007, Victoria will pay up to the nominal hours per 
unit of competency. Nominal hours per unit of 
competency are published in the purchasing guide. 

Providers must charge no more than the actual cost of 
RPL assessment. 

 Institutions are at liberty to charge their own fees 

 

Queensland 
No differentiation between RPL and other assessment 
pathways. TAFEs funded for full nominal hours. User 
Choice programmes funded for full nominal hours. 

Other programmes to offset costs. 

Skills First scholarship distributed through Skilling 
Solutions Queensland - AUD200 (EUR 120) offset of 
participant charge ï can be used with regulated or fee-
for-service programmes delivered by RTOs contracted 
for this specific service. 

Skills First Apprenticeship Programme ï up front 
assessment service to skilled individuals intending to 
become supervisors of apprentices or to complete 
apprenticeship through User Choice funded programme. 

Charge AUD 1.10 (EUR 0.7) per nominal hour for 
government funded programmes.  

Western 
Australia 

RPL funded at standard rate applicable to funding 
agreement for full nominal hours 

Set at same rate as tuition fees rate 

South Australia TAFEs are granted full nominal hour fee for RPL. User 
Choice RPL funded at 50 per cent of funding price. No 
funding for existing workers or contracted training 

Providers may charge 50 per cent of RPL delivery fee  

Fee-for-Service programmes TAFE can determine 
charges 

User Choice: Providers charge AUD1.00 (EUR 0.6) per 
nominal hour, may not relate to RPL 

Tasmania No differentiation between RPL and other assessments. 
RPL is fully funded in accordance with relevant 
contractual arrangements.  

No guidelines as to fees and charges 

Northern 
Territory 

A Registered Training Organisation that has a Resource 
Agreement with the Northern Territory Department of 
Employment, Education and Training (NT DEET) to 
deliver VET may utilise its allocated annual hours 
curriculum (AHC) for RPL under the General Recurrent 
Programme at 100 per cent of the nominal AHC rate. 

Providers determine fees and charges 

Australian 
Capital Territory 

Fully funded with TAFE provider (provides 100 per cent 
of cost of RPL measured in nominal hours). User Choice 
programmes have AUD 200 (EUR 120) for qualification 
for RPL. 50 per cent of cost of programme for other 
programmes  

Providers determine fees and charges 
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2.3 d) How many assessment centres and/or assessors exist to date, if any? Where are 
such assessment centres located? Please specify the areas/regions with characteristics of 
such areas/regions (e.g. the average income, the income disparity, etc.) How was the 
decision made where to locate such centers? How much does it cost to maintain such 
centres and/or assessors? How many training programmes exist: specify how many in a 
given year, if there are significant increases per year? How much does it cost to train such 
assessors? Break down by levels assessed, if relevant. 
 
A variety of bodies provide assessment services in Australia. These include: 

¶ RTOs registered to provide both VET training and assessment activities; 

¶ RTOs registered to provide assessment-only services; 

¶ private agencies and individuals that specialise in RPL and workplace assessments; 

¶ universities and other higher education institutions;  

¶ professional associations, and/or assessing authorities, registration and licensing bodies; 

¶ private training providers and assessment centres who deliver their own specific industry or 
vendor qualifications; and  

¶ national and international organisations delivering specific performance and community 
service programmes (for example, Trinity College London, St. Johns Ambulance, etc.).  

 
At present there are 4,200 providers registered as RTOs under the AQTF. There are currently no 
national databases of assessors but under the AQTF providers must maintain records of their 
trainers and assessors for audit purposes. Nevertheless, by 2005 there were 13,317 Australians 
who had completed either the Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training, or its 
replacement the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. In 1999 there were 1,738 Australians 
with such qualifications. These qualifications are the basic qualifications for workplace assessors. 
 
In Australia there are currently 37 public universities, 2 private universities, 1 branch of an 
overseas university, 4 self-accrediting institutions and over 150 other non self-accrediting higher 
education providers with authority to offer courses leading to awards such as Bachelor and 
Masters Degrees or higher. These non self-accrediting higher education providers offer courses 
which are approved by State and Territory accreditation authorities as meeting the standards which 
apply to the granting of such awards. Thus, it is difficult to determine the exact number of 
assessors across Australia. 
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Assessing authorities 

An example of the variety of óassessing authoritiesô in Australia to recognise, certify and assess the 
skills and qualifications of those wishing to come to Australia as skilled migrants in various 
professional, para-professional and trade occupations is provided below. A number of these 
organisations also provide assessment and recognition services for domestic candidates. 
 
Table 15: Examples of assessing authorities in Australia 

Organisation Name Organisation Name Organisation Name 

Architects Accreditation Council Australian Nursing and Midwifery Council Institute of Engineers 

Australian Association of Social Workers Australian and New Zealand Society of 
Nuclear Medicine Incorporated 
(Accreditation Board) 

Institute of Surveyors 

Australian Council of Physiotherapy Australasian Podiatry Society National Accreditation Authority for 
Translators and Interpreters 

Australian Computer Society Australian Pharmacy Examining Council 
Inc 

National Institute of Accountants 

Australian Dental Council Australian Psychological Society  

Australian Institute of Management Australian Veterinary Boards Council Inc Optometry Council of Australia and New 
Zealand 

Australian Institute of Medical Scientists Civil Aviation Society State Chiropractors/Osteopaths 
Registration Boards 

Australian Institute of Quantity Surveyors Council of Occupational Therapists 
Registration Board Inc 

State Legal Authorities 

Australian Institute of Radiography Certified Practicing Accountants Speech Pathology Association of Australia 

Australian Institute of Welfare and 
Community Workers 

Dietitians Association of Australia Trades Recognition Australia 

Australian Maritime Safety Authority Institute of Chartered Accountants of 
Australia 

Vocational Education and Training 
Assessment Services 

Location of assessment centres 

Education and training institutions, government agencies and community providers will customise 
programmes and services to suit the needs of local clients. 
 
For example, the óSkilling Solutionsô strategy already discussed for Queensland is being rolled out 
in four major phases, in areas of high unemployment. The first four centres have been located in 
areas where the unemployment rate is 15.1 per cent. Stage 2 will locate centres in areas where the 
unemployment rate ranges between 15.3 per cent and 15.8 per cent. Stage 3 will locate centres in 
areas where the unemployment rate ranges between 15.1 per cent and 21.7 per cent. Stage 4 will 
locate centres in areas where the unemployment rate ranges from 15.1 per cent and 20.1 per cent. 
 
Although the main campuses of major VET providers will be found in city, metropolitan, or major 
regional areas, they continue to service less populated areas either by maintaining a small physical 
presence in these areas or sending staff to remote locations to conduct training and assessment. 
In addition, it is possible for students to access training and assessment via distance learning 
including online learning methods. In some states, namely New South Wales and Queensland 
there are RTOs with a specific mandate to provide distance learning. Originally established to 
provide access to people in regional and rural areas, these institutions cater for all clients who 
choose this form of education rather than the traditional face-to-face approach. 
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The older universities (represented by the Group of Eight39) have their main campuses in the 
capital cities or suburbs, and often have a branch in regional or country areas. They too allow 
students to undertake programmes by distance education. Assessments on institutional campuses 
will follow similar procedures. For distance students in remote areas assessments may be 
supervised by approved examiners acting on behalf of the university. Online assessments are also 
available.  
 
 
 

Component 2.4: Others 

2.4 a) Provide any other institutional arrangements that you think are the most important 
characteristics that exist in your country, which have not been addressed in above 
Component 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3. 

 
The recognition of prior learning no matter how, when or where it has been attained underpins the 
Australian approach to RPL assessment for nationally recognised VET qualifications. This learning 
must be relevant to the qualifications sought, and must be assessed to a similar standard as 
learning that is acquired through formal programmes of training or study. Although RTOs in the 
VET sector are bound by the AQTF to provide RPL options and information to clients, there is no 
such national requirement in higher education institutions, or other training or assessment service 
providers. Nevertheless, many higher education institutions have policies in place to recognise the 
prior learning of individuals.  
 
There is a diversity of approaches to RPL being used across and within education and training 
institutions and community organisations and government agencies. In addition, human resources 
and training departments will use their own particular approaches to recognise the prior learning 
and experience of external and internal applicants for jobs. 
 
In some VET institutions there are staff members allocated to coordinate or to conduct all RPL 
activities for a particular programme. In other places there is a unit that will be responsible for all 
RPL assessments, while in others it is part of a teacherôs regular workload. Formal application 
processes for recognition co-exist with informal approaches where the student is exempted from 
certain parts of a course. 
 
Assessors are required to conduct RPL assessments in a timely, fair, transparent, valid and 
reliable manner. The timing of a request becomes an important determinant of whether the 
learning is assessed as part of a formal programme or as part of informal or non-formal learning. 
For example, request for skills and knowledge gained through experience in work, short non-
school courses, and community activities, can only come under the umbrella of RPL if it is used to 
gain admission or advanced standing towards a course. Once these activities are part of a formal 
course (for example, work experience programmes) then they must be treated as part of the formal 
programme. In addition, there are experiences that are acquired in informal and non-formal 
settings within formal educational environments. 
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 http://www.go8.edu.au 
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Component 3 ï Description of technical arrangements 

Component 3.1: Qualifications, qualification systems, qualification framework 

3.1 a) What term does your country use for óRecognition of non-formal and informal 
learningô? Please provide the original term in your own language as well as the 
literally translated term in English. Please describe if the term has certain 
connotations, implications, specific associations, etc. 

 
The term used in Australia is órecognition of prior learning (RPL)ô, with the key notion being that 
RPL involves the assessment of previously unrecognised skills and knowledge an individual has 
achieved outside the formal education and training system to determine admission or to grant 
credit for a component of or a whole course. RPL assesses this unrecognised learning against the 
requirements of a qualification, in respect of both entry requirements and outcomes to be achieved. 
By removing the need for duplication of learning, RPL encourages individuals to continue 
upgrading their skills and knowledge through structured education and training towards formal 
qualifications and improved employment outcomes.  
 
RPL is an assessment process that assesses the individual's non-formal and informal learning to 
determine the extent to which that individual has achieved the required learning outcomes, 
competency outcomes, or standards for entry to, and/or partial or total completion of, a 
qualification.  
 
There are also specific definitions, which espouse similar principles that have been outlined in the 
AQTF Standards for Registered Training Organisations in the VET sector. Here RPL is defined as 
the: órecognition of competencies currently held, regardless of how, when or where the learning 
occurred. RPL assesses the individualôs prior learning to determine the extent to which that 
individual is currently competent against the required learning outcomes, competency outcomes, or 
standards for entry to, and/or partial or total completion of, a qualificationô (DEST, 2005a, AQTF 
Standards for RTOs p.17). The AQTF definition not only refers to recognition of informal and non-
formal learning but also to the recognition of learning that has occurred in formal programmes.  
 
Evidence may take a variety of forms and include certification, references from past employers, 
testimonials from clients and work samples. The assessor must ensure that the evidence is 
authentic, valid, reliable, current and sufficient. In addition, assessments including RPL 
assessments should only use the English literacy and language or numeracy skills that are intrinsic 
to the learning competency outcomes for the course. They should be culturally inclusive and 
flexible so that students may choose how they go about showing that they have acquired the 
required competencies or learning outcomes.  
 
RPL does not only provide recognition of skills and experience for qualifications. It is also used in 
the assessment of a candidateôs suitability for positions, promotions or awards. It is practised in a 
variety of ways, depending on the learnerôs needs and objectives. The two major approaches can 
be described as: 

¶ the developmental model where RPL is used to help students integrate learning they have 
obtained outside a formal educational setting with their learning inside this setting and to 
improve their outcomes. The developmental model is generally used in senior secondary 
schools and in adult and community education; 

¶ the credentialing model, common in the higher education and vocational training sectors, which 
uses RPL to lead to the partial or full completion of credentials. (Note that while it is possible to 
acquire full qualifications in the VET sector through RPL processes this is not the case for the 
higher education sector.) 
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3.1 b) Describe if recognising of non-formal and informal learning is linked to 

qualifications, qualification systems, or qualifications framework in your country. 
Provide data, if any, on the impact of such linkages. 

 
See Component 2.1c. RPL is intrinsically linked to nationally recognised qualifications available 
under the AQF. The framework is structured to provide opportunities for people to move freely 
within and between the schools, VET and higher education sectors and between the sectors and 
employment. The guidelines for each of the AQF qualifications provide a basis for the recognition 
of prior learning obtained in work and life experience in Australia and overseas. This arrangement 
ókeeps the system of qualifications open to recognition of the value of learning achieved outside the 
formal system, as part of everyday living in a continuum of learning throughout oneôs lifeô (AQFAB, 
2004).  
 
For both VET and higher education qualifications, RPL can be used to satisfy entry criteria. In the 
VET sector it is possible to achieve a full qualification through the RPL pathway. This is for two 
reasons: 

¶ VET qualifications are based on units of competence related to performance in employment so 
it is possible to gain all the required skills and knowledge from non-formal and informal 
workplace experience; and 

¶ the national standardisation of units of competence means that the requirements for 
assessment are the same irrespective of the particular RTO responsible for the assessment 
and issuance of the qualification. 

 
Conversely, because the academic knowledge and skills required by higher education 
qualifications are less likely to be acquired on the basis of non-formal and informal learning, and 
because there is no national standardisation of the subjects or units to be assessedðapart from 
the core requirements of the professional bodies where this is relevantðindividual institutions 
regard a certain proportion of learning as particular to the institution ónameô and not eligible for 
RPL. Therefore, it may follow that the more prestigious the institution, the less RPL credit is 
granted. RPL is a particularly useful aspect of the VET competency-based system of qualifications 
in a context of skill shortages in traditional trades by enabling existing workers with specific 
industry expertise and experience to acquire trade qualifications. To this end, particular State and 
Territory governments (namely Queensland, New South Wales, Tasmania and Western 
Australia)40 have adopted specific óaccelerated apprenticeshipô programmes to fast-track the 
completion of trade qualifications on the basis of the non-formal and informal learning of existing 
experienced workers. See also the Skills for the Future initiative (Component 1.4a). 
 
While it is possible for full VET qualifications to be gained via RPL, in practice it is more common 
that there are gaps that must be addressed through some form of training to reflect current 
practices. Where existing workers (especially in the mining towns of rural and regional Australia) 
have been identified for acceleration through apprenticeships, they have often been required to 
undertake gap training through self-paced learning processes, for example to improve their literacy 
skills. (West Australian Chamber of Minerals and Industry, 2006).  Self-paced learning is often 
associated with RPL in that it builds upon learning abilities independent of an institutional 
environment.   
 

                                                 
40

 Tradestart at TAFE is the New South Wales programme, TradesExpress is the Western Australian and Tasmanian programme. 
Western Australia and Queensland have also an óaccelerated apprenticeshipsô programme. 
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3.1 c) What kinds of qualifications (e.g. certificates, diplomas, degrees, licenses, etc.) are 
more linked to recognition of non-formal and informal learning? What are the difficulties or 
obstacles in linking recognition of non-formal and informal learning to qualification 
framework? 
 
For the reasons given in the previous section, VET qualificationsðCertificates I-IV, Diploma and 
Advanced Diplomaðare more linked to RPL than higher education qualifications, with one 
important exception. The higher education Graduate Certificate is quite commonly accessed on the 
basis of a significant period of work experience by which the candidate is able to demonstrate 
potential to undertake study at a graduate level. The RPL pathway is more closely linked to the 
Graduate Certificate because, like the VET qualifications, it is focused on preparation for 
professional practice and is less reliant on academic learning.  This award provides a second-
chance opportunity for experienced practitioners to develop the academic skills required for further 
career progression and higher degrees, and is an important alternative pathway to higher degrees 
in the overall qualifications system. 
 
Related to this, two new higher level VET qualifications have been added in the past year to the 
qualifications system, the Vocational Graduate Certificate and Vocational Graduate Diploma.  Like 
the other VET qualifications, these qualifications may be entered and partly or wholly achieved on 
the basis of recognition of non-formal and informal learning.  As the academic discipline base in 
higher education becomes more inclusive of new specialised forms of knowledge generated in the 
workplaceðthe subject of a recent body of theoryðit is to be expected that these high-level VET 
qualifications will become established as pathways to Masters and Doctoral degrees.  As such, 
and as ógraduate levelô qualifications, these new awards represent an important extension of the 
capacity of the national system of qualifications to be inclusive of non-formal and informal learning.  
 
To date, prior to the trade skills shortages, RPL is more frequently observed in higher level VET 
qualifications (see table 8). RPL was in part intended to assist people who had acquired 
experience in the workplace, or in life, but who had not completed any formal schooling pre-
requisites typically required for admission to post-school courses. However, these individuals have 
not made the most use of RPL. Instead it has provided benefits to those with the most experience 
in post-school education and training who have been aware of opportunities for RPL and have 
been able to document their experience in a systematic way (Wheelahan et al., 2002)ðevidence 
of the óMatthewô effect. 
 
There are no structural obstacles for linking the recognition of non-formal and informal learning to 
the AQF. However, a major issue raised in both the higher education and VET sectors is the 
question of óparity of esteemô of qualifications or components of qualifications gained via RPL 
compared to those gained through the completion of formal studies. Closely related to this is the 
extent to which students are willing to engage in this form of assessment, and to which providers 
are prepared to invest time to make such assessments work. RPL assessments are often viewed 
and experienced as time-intensive for both students and providers (Bowman et al., 2003). 
 
The credibility of the entire system of qualifications can be placed in jeopardy if qualifications 
gained through the RPL pathway are not trusted. Without transparent quality assurance, the RPL 
pathway can become a point of vulnerability in the system.  Conversely, if there has to be 
excessive investment in quality assurance, the systemic advantages of RPL tend to be 
counteracted.  Therefore, it is encouraging that consultations with assessors and assessment 
experts have also highlighted the fact that less time-intensive approaches may also be used. For 
example, having students undertake challenge tests (see Component 3.3 b) and observing 
students in their place of work can be far less time consuming for both assessors and students. 
Such approaches can provide assessors with sufficient evidence to determine whether or not the 
student has the learning and the competency for which RPL is being requested. They can also 
reduce the amount of time needed by students to gather evidence to support their claims for RPL. 
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3.1 d) Describe if there are differences in such linkages depending on whether the 
qualifications are professional or academic recognition? Can the link to the 
qualification systems legitimacy of such recognition be a means for establishing 
ólegitimacyô both in working life and in the educational system ? 

 
RPL is especially important in the awarding of professional accreditation or further professional 
qualifications, which are in the main contingent on the completion of initial academic qualifications 
in a particular field or profession. Various professional bodies and registration authorities in 
Australia take into account initial academic qualifications combined with the number of years 
experience as a basis of their assessments. Where the initial academic qualifications are 
legitimated under the AQF, the awarding of professional accreditation and further professional 
qualifications, remain outside the framework. This means that such accreditation and qualifications 
are legitimated by processes other than the qualifications framework.  
 

Becoming a Chartered Engineer 

Engineers Australia is the professional association for professional engineers, engineering technologists and engineering 
officers (associates). They provide assessment and recognition of the skills and experience of these practitioners for the 
purposes of registration on National Registers.  
 
In its applicantôs handbook for practitioners the professional body notes that:  
 
Engineering employers, clients and governments are increasingly valuing quality and professionalism that Chartered 
Status represents as insurance against risk and uncertainty and to match expectations of value and safety. The value to 
our community is the linkage to registration which is becoming important to governments and consumers of engineering 
services (Engineers Australia, 2006). 
 
Source: Applicants Handbook for Chartered Professional Engineers, Chartered Engineering Technologies and Chartered Engineering 
Officer, 2006 < http://www.engineersaustralia.org.au/education/chartered-status.cfm> 

 
 
3.1 e) If your country has a national qualifications framework or in the process of 

establishing one, has the development towards recognition of non-formal and 
informal learning been one of the drivers for your country to establish one? Is the 
development of the qualifications framework and its implementation in practice with 
the recognition of non-formal and informal learning in parallel? 

 
AQFAB was established by the agreement of, and with the authority of MCEETYA. The object of 
the Board is to promote, monitor and maintain the AQF. To achieve this goal AQFAB operates as a 
cross-sectoral forum, inclusive of the industry parties, to consider national qualifications policy 
issues.  The AQFAB Charter is currently being reviewed. 

Why the Australian Qualifications Framework was developed 

The AQF was established in 1995 by MCEETYAðto give support to the major reforms in 
vocational education and training introduced in the late 1980ôs and early 1990ôs to create an 
integrated system of national qualifications spanning all three educational sectors (schools, 
vocational training and higher education) with cross-sectoral articulation of programmes, credit 
transfer and recognition of prior learning. In 2004 the AQF published its National Principles and 
Operational Guidelines for Recognition of Prior Learning, thus emphasising the high priority it 
placed on the RPL pathway (see Component 2.1c). 
 
The new suite of national qualifications was informed by workplace competency standards set by 
industry and based on workplace practice. Industry driven training shifted the focus of qualifying as 
a competent worker from the classroom to the workplace. Where the workplace sets the standards 
for assessment towards a qualification and is the primary model of learning, employment 
experience itself becomes directly assessable against the requirements of the qualification. This 

http://www.engineersaustralia.org.au/education/chartered-status.cfm


  Component 3 ï Description of technical arrangements 

  65 

model gives value and legitimacy to the informal and non-formal learning achieved in the 
workplace, which may be assessed on an equal basis with a formal programme of work-based 
training and assessment, or a formal programme delivered in an institution. So from the outset the 
AQF has had, for the VET sector in particular, the two objectives of upgrading the skills and 
knowledge required in the workplace and establishing RPL as a mainstream pathway to a 
qualification in the VET sector. For further details refer to the AQF website41. As already indicated 
at Component 1.4d, to date there has not been the expected increase in take-up of the RPL option. 
Factors such as high levels of employment in this period partly account for this, but it may also be 
that the availability of formal training at a range of levels closely linked to the workplace and able to 
be accessed at an early stage of employment reduces the demand for RPL.  

 
Other factors such as the ageing of the Australian workforce are focussing governmentsô attention 
on the need to recognise the existing skills of all people entering training so that workers do not 
have to repeat or undertake training for skills they have already acquired on the job. Therefore, 
COAG has agreed that all RTOs and assessment centres in receipt of public funding will have a 
contractual obligation by January 2007 to offer all workers entering training a quick and simple 
process to recognise their existing skills. 
 
The COAG agenda also includes the review of the AQTF to place a stronger focus on quality skills 
outcomes.42 An outcomes-based auditing model for RTOs is also being developed to support the 
new AQTF standards, aiming for implementation by July 2007.  

 
The Queensland Government has adopted the following view on RPL for mature and experienced 
adults in its Queensland Skills Plan: 

When highly skilled individuals with industry currency opt to train for a whole course rather 
than undertake RPL for at least some units of competency, the trainer, the registered training 
organisation, and the whole system has failed to meet a fundamental tenet of the vocational 
education and training sectorðto acknowledge and value adult learning through meaningful, 
portable and industry-recognised credentials. We are sending a message that privileges 
classrooms and ótrainersô as the most legitimate learning pathway and misses a profound 
opportunity to genuinely promote life-long learning as valid, valued and central to vocational 
skills (Queensland Department of Employment and Training, p21). 

 
 
3.1 f) What are some potential threats of recognition of non-formal and informal learning to 

higher education institutions, employers, and individuals? How can resistance from 
the higher education sector be overcome to embed the recognition of non-formal 
and informal learning into the qualification framework? 

Higher education institutions 

One of the major RPL concerns of higher education institutions is the perceived threat to their 
educational standards and subsequently to their reputation if they are seen to recognise for formal 
credit learning which may be viewed as not comparable to the amount and complexity of learning 
acquired by students in formal higher education courses. There is also a concern that learning 
gained in practical work-based or community activities may not prepare individuals adequately for 
the analytical and theoretical tasks which will be required of them in higher education courses.  
 
RPL is often used to gain a VET qualification, which may then be used to articulate into a higher 
education qualification. However, the significant differences between the sectors in mission, 
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 http://www.aqf.edu.au  
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There will also be a stronger focus placed on the development of an outcomes-based auditing model for RTOs to support the new 

AQTF standards aiming at implementation by July 2007.  
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institutional culture and approaches to course design, defining learning outcomes, delivery and 
assessment presents barriers to cross-sectoral articulation and credit transfer. There is a concern 
about the level of achievement that students have been able to demonstrate in VET programmes 
(especially as the programmes use non-graded reporting on assessment), and the extent to which 
it compares to educational achievement in higher education, which is generally graded. Higher 
education institutions are also concerned about the perceived variability in standards of training 
organisations that are issuing qualifications. To this end they will be prepared to establish linkages 
with some institutions and not others. Where relationships are established and successful 
collaboration takes place there is a greater chance of articulation and credit transfer between 
sectors. 
 
A major concern for higher education institutions preparing students to enter regulated occupations 
(like registered nursing) is that they are able to justify to Registration Boards and to higher 
education institutions that they have appropriately qualified individuals to work in regulated 
environments. Another concern is that often these RPL processes have to be treated on a case-by-
case basis and may require extra resources that may not always be available. Interviewing 
students and verifying and validating the evidence they provide for RPL claims requires time and 
effort.  
 
Although higher education institutions may resist the prospect of RPL ostensibly to safeguard the 
integrity of their qualifications, and to maintain reputations, there is also a view among VET 
administrators and practitioners that there are a number of misconceptions around the whole 
concept of RPL. Such misconceptions could be allayed in part by ensuring institutions that RPL is 
just another form of assessment and if done properly can provide judgements that are as credible 
as those provided for assessments in formal courses.  
 
The Australian, State and Territory governments have sought to improve access to higher 
education for students transferring from VET.  In May 2005 MCEETYA endorsed a package of 
initiatives including: 

¶ Good Practice Principles to encourage further improvements in institutional practice and 
information provision for students; 

¶ improvements in data collection; and 

¶ a national study of the current practices in credit transfer from VET qualifications to higher 
education to identify gaps and make recommendations for initiatives to drive further 
improvement. 

 
Findings from this National Study are currently being considered by MCEETYA and will inform 
what can be done to address the reluctance of universities to recognise the prior formal learning 
that has happened in other educational sectors and learning environments. It will also indicate 
ways to encourage higher education institutions to increase their acceptance of credit transfer and 
RPL as a legitimate process for awarding advanced standing in qualifications.  
 
The key drivers for recognition were identified as: 

¶ government policy at national and State and Territory levels to address skill needs, 
especially at the para-professional level; 

¶ efficiency and cost savings to be gained through increased collaboration between sectors; 

¶ competition for students in view of recent downturn in higher education enrolments; 

¶ strong commitment to collaboration in missions of some universities; and  

¶ employer and student needs requiring a mix of vocational and technical skill in addition to 
higher levels of analytical skills and understanding of theory. 
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Robust Assessments 
We need to assure higher education institutions that an RPL assessment based on the demonstration of competence 
(used in the VET system) is robust, valid and reliable as other assessments. In addition, we need to build relationships 
between individuals in the same or related programme area across sectors so that they talk about their courses, students 
and outcomes. This builds trust and credibility. Senior government official in VET, South Australia. 
 

 

Employers 

In Component 2 we have detailed the considerable emphasis placed on relevant and desired work 

experience (however it is acquired) by Australian employers in making employment and promotion 

decisions. Potential threats to continued reliance on such experience for making employment 

decisions include the risk of employing people who do not to have the level of skill for which they 

have been employed, bring the company into disrepute, or place work colleagues and customers in 

danger either by their lack of expertise or experience.  

Individuals  

Potential threats for individuals is the extent to which their qualification (especially if it has all been 

acquired through RPL processes) is considered to be of equal value to qualifications gained via 

formal studies. An unequal valuing of these qualifications can lead to difficulties in finding or 

progressing through jobs. Gaining RPL may also prove to be a difficult process for those who are 

returning to study and may not be able to get sufficient evidence to prove they have the skills and 

experience to be admitted to programmes or be exempted from certain components of 

programmes. This is especially the case for those who have limited language and literacy skills to 

complete written application processes, or migrants (especially refugees) who may not have been 

able to access formal evidence of prior work experience. In addition, those with interrupted work 

histories may be unable to gain sufficient corroborating evidence to assure training providers that 

they will be able to cope with the demands of the courses they want to study.  
 
 
 

Component 3.2: Credit accumulation and transfer 

3.2 a) Describe any formal credit arrangements for non-formal and informal learning, if they 
exist. What are general policies, objectives, and legislative, regulatory or sectoral 
agreement frameworks for such credit arrangements? How are the arrangements 
used - at similar levels, between different levels, or between different sectors. 
Provide data, if any, of actual users (number of users, at what level, which sector, 
transition path, etc). 

 
RPL and credit transfer in higher education operates in ways which are unique to each institution. 
The universities collectively have, since 1993, agreed to a set of principles for Recognition of Prior 
Learning which originally described RPL as learning achieved other than in a university or TAFE 
college. Since the expansion of formal VET beyond TAFEs to the private sector, this definition has 
changed in line with international definitions and the universities have subsumed their set of 
principles under those agreed by all sectors in the National Principles and Operational Guidelines 
for Recognition of Prior (RPL) established by the AQFAB in 2004, and already discussed in this 
report (see Component 2.1c).  
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Under these National Principles, a subject or unit gained through RPL is not distinguished from a 
subject or unit gained through any other form of assessment.  Granting of credit for a subject or 
unitðirrespective of how it is assessedðfrom an AQF qualification issued by another provider then 
comes under arrangements for credit transfer, noting that the decision to grant credit óis a matter 
for individual authorised organisations to determine in collaboration with each otherô. This principle 
is set down in a set of National Guidelines on Cross-Sector Linkages (2002) which were developed 
between the universities and the VET sector as an initiative within the AQF.    
 
RTOs in the VET sector are bound to recognise the qualifications of other RTOs under the mutual 
recognition principles of the AQTF. In addition, when students arrive at any RTO they will hear 
about RPL in initial information sessions with lecturers. If they decide to undertake RPL they will sit 
down with lecturers to understand the types of evidence that will be required to support a claim for 
RPL. Each institute will have its own specific arrangements for the administration of RPL.  
 

RPL at Edith Cowan University (ECU) 

The universityôs policy on advanced standing states that: óin the recognition of prior learning the informal or non-formal 
learning of individuals is to be assessed against the learning outcomes of an ECU module, unit or units for which the 
student is seeking entry and or credit. It is up to the student to provide appropriate evidence to support claims for RPL. 
Where appropriate a student may be asked to complete an assessment to determine the level of prior learning. This 
could be a written or practical assessment, including the requirement to sit the final examination for the unit or modules.ô 
 
Source: Advanced Standing (including policy statement on RPL), Edith Cowan University, 2006 

 
 

RPL at the University of Adelaide  

The University of Adelaide has in place a Graduate Certificate in Management course which is open to individuals on the 
basis of the learning they have acquired in the workplace. (Such arrangements are also in place in a number of other 
Australian universities). Applicants must have at least 7 yearsô relevant management experience. Applicants will 
complete a formal application and provide the university with a curriculum vitae which list the jobs they have held, major 
achievements, and any courses and results of courses they may have completed. Applicants must also provide the 
university with two referee reports from their managers or Chief Executive Officers. Typically potential students will 
attend an information session where lecturing staff and a small group of recent graduates will talk to participants about 
the course, and administrative personnel will discuss fee structures and financial assistance. The university verifies the 
experience by contacting employers. The university is keen to know that in admitting students to the course they will be 
able to meet the requirements of the course by integrating theoretical knowledge and practice. 
 
Source: Information and material provided by University of Adelaide Graduate School of Management 
 

 
 

RPL at the University of South Australia  

The University of South Australia recognises non-formal and informal learning of students who would like to enter the 
Bachelor of Nursing or Diploma of Nursing programme. However, it is a university requirement that students must 
complete one year of full-time (or equivalent) studies, irrespective of prior learning. In the registered nursing degree 
programme, RPL is linked to associated formal training that has been done in the past. This is because the university 
needs to be sure that at one time the student has been provided with a theoretical basis for practical workplace 
behaviours.  
 
If students have a Diploma of Nursing they will receive a standard 36 units towards the nursing degree. If they have been 
enrolled nurses who have done their training in the former hospital training system they will get 18 hours credit. This is 
based on the recognition that these enrolled nurses have accumulated a degree of expertise that is relevant to the 
registered nursing programme. There are also opportunities for mature-aged entry. For example, unregulated care 
workers who have completed a Certificate III in Community Services, will be able to enter the degree or diploma 
programme and be exempted for some components. Typically they will be exempted from the practical workshop which 
deals with appropriate feeding and showering of patients.  
 
Students who want to make a claim for RPL must demonstrate that they have met all or most of the learning objectives of 
the course for which they are applying for credit. This is the basic principle on which RPL is based. 
 
Source: Program Director, Nursing and Midwifery Program 
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Admission to TAFE SA programmes: South Australia 
 
A basic principle of the student selection policy for 2007 of TAFESA (TAFESA, 2006) is that academic merit and/or 
relevant experience is to be considered for entrance to courses. This will ensure that admission processes do not 
preclude from selection people who may not have completed formal schooling.  
 
Admission to programmes is based on the concept of students meeting minimum entry requirements to be eligible for a 
course. Each course will have its minimum entry requirements for student eligibility. If there are more students than 
available places then a process of selection against a set of general, related and other academic merit prevails. For 
example, if a student is wanting to undertake the Certificate III in Real Estate they must meet the minimum entry 
requirements. That is they must have: 

¶ satisfactory completion of Stage 1 of the South Australian Certificate of Education (or equivalent); or 

¶ any Certificate II; or  

¶ 1 year full-time equivalent verified work experience in any area; or  

¶ satisfactory achievement in the TAFE SA Basic Skills Test (a test of basic literacy and numeracy skills). 
 
When there are more eligible students than available places then students will have to score a maximum of 40 points 
made up of: 

¶ 20 points for general academic merit (which reflects the minimum entry requirements including employment 
experience);  

¶ 10 points for related academic merit (which deals with related formal subjects); 

¶ 20 points for other merit (which deals with employment experience, or work related studies).  
 
Source: TAFE SA Student Selection Guide for 2007 

 
 

Admission to TAFE courses in Western Australia 

A similar system to that used by TAFESA has also been in use in Western Australia. However, from 2007 Western 
Australia is implementing a process which refers to qualification pathways, general academic merit and employment 
experience. Applicants will be assessed on the completion of full or partial qualifications including school, university and 
VET studies. They will also be assessed on their general academic merit. Here school leaver applicants will be asked to 
identify their four best subjects and if applying for an Art subject to provide a portfolio of skill development. Mature-aged 
applicants will be asked for evidence of skill development provided in a portfolio which addresses the selection criteria. 
Applicants will also be judged according to their experience of paid or unpaid employment, and evidence of community 
service and other life experience.  
 
Source: Western Australian Department of Employment and Training 
 

 
 
3.2 b) Who is/are responsible for credit arrangements for non-formal and informal 

learning? Is it different from the arrangements for formal learning? 
 
The responsibility for credit arrangements for informal and non-formal learning in higher education 
institutions will vary according to the institution and programme. There are some higher education 
institutions, like Edith Cowan University, that will have an organisation-wide formal policy on the 
maximum number of credits that may be available in a programme for RPL. Others will leave it up 
to departmental administrators and staff to map out how informal and non-formal learning can be 
mapped to the learning outcomes of the course and apply their own systems of exemptions. For 
example, the University of South Australiaôs Registered Nursing programme, and the University of 
Adelaideôs Graduate Certificate in Management programme. No matter who is responsible for 
credit arrangements all university records must be able to show that all learning outcomes for each 
subject in a particular course have been achieved before the relevant qualification can be issued.  
 
There is no nationwide policy for the amount of credit that will be given for RPL for VET courses. 
Nevertheless, a national system of Training Packages identifies the units of competency required 
for different AQF qualifications available in the VET sector. When students make claims for the 
recognition of informal and non-formal learning, these claims are mapped to the units of 
competency. These RPL assessments are generally undertaken at the programme level. However, 
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where the institution has a dedicated recognition centre in place or a dedicated RPL assessor then 
this centre or assessor is responsible for coordinating RPL arrangements. Advice and validation of 
such assessments is also provided by subject matter experts. 
 
In some states a centralised admissions process is based on a system-wide approach to 
determining the maximum number of points available to students for employment experience or 
involvement in community activities. The determination of such points is often deliberated by 
system-wide programme committees or groups. In the VET sector there is also a small number of 
assessment-only RTOs who will be independently responsible for conducting assessments 
towards qualifications (including RPL).  
 
In the majority of higher education courses there are restrictions on the amount of credit that can 
be granted for RPL. It is a requirement at the University of South Australia that whatever a student 
has done they must also complete one year of full-time equivalent studies with the institution. 
 
 
3.2 c) How is a credit counted? Number of hours of a course? Please specify how credits 

are counted on what base in your country. 

 
There is no national system of credit points for individual units of a qualification based on levels 
and nominal hours. Qualifications within the AQF are described in terms of the learning outcomes 
or competencies characteristic of each qualification title. It is the learning outcomes which are the 
determinants of the value of the qualification, rather than inputs such as hours of learning. This is a 
strong policy position in the VET sector in particular, where past practices of institutionalised 
ónumbers of hoursô have been replaced by a system where the focus is on the capacity to assess 
directly the performance criteria in the competencies specified within the qualification, so that 
óhoursôˈexcept where time taken may be an element of the particular competenceˈare not 
relevant. 
 
In the VET sector, most qualifications are based on nationally endorsed Training Packages and 
therefore individual units have a common credit value across the sector, based on a national 
coding system. For higher education, qualifications are accredited on an institutional basis and 
credit is subject to institutional arrangements. This means that credit achieved through any form of 
assessment, including RPL assessment, has national currency within the VET sector, but within 
the higher education sector credit is variable between institutions except where explicit agreements 
are in place.  
 
To guide the credit transfer of formal learning across the sectors, there are National Guidelines on 
Cross-Sector Qualification Linkages, which include percentage levels of credit at the main credit 
interface, that is from Diploma to Bachelor degree. For example, 33 per cent credit for a Diploma 
when it is linked to a three-year Bachelor degree. These national guidelines are an integral part of 
implementation of the AQF and are subject to monitoring and review by the AQFAB. Credit transfer 
also occurs from higher education qualifications to VET qualifications and is a focus for future 
work.  
 
For administrative and funding purposes, but not as part of a credit system, government 
departments calculate nominal hours for the programmes offered and these vary across the 
jurisdictions. Where credit point systems are used by institutions and some national industry 
bodies, these are internal mechanisms for counting components adding up to the requirements of 
the qualification and are not based on a universal system.  
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The award of credit as a result of a successful RPL assessment in either sector may take the form 
of: 

¶ credit for the entry requirements for a formal programme; 

¶ credit for specific subjects or units; 

¶ exemption from elective units; 

¶ exemption from a first semester or first year; and  

¶ credit for a whole qualification in the VET sector, and up to two-thirds of a qualification in 
higher education. 

 
In the VET sector, credit may be recognised below the level of a full qualification in the form of a 
Statement of Attainment. Achievement of discrete units or sets of skills of particular value to an 
area of employment may be recorded on this Statement of Attainment. Over time, the units 
achieved and recorded may accumulate towards a full qualification. This is an illustration of the 
way in which the credit system operates in the VET sector to reflect the particular orientation of that 
sector, with various institutions taking their own approaches to determining credits. 
 

The Victorian Qualifications Authorityõs Credit Matrix 

The Victorian Qualifications Authority (2006) has developed the credit matrix.  It is a credit-based system to describe 
qualifications in post-compulsory education and training in Victoria (from secondary, vocational education and training, 
adult and community education and higher education sectors) and recording achievement in them.  It is based on a 
system which measures learning outcomes acquired in the smallest part of a qualification which can be recognised, 
(namely units or modules of learning) according to eight levels of complexity and volume of learning. The levels of 
complexity range from level 1 (lowest level of complexity) to level 8 (highest level of complexity). Every 10 hours of 
learning equates to one point.

43
  

 
Points can be gained in any sector and from any provider offering relevant courses at the required level. This allows 
learners to better understand their qualification and negotiate their way through to different qualifications. It also allows 
them to present for recognition learning that has been acquired outside formal settings. For those who do not want to do 
a full qualification, the credit matrix will provide óa tangible record of effort and achievement over many yearsô. It also 
allows providers to better understand the type and amount of learning that students have already acquired so that they 
may provide them with the best advice for future learning. 
 
Source: Victorian Qualifications Authority 
 

 
 
3.2 d) What are the incentives or disincentives for participants to gain credit and providers 

to give credit? 
 
There are incentives and disincentives for individuals to gain credit and for providers to give credit.  

Incentives  

The major incentives for individuals to gain credit for RPL are that it reduces study workloads, 
duplication of training and the financial costs for tuition. If they get recognition for the whole 
qualification then this reduces the study load in very significant ways. In addition governments in 
different States and Territories have also provided some financial incentives to students to help 
with their costs for RPL. This allows students to complete their qualifications in a quicker timeframe 
and to move on to higher qualifications or designated jobs in the workforce. In addition, obtaining 
credit allows individuals to make up for lost time in the event of illness or unanticipated 
employment commitments. For those who have not had success in the formal education system, 
gaining credit for prior informal and non-formal learning builds confidence and enables them to 
have their experience legitimated and to open up pathways to desired qualifications.  

                                                 
43

In the secondary education sector the smallest parts of a qualification that can be recognised are units. In the VTE sector they are 
units of competency from Training Packages, or units or modules from VTE curriculum. In the higher education system they are 
subjects, modules or units of qualifications. 
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VET student in TAFE who used RPL to complete Advanced Diploma of Hotel Management  

I decided to take up RPL because I had a lot of experience and lecturers advised me to make a claim for RPL. I wanted 
to complete my Advanced Diploma which I had started 10 years ago and did not want to study what I knew. I got my 
information together to back up my claim including a résumé detailing my work experience and references from 
employers. Once I had this information the lecturer checked the units of competency I had done and see whether they 
matched the competencies that were expected. I received RPL for four subjects and I had to do a Hygiene subject. I had 
to pay tuition fees but not the cost of the materials. Although I expected that I did not have to pay for this, not having to 
attend classes and using up extra time to do the extra four subjects was good. But TAFE is quite cheap (inexpensive) 
anyway. In getting RPL I was able to finish my course earlier. Now I have gained a position at front office at the Hyatt 
Hotel (one of the major international 5 star hotels in Adelaide).  
 
If you are applying for a subject that you have experience in it is easier. I had left my employer on good terms to make a 
different career move. The lecturer also knew my employer so he knew the standard of work my employer texpected. 
One lecturer thought I would get RPL for the Hygiene subject but the RPL assessor did not agree. When I went through 
(the Hygiene unit) he was right so I am glad I did do it. 
 
Source: TAFESA graduate 
 

 
There are also incentives for providers to give credit for RPL. These include increased 
opportunities to provide service to students and to employers and so increase their attractiveness 
as institutions of first preference. It also enables providers to access new sources of students and 
to diversify student intake. Given the recent decline in domestic demand for education places this 
would be an important incentive. 
 
Having motivated students who are not sitting through irrelevant training will also improve the 
learning environment for other students. Where providers are working closely with employers and 
students to customise workplace learning and recognition, it keeps providers current and engaged 
with what is happening in the workplace. In giving credit providers are also able to free up training 
places for other students.  
 
In some States, providers have always been able to claim the total cost of RPL, in others this was 
not the case. Recently the Australian Government has driven the requirement for all providers in all 
States and Territories to get 100 per cent subsidy for RPL provision. 

Disincentives 

Disincentives for students relate to the expectations of providers for too much physical 
documentation to verify their skills. The amount of work that is required to prepare applications and 
to track down documentary evidence to support claims for credit can be a major disincentive. This 
is especially the case if they are not able to get in touch with employers for references, have left 
employers on bad terms and are loath to contact them, or have not kept required documentation 
that would be useful to support their application for credit. Students may also find it difficult to 
interpret what is required if providers make the system of RPL unnecessarily complex. There are 
also difficulties for those who have been out of the education and training system for a long time. 
These difficulties are associated with having the confidence, and adequate literacy skills to 
negotiate RPL and to complete formal applications.  
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Student concerns 
The major problem with regard to RPL for students is the collation of information they require for proving evidence of 
prior learning. They may also have raised expectations of what they can get. For example, enrolled nurses in South 
Australia are not by law able to have the same level of responsibility as registered nurses. Sometimes these students 
perceive that they have been doing similar activities. However, the university cannot give them RPL for this experience 
because under law they cannot perform such activities. (University Director of Nurse Education Programme)  
 
Some students come in confident and then they find the course harder than they thought. They may experience 
problems with integrating theory and practice, or they might find that it requires more time than they originally thought. 
Some may just want the piece of paper that says they have a university qualification but we stress that they need to be 
able to apply principles to practice. (Programme Administrator of University Business School Programme admitting 
students totally on basis of RPL) 

 
The disincentives for providers relate to the amount of work and effort involved in speaking with 
students about their applications, helping them to identify the types of evidence that would be 
suitable, and validating and verifying the evidence once it has been provided. Sometimes this is 
not reflected or recognised adequately in workloads for teachers, and in recouping the actual costs 
associated with RPL. Unless groups of students have followed a standard pathway and are 
claiming a similar amount of credit for similar sorts of activities, each application for credit must be 
treated on an individual basis. For providers this is resource and time-intensive. Bearing in mind 
that RPL will allow students to move through qualifications at a different pace there will be 
pressures on providers to increase the flexibility of training delivery and learning processes. This 
has implications for staffing, timetabling and record-keeping. In addition, there are financial 
disincentives for giving credit as this reduces the amount of revenue that providers can access 
from tuition fees. In the main, there is no charge for RPL in universities. 
 
These difficulties may be exacerbated in the case of giving credit for learning acquired overseas.  
 

Administrative Burdens 
At the Australian College of Natural Medicine a major disincentive for RPL relates to administrative burden. Lecturers 
tend to find the RPL system onerous as it is a form of assessment demanding more time and, often, double or triple 
handling. This also creates a burden for the administration. Often lecturers are not provided with enough information to 
allow a sound assessment of knowledge and experience. There is also some risk of falsification of claims when students 
believe they have more learning than they are able to demonstrate, and they want to use RPL to reduce the length and 
costs of their courses. 
 
A major disincentive for universities is the complication and administrative burden it adds to the enrolment process, and 
the amount of time it takes to enrol students. 
 
Source: Australian College of Natural Medicine Lecturer 
 

 
The major impediments for recognising prior learning for credit transfer and articulation purposes 
may include: 

¶ differences in funding and accountability regimes; 

¶ cultural differences and attitudes of staff in VET and higher education; 

¶ administrative issues;  

¶ differences in curriculum and assessment; and  

¶ lack of resources. 



 

 74 

 

Views on the RPL Assessment Process 

There are a lot of misconceptions regarding the policies of RPL and the complexities of RPL. Practitioners across the 
sectors think that it is different rather than the same as other assessments. It is also sometimes easier for large providers 
to put people in classes rather than use flexible entry and exit points associated with RPL. (Senior VET government 
official in Victoria) 
 
Sometimes lecturers may not be as confident about their professional judgements for RPL assessments as they are for 
normal assessments, and so they demand too much physical documentation. This places a burden on students. 
Lectures may require more hard evidence for RPL assessments so that they find it easy to satisfy what they perceive will 
be the quality assurance demands of auditors. What we need is to ensure that auditors do not ask for more evidence for 
RPL assessments than they would for other assessments. (Senior VET government official in South Australia)  
 

In terms of VET assessment activity, I know from both my work as a practitioner as well as a researcher and as an 
auditor, that there are very many good examples of effective RPL practice across the VET sector. However, I think the 
outdated view and interpretation of RPL has certainly served its purpose and we should move on to not just viewing RPL 
as another form of assessment but also to accept its many guises and manifestations. 
 
For the student, such processes as ófast trackô and ópartial RPLô are strategies that enable a more effective and individual 
learning and assessment plan. 
 
For providers, RPL should become an integral part of a teacherôs learning and assessment plans for their students. In 
addition, assessors should undertake their assessment judgements with rigour balanced with confidence. 
 
Finally, we should acknowledge and accept the parity of esteem of RPL judgements with other assessment judgements. 
(Andrea Bateman, Assessment Expert) 
 

 
 
3.2 e) Describe, if any, how the recognition of non-formal and informal learning is 

integrated in your VET system through credit system: e.g. the dual system to 
integrate experiential learning. 

 
The recognition of non-formal and informal learning is integrated into Australiaôs VET system 
through the AQTF by making it possible for students to demonstrate competency no matter how or 
where their learning has been acquired. The Victorian credit matrix system described above is 
based on the concept of assigning a level and credit point to all learning whether it be acquired in 
the schools, VET or higher education sectors, or in informal or non-formal contexts. This system is 
currently being rolled out in secondary schools in Victoria. It has yet to be applied to the post-
compulsory VET or higher education systems in that state. It remains to be seen whether such a 
system will be adopted nationally and across all sectors. 
 
 
3.2 f) Provide data, if any, how the recognition of non-formal and informal learning is 

integrated in your HED system through credit system: e.g. research on the growing 
number of take-up of internships, etc. 

 
Not available. 
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Component 3.3: Assessment methods and procedures 

3.3 a) Describe the assessment arrangements. Who carries out assessments, and with 
what type of approaches? Who validates the results of the assessments? How long 
will the assessment procedures take? If methods or procedures vary depending on 
sectors, list the name of the sectors and the methods used for the recognition for the 
sector. What assessment procedures do participants go through to get their non-
formal and informal learning recognised? Describe different stages. 

 
3.3 b) Describe different types of assessment methods and procedures. Provide data on 

advantages and challenges for the different types of assessment (e.g. competence-
based assessment, summative assessment, portfolio assessment, etc.) What are the 
principle drivers of costs of different types of assessments to different actors? 
Provide evidence, if any, of certain types of assessment may become beneficial or a 
barrier to participants (e.g. psychological, financial, etc.) 

 
The AQF provides a description of the organisations that have ultimate responsibility for 
assessment (including RPL) for each of its qualifications in the AQF. These are briefly described in 
table 16. 
 
Table 16: Organisations responsible for assessment 

Qualification Responsibility for assessment 

VET sector: Certificate 1, 
Certificate II, Certificate III, 
Certificate IV, Diploma, Advanced 
Diploma, Vocational Graduate 
Certificate, Vocational Graduate 
Diploma 

Assessment is the responsibility of RTOs. These bodies must comply 
with Standards of the AQTF, regarding the quality of assessments 
(including RPL), issuing of qualifications, and providing Statements of 
Attainment. They must also comply with standards for maintaining 
student records.  

Higher education: Diploma, 
Advanced Diploma, Associate 
Degree, Bachelor Degree, 
Graduate Certificate, Graduate 
Diploma, Masters Degree, Doctoral 
Degree 

 

 

Responsibility for assessment lies with the body that issues the AQF 
qualification, namely universities, other self-accrediting higher 
education institutions, and non self-accrediting institutions authorised 
by State/Territory accreditation authorities to offer AQF qualifications. 
The body that issues the qualification is responsible for ensuring the 
quality of the assessment strategies, i.e. that they are flexible, valid, 
reliable and provide for the recognition of prior learning. It is also 
responsible for providing and maintaining student records. 

 
In Australia a variety of organisations carry out assessments (including RPL). Individuals with 
responsibility for assessments (working on behalf of these organisations and acting independently 
or in collaboration) are involved in developing, conducting, marking and moderating assessment 
activities. These include lecturers and instructors, subject matter experts, RPL coordinators, 
workplace assessors, programme coordinators and programme directors.  
 
The time taken to do assessments varies according to the amount and level of complexity 
associated with individual claims for RPL. Each individual assessing organisation develops its own 
policy and procedures for RPL assessments. Typically individuals in the VET sector who seek to 
have prior learning recognised, may do so in response to information provided to them about the 
availability of RPL at enrolment time44. They may also seek RPL when they have commenced their 
studies and realise that they have already covered a lot of the learning material being taught. 
Individuals may also be encouraged to seek RPL by their lecturers or teachers who realise that 
certain components of a qualification may have already been covered. In the higher education 

                                                 
44

A requirement of the AQTF is that RTOs must offer students RPL at enrolment time.  




