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FOREWORD
Education and Training Boards Ireland is delighted to present the report ‘Evaluation of Tobar - a pilot project
in the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)’. This report was commissioned as a means of developing and
mainstreaming RPL in Further Education and Training (FET). It considers what lessons can be learned from an
RPL pilot project delivered in 10 Education and Training Boards in partnership with the Defence Forces during
2018 and 2019. The report’s findings show how RPL can contribute to achieving important goals in supporting
inclusion, skills development, and supply, and creating pathways for learners.

The pilot project’s name, Tobar, suggesting a well of knowledge, perfectly captures RPL meanings and processes
which value the knowledge and skills gained outside of formal education and training. Recognising the life
experiences and achievements of learners supports the vision for Further Education and Training as outlined in
the FET Strategy 2020-2024: ‘FET will provide pathways for everyone. It will empower learners to participate fully in
society and to become active citizens and drive vibrant and diverse communities.’

Our commitment to RPL demonstrates the core values of lifelong learning, social justice, active citizenship and
economic prosperity. We put an emphasis on equity and access and acknowledge the powerful role that RPL
plays in empowering under-represented groups to access FET pathways, develop skills and facilitate entry into
work or progression to higher education. We value learners’ life experiences and informal learning, and view
RPL as a means of validating a holistic range of personal and social learning outcomes, in addition to accredited
outcomes in formal learning

This report builds on national policy quality assurance requirements as set out in QQI’s Policy Restatement on Access,
Transfer and Progression (2015) including the Principles and Operational Guidelines for the Recognition of Prior
Learning in Further and Higher Education and Training (2005), and the Core Statutory Quality Assurance Guidelines
(2016). The FET Strategy (2020) acknowledges that RPL should also be an important feature in the services of ETBs,
and that this can be done at scale. The Programme for Government, ‘Our Shared Future (2020)’ commits to the
development and implementation of a standardised system of the accreditation of prior learning, making this report
both timely and relevant.

I would like to acknowledge Dr. Cathal de Paor, Mary Immaculate College for his expertise in conducting this
evaluation, ETBI’s Evaluation Advisory Committee, ETB Chief Executives and the Directors of Further Education
and Training for their contribution and support to the development of this comprehensive and accessible
document.

Paddy Lavelle
General Secretary 				
Education and Training Boards Ireland
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction
This evaluation report considers what lessons may be learned from a Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) pilot
project that ran in ten ETBs in partnership with the Defence Forces (DF) over a period from 2018 to 2019. The
project was informed by two earlier RPL projects between Donegal ETB and the DF in Finner, Co. Donegal in 2016
and 2017. In the main pilot project, each of the ten ETBs worked with a cohort of up to ten soldiers who prepared
an RPL portfolio for awards in FET. Three of the ETBs continued with additional cohorts subsequently. As of
December 2020, a total of sixteen cohorts had completed certification with a further four due for completion
soon after.
The report was commissioned by Education and Training Board Ireland (ETBI), to document progress and identify
lessons relating to the project itself and to incremental mainstreaming.
Context
Coming together as a group of Further Education and Training (FET) providers, under the auspices of ETBI,
and building on the initial work of Donegal ETB, enabled a high level of knowledge sharing and collaboration.
Other important contributors included Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), the Further Education Support
Service (FESS) and Munster Technological University (MTU) (CIT at the time), who supported staff professional
development and toolkit development.
For many ETBs, the Tobar project was a significant advance on previous RPL activity, given that achievement
of full awards was possible on the basis of all forms of prior learning (formal, non-formal and informal), derived
from the learners’ work, family/social, and community/voluntary experience.
The EU Council recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning has been a significant
milestone in preparing for greater RPL provision, requiring all member states to have validation arrangements
in place by 2018 (EU Council, 2012). The new FET strategy (2020) has identified RPL as ‘a real attribute and selling
point for FET,’ recommending that RPL models that have been piloted should now be mainstreamed.
While experiential learning theory has provided much of the theoretical base in RPL, recent scholarship has
developed the field in other ways. Tobar may be understood in the context of other more general trends
and practices in FET provision, e.g., the centrality of learning outcomes, learner agency, self-direction and
individualised learning journeys, workplace learning, and the totality of learning, i.e., emphasis on non-formal
and informal learning, not just formal.
Design and organisation
Structures for project management varied between ETBs, with some using a two-tiered approach at steering
and operational level, the latter led by a project coordinator. Among the practitioners contributing to the work,
mentors played a key role. Subject matter experts (SMEs) worked as assessors, undertaking and advising on
assessment preparation and carrying out the final assessment, while the Adult Educational Guidance Service
(AEGS) provided guidance and information. While some ETBs had project steering committees with DF
representation, in most cases the coordinator engaged directly with the DF as the need arose.
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The four phases presented in the 2012 Recommendation and further developed in the guidelines on the
validation of non-formal and informal learning (CEDEFOP, 2015) were used to structure the RPL process.
A total of 91 learners achieved awards which included 21 major and 386 minor awards. There were 121 minor
awards made at level 3, a further 67 at level 4, 133 at level 5 and 65 at level 6. Of the minor awards made at level
4 and above, a total of 190 achieved a distinction (72%), 61 achieved a merit (23%), with 14 awards at pass level
(5%). Communications, Word Processing, and Teamworking were among the more common awards chosen.
ETBs were provided with various tools (templates, guides, checklists, etc.) to assist with the project delivery
and invited to modify these in line with local need. As with taught programmes, valid and reliable assessment
techniques were an essential part of the design. All ETBs used the portfolio as an assessment technique, with
some integration of skills demonstration and assignments. A rubric was designed to enable a holistic assessment,
using percentages to grade the portfolios against each of the learning outcomes, which were then averaged out
to determine the result. An External Authenticator (EA) visited each site to examine the work and prepare a
report.
While all ETBs carried out the same core tasks such as project co-ordination, guidance, mentoring/facilitation,
assessment, and quality assurance, there were differences in how these roles interacted and were managed.
Mentoring/facilitation in RPL represented a new activity, while the roles of the assessor and guidance counsellor
were already familiar from work on taught programmes.
Most ETBs managed and funded the project within the Back to Education Initiative (BTEI) framework.
Remuneration for mentors was based on contact time spent with learners, while for assessors it could include
provision for assessment development, assessment feedback, design of any additional assignments following
preview, as well as final assessment. In one ETB, which had catered for a small number of awards, the project
work was absorbed into existing workloads. At the other end of the spectrum, an ETB which had made 23 minor
awards recorded an outlay of c. €10, 000 which financed 96 hours for mentoring and 109.5 hours for assessment.
Comparing the costs of RPL and taught programme delivery is quite difficult given the range of variables at play.
However, coordinators believed that further efficiencies in RPL could be achieved as it became embedded in
routine practice with streamlined structures and procedures in place.
Phases and operation
In the pre-engagement phase, the RPL opportunity was brought to the attention of potential learners within the
DF, who then attended an ETB information event. Various tools were used to help identify appropriate awards,
chief among them being the Skills Checker, devised by Donegal Basic Education Services, and used for the initial
pre-pilot project in 2016. Having concluded the identification phase, learners began documenting the relevant
prior learning with appropriate evidence in line with the assessment conventions and practices of the sector.
In some cases, the same evidence was used to demonstrate more than one outcome (or cluster of outcomes)
using a system of cross-referencing. Additional assessment techniques (assignment and skills demonstration)
were integrated with the portfolio.
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Selecting and presenting evidence in a way that fully demonstrated the learning outcomes required the skilful
mediation of the mentor who, along with the assessor, provided the learner with formative feedback. This was
preferable to waiting until final submission when no remedial action could be taken to improve the work. If
any minor gaps were identified in demonstrating the required learning outcomes, learners were supported
in addressing these using additional learning activities, for example, demonstrating theoretical knowledge,
which the learners were less likely to have acquired through prior experience. This required the design of an
additional assessment brief to include with the portfolio, such as a questionnaire or worksheet. However, EA
reports cautioned against over-reliance on worksheets, especially where the link with prior experience was not
particularly strong.
Evidence needed to satisfy a number of criteria; it had to be sufficient, valid, reliable, authentic and current.
Tools were also available for learners to assess the quality and relevance of the evidence themselves. The
availability of evidence played a considerable role in determining the design of the assessment brief. Verification
by a commanding officer was used in the case of learning outcomes for which other forms of evidence were
unavailable.
Impact
Learners expressed a very high level of satisfaction with what they had achieved, reflecting with enthusiasm and
gratitude on their RPL journey. Among the quantitative results collected, the vast majority (46 learners or 94%)
indicated that it was an enjoyable experience. Participation was conducive to developing various dispositions
and competences that have been recognised elsewhere as essential for today’s workplace, for example, learning
to learn competence, personal initiative and effectiveness. Learners had a greater awareness of the significance
of their existing knowledge and its transferability to other contexts. They also developed project management
and writing skills that were useful for continued participation in education and training. The positive impact is
confirmed in the quantitative results. For example, 78% of learners rated the project ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’
in terms of learning skills to manage learning. The project also had a positive impact on progression to further
education and training and employment.
ETB practitioners were also very positive about their involvement, reporting a fulfilling, empowering and
enjoyable experience, with a transformative impact on themselves. For some mentors, it required learning to
adopt a more facilitative stance than they would have used in their regular work, while assessors learned about
the particularities of assessment in RPL. The knowledge gained impacted at an institutional level in terms of
capacity building.
In addition to the benefits for the DF learners themselves, their participation had a positive impact on the
attitude of younger soldiers to education and training. There was also a greater appreciation for the value of
their experience in the DF as a source of learning.
Enablers, impediments and improvements
In identifying the key enablers and challenges for successful participation, staff and learners referred to a range
of issues. The main enablers were the commitment of ETB practitioners, the positive local relationships between
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the ETB and the DF, as well as the collective and collaborative dimension to the project. Learners considered
mentors to be affirming and encouraging and reported that the support provided by the DF to enable attendance
at the ETB was also conducive to their engagement.
Among the challenges noted by staff were time pressure, difficulties in ensuring continuity and building
capacity, as well as recruitment for follow-on cohorts. Staff also reported a limited understanding about RPL
among some learners, as well as difficulties in accessing and using evidence effectively. Among the challenges
noted by learners were workload, uncertainty about what RPL involved, and knowing how to best present
learning from a specialised military context in a way that demonstrated outcomes that were more generic or
context-free. For many, engagement in RPL represented a return to education which, when combined with their
DF work, proved quite demanding.
Among the suggestions for improvement were more time to undertake the work for both learners and staff,
better understanding of RPL among learners, the establishment of a dedicated RPL service in the ETB, greater
promotion of RPL - including an online platform, coordination at a national level, and more training for staff. RPL
capacity could also be increased through undertaking other similar projects with the community, voluntary and
enterprise sectors.
Issues arising
The results raise a number of issues relating to collaboration with the DF and mainstreaming RPL in FET more
generally. An important issue relates to the mentor, who although playing a crucial role in the process, does not
have a well-established professional identity.
RPL involved the learners in ‘boundary crossing’ between different kinds of knowledge, from prior experiential
learning to the codified language of learning outcomes and qualifications. Moving from a military to a civilian
context added to the challenge. While the major focus is on assessment of (prior) learning, RPL also involved
‘assessment for learning’ and ‘assessment as learning.’
The results show how RPL can contribute to achieving important goals in supporting inclusion, skills
development and supply, and creating pathways for learners. The project raises broader issues relating to the
use of learning outcomes in FET and multiple ways of demonstrating learning. The RPL Practitioner Network
provides an important forum for professional dialogue on all these issues.
Conclusions and recommendations
Using a pilot project as a vehicle allowed ETBs to try out RPL in a limited way and to learn more about it before
considering wider implementation. Other stakeholders beyond the main partnership added momentum and
provided expertise. Ring-fenced funding and flexibility in staffing arrangements enabled ETBs to respond to
project needs, although there was a view that reliance on part-time contracts impeded capacity building and
continuity.
The project was a learning experience for all concerned. Staff were careful to manage the project within the
context of existing assessment and quality assurance systems. It required a variety of constituent parts working
together: administration; quality assurance; guidance; mentoring; assessment.
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There were many references in the data to the committed, supportive and knowledgeable ETB staff and the
positive learning relationships between them and learners. Apart from validating existing knowledge, RPL
participation also developed core competencies, e.g., learning to learn and personal initiative and effectiveness.
The project improved follow-on participation in education and training and in the labour market.
Based on the conclusions, recommendations are proposed for incremental mainstreaming. The current
programme for government (Government of Ireland, 2020) and the FET Strategy (SOLAS, 2020) provide the
broader context for these recommendations, which are presented according to three different levels - strategy,
structure and practice. The first two levels relate to the medium term, while those for practice are intended for
short to medium term implementation. To advance the work, ETBI together with ETBs will need to engage with
a diverse range of stakeholders.
Planning for mainstreaming RPL should begin within the context of the FET Strategy. Strategic planning,
performance agreements and annual service planning at the level of the ETB should incorporate provision for
a range of actions and targets relating to RPL. ETBI should prepare its own programme of work to advance
this, outlining key tasks, goals and objectives, actors, and schedules. Planning should take account of other
actions and enabling themes from the Strategy that can benefit, and in turn benefit from, progress in RPL. A
communication strategy focusing on RPL should be designed.
In terms of capability, a dedicated RPL service should be established at the level of the ETB to support
mainstreaming of provision in FET centres. As well as offering RPL opportunities to individual learners, ongoing
partnerships with enterprise, voluntary and community groups should be explored. Policies for quality assurance
should be reviewed so that they accommodate a scaled-up level of RPL activity. Further collaboration between
ETBs should focus on resource design and professional development.
The final set of recommendations relate to the practice of RPL and are geared towards the short to medium term.
Practice will need to respond to the multiplicity of situations that arise, from the moment of initial contact by
potential learners. Access to guidance counselling should be available throughout the RPL process. The crucial
role of the mentor should be the focus of various practice-enhancing measures. Early engagement between
assessor and mentor in developing a shared understanding about allocation of tasks is also needed.
Concluding comment
Mainstreaming of RPL provision takes place in an FET landscape that will undergo transformational change over
the next five years as set out in the FET Strategy. The evaluation results presented here show that RPL can make
a key contribution to the realisation of this vision. This involves offering RPL opportunities more widely, both on
an individual and a group basis in the Strategy’s pursuit of inclusion, skills development and building pathways
into further education, training and employment.
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ABBREVIATIONS

AEGS

Adult Education Guidance Services

AEGIS

Adult Education Guidance and Information Services

ATP

Access, Transfer and Progression

BTEI

Back to Education Initiative

CIT

Cork Institute of Technology

CPD

Continuing Professional Development

DF

Defence Forces

EA

External Authenticator

ETB

Education and Training Board

ETBI

Education and Training Boards Ireland

FESS

Further Education Support Service

FET

Further Education and Training

IASIO

Irish Association for Social Inclusion Opportunities

IBEC

Irish Business and Employers Confederation

IOTI

Institutes of Technology Ireland

ISME

Irish Small and Medium Enterprises Association

IUA

Irish Universities Association

IV

Internal Verification

LMDS

Leadership Management and Defence Studies

NFQ

National Framework of Qualifications

NCGE

National Centre for Guidance in Education

QA

Quality Assurance

QQI

Quality and Qualifications Ireland

PATD

Professional Award Type Descriptors

PLSS

Programme Learner Support System

RAP

Results Approval Panel

RPL

Recognition of Prior Learning

SFW

Skills for Work

SME

Subject Matter Experts

UDL

Universal Design for Learning

Note on use of the term Mentor
Different terms are in common usage to refer to the practitioner who supports the RPL learner with portfolio
preparation - mentor, facilitator, mentor/facilitator, facilitator/mentor and tutor. For the sake of convenience and
consistency, this report uses ‘mentor’ but notes the need for discussion on this within the context of developing
the underlying professional identity, as recommended in the final chapter.
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INTRODUCTION

Some time has passed since Dewey wrote, ‘the beginning of instruction shall be made with the experience
learners already have…this experience and the capacities that have been developed during its course provide
the starting point for all further learning’ (1938, p. 74). The effective practitioner in Further Education and
Training (FET) will enable learners to activate their prior learning and integrate it with the new learning. But there
are also situations where the nature and extent of a person’s prior learning may merit recognition in another
more significant way. For learners in FET, Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) can be used for giving access to
programmes, awarding partial credit (or exemption) or making a full award.

This report considers what lessons can be learned from an RPL pilot project that ran in ten ETBs over a period
from 2018 to 2019 initially, and which has continued to run in a number of ETBs since then. The project enabled
members of the Defence Forces to gain various awards on the basis of their prior learning, rather than attending
the taught programmes that would otherwise be necessary. The project was called Tobar, from the Irish for ‘well’
or ‘spring’; a reference to people’s life experience as a well of knowledge. The project followed from the success
of two earlier RPL projects between Donegal ETB and the DF in Finner, Co. Donegal in 2016 and 2017. In the main
pilot project, which commenced in late 2017, each ETB worked with a cohort of up to ten soldiers who prepared
an RPL portfolio for identified awards. The learners chose awards, based on their prior experience, with advice
and guidance available from the ETBs.

11

INTRODUCTION (Cont.)

There is now an increasing focus on RPL in FET and as a result the learning from projects such as Tobar has become
more important. The FET Strategy recently called for the mainstreaming of piloted RPL models, describing RPL
as ‘a real attribute and selling point for FET’ (2020, p. 48), and reflecting the commitment given in the programme
for government (Government of Ireland, 2020, p. 115). There are also various policy imperatives at a European
level relating to RPL. This provides the context for the decision by Education and Training Boards Ireland (ETBI)
to use the current evaluation to document progress and identify lessons for future projects and incremental
mainstreaming of RPL.
Work on the evaluation coincided with the beginning of the public health crisis that began in March 2020. An
earlier evaluation design, proposed at tendering stage in late 2019, was modified to take account of the changed
circumstances and data collection was done remotely. The evaluator was supported by a group who advised on
matters relating to evaluation goals, methodology, analysis, chaired by Siobhan McEntee (ETBI), and comprising
Ciaran Lynch (Cork ETB), Martina Needham (Donegal ETB), and Andrina Wafer (QQI). Emergent findings were
also reported to the ETB’s National Advisory Committee on different occasions during the evaluation. Data
collection included interviews with project coordinators and Defence Forces personnel, document analysis
(including external authentication reports), and online surveys of ETB staff and learners. Interviews were also
conducted with a small number of other key informants from the FET sector. Interviews with three soldiers were
used to aid in questionnaire design.
Chapter 1 situates Tobar in the broader context of Further Education and Training (FET) and considers how it
aligns with the needs of the Defence Forces. Chapter 2 focuses on the design and organisation of the project,
including the dedicated toolkit, the four phases that structured the engagement - identification, documentation,
assessment and certification - and the roles of guidance, mentoring and assessment. Drawing principally on
interviews with coordinators, Chapter 3 provides insight into the operation of the project in ETBs, beginning
with the pre-engagement and moving through each of the four phases. The impact of the project is presented
in Chapter 4, at the level of the learners, the ETB practitioners, and at an institutional level. Using results from
both online surveys, Chapter 5 presents the views of staff and learners on the key enablers and challenges in the
project, as well as suggested improvements. Chapter 6 presents a discussion of the key issues, preparing the way
for the conclusions and recommendation provided in Chapter 7.
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1.

CONTEXT

This chapter situates Tobar in the broader context of trends in Further Education and Training (FET), presents
the main features of the project and considers how the project aligns with the Defence Force’s commitment to
lifelong learning for all its members.

Tobar - a pilot project
As noted in the preceding introduction, Tobar ran over a period from 2018 to 2019, enabling members of the
Defence Forces to gain various awards on the basis of their prior learning. The ten participating ETBs worked
collectively and in partnership with the Defence Forces, though the auspices of ETBI, with input from other
stakeholders such as QQI. Its significance as a pilot project in RPL derived from the fact that it extended to
all forms of learning, i.e., not just formal learning but also non-formal and informal, and provided for the
achievement of full awards, not just for programme entry or exemption. Tobar is an important source therefore
for informing future development not just within the ETB/DF context, but in other RPL cohort projects as well
as RPL provision more generally. The co-ordinated and collaborative nature of the partnership also marks it out
for special attention.
The work begun by Pat O’Mahony (ETBI), along with Lt Col Rory McCorley, former Registrar of the Defence
Forces, paved the way for the partnership that led to Tobar as a pilot project. This followed an earlier test project
between Donegal ETB and the Defence Forces in 2016, involving seven Army Privates who had participated in
the Skills for Work (SFW) programme. SFW was used to support transition to civilian and working life among
non-commissioned officers due to retire and who had low levels of civilian qualifications. Participants could
build on SFW and gain recognition for their prior learning in the form of an accredited award at levels 3 and 4.
Donegal ETB repeated the exercise for six more learners in late 2017 and soon afterwards the main pilot project
began.
This extended availability geographically across ten ETBs and also increased the potential level of award to 6.
Launched in Custume Barracks, Athlone, Co Westmeath on 23 October 2017, each ETB was to work with up to ten
learners locally for each cycle of the project, in collaboration with the local barracks. Professional development
was provided using a series of four QQI hosted workshops facilitated jointly by Martina Needham (Donegal
ETB) and Deirdre Goggin (Munster Technological University, formerly Cork Institute of Technology), while a fifth
workshop was provided by the Further Education Support Service (FESS). A project handbook on RPL was also
prepared, which ETBs were invited to modify in line with local needs.
The particular needs of the target group derived from the fact that DF personnel could retire while being still
at a young age, with some just in their 40s, and in a position to take up other work. Although having already
completed numerous military courses, as documented in their official army CV or 43A, the highly defined and
regulated nature of their work meant much of their learning was not so readily understood or recognisable in
a civilian context. Once underway, participation was broadened beyond the original target group, as explained
in the RFT document:
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The target priority cohort of soldiers originally was non-commissioned officers due to face
retirement, with low levels of civilian qualifications, and the aim was to support effective
transitions to civilian and/or working life. As the project got underway in the participating
ETBs, it broadened its scope to meet localised needs and learning levels. This enabled wider
participation for private and NCO ranks at all stages of their career within the Defence
Forces (ETBI Request for Tender: Tobar evaluation)
As well as reflecting national priorities captured in the FET Strategy of the time (SOLAS, 2014), and recently
renewed in the 2020 Strategy (SOLAS, 2020), Tobar represented a response to the EU Upskilling Pathways
recommendation (2016), requiring member states to build on existing validation arrangements put in place in
accordance with the EU Council (2012) recommendation. It also contributed to meeting certain targets in the
National Skills Strategy related to workplace learning and RPL and reflected the mission, values and strategic
focus of ETBs.
Learners documented their relevant prior learning using different forms of evidence in order to demonstrate
achievement of the learning outcomes for the target awards. They were supported by ETB staff in this task,
using a blend of group and one-to-one meetings. The identification phase at the outset helped ensure that
learners were only likely to choose those awards for which they already had the necessary prior learning. Any
outstanding learning outcomes, for which they did not have the required prior learning, became the focus of
additional learning activities which were then evidenced.
As of December 2020, a total of sixteen cohorts had completed certification with a further four due for completion
soon after. The completed cohorts comprise the two initial Donegal ETB pre-pilots, a cohort undertaken by each
of the ten ETBs in the main cycle, two follow-on cycles completed in Cork ETB, one in Dublin and Dún Laoghaire
ETB and one in Limerick and Clare ETB. An additional three follow-on cycles in Cork ETB, which had been delayed
due to the public health situation were completed subsequently.
There is a well-established practice of using pilot projects in education and training to test an idea before
implementation on a larger scale.1 Pilot projects are used to test viability, provide clarity and learn more
about various issues before embarking on the main project, including for example, roles and responsibilities,
knowledge gaps, stakeholder engagement, financial management, project processes, risk and cultural issues
(APM, 2020).

RPL in context
Since its adoption in 2012, the EU Council recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal
learning (2012) has been a significant factor in driving RPL policy and practice, requiring all member states
to have validation arrangements in place by 2018 (EU Council, 2012). This is considered crucial ‘in enhancing
employability and mobility, as well as increasing motivation for lifelong learning.’ The strategic framework for
European cooperation in education and training (i.e., the ET 2020 framework) where lifelong-learning, whether
formal, non-formal or informal is also a fundamental principle provided further context for this recommendation
(EU, 2009).
1

For example, following a pilot project involving SOLAS and three ETBs in 2015, a new strategic input / outcomes based funding
model was integrated into the annual service planning for all ETBs, on a phased basis starting with full-time provision.
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Within Ireland, legislation requires providers of education and training to establish policies and criteria for
access, transfer and progression (ATP):
1.
		
2.
		
3.
		

access by learners to programmes of education and training, including recognition for 		
knowledge, skill or competence previously acquired,
transfer of learners from one programme to another having received recognition for 		
knowledge, skill or competence previously acquired, and
progression of learners from a programme to another programme of a higher level. 		
(Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act, 2012, p. 11)

Providers are required to have mechanisms in place for the identification and assessment of the knowledge,
skill and competence previously acquired by learners, as well as credit accumulation and transfer (Section 56).
To assist with this work, and following publication of a Green Paper in 2013, QQI published an Access, Transfer
and Progression Policy Restatement 2015 which had accompanied the launch of the National Framework of
Qualifications in 2003. The Principles and Operational Guidelines for RPL in Further and Higher Education and
Training were also republished. Amendments to the 2012 Act passed in 2017 further specified the involvement
of providers in processing applications for RPL. Elsewhere, QQI’s core statutory QA guidelines require ‘fair
recognition of...prior learning, including the recognition of non-formal and informal learning’ and flexible
learning pathways (QQI, 2016, p. 11). When seeking the validation of taught programmes, providers must also
make explicit reference to how RPL will enable access, advanced entry and exemptions (QQI, 2017).
Despite these provisions, the implementation of RPL in FET has been relatively limited. Greater co-ordination
involving various stakeholders has been identified as being necessary in order to deal effectively with the
‘systemic character’ of the issues (QQI, 2013). These include the very programme-specific approach to assessment,
the absence of the agreed RPL policy across the different legacy traditions within ETBs, agreed guidelines and
systematic data collection, as noted by Andrina Wafer in a foreword to a report by Goggin et al. (2017).
That report recommended the establishment of a national policy spanning the entire national framework,
accompanied by a separate policy for RPL in FET in keeping with the general policy and ‘a common agreed
approach to implementing RPL’ (p. 32). This would strengthen reporting and visibility, which would in turn
bolster the case for greater investment in RPL provision. As Murphy notes: ‘The challenge for many practitioners
is less one of whether RPL is appropriate but rather the deployment of resources and the evidence base for
positive outcomes for those availing of RPL’ (Murphy, 2019, p. 36). Similarly, as noted in the country report for the
VISKA project, if the validation of non-formal and informal learning is to become an integral part of FET, then ‘the
value of validation must be evidenced’ (Wafer, 2020, p. 25). This is all the more necessary given the likely increase
in demand for RPL among ETBs ‘as their service provision continues to shift towards individuals in employment
with limited qualifications’ (QQI, 2019). ETBs will therefore need to have, ‘appropriate policy, procedural and
resource frameworks in place to quality assure the conduct of RPL practice’ (QQI, 2019, p. 15).

15

1.

CONTEXT (Cont.)

RPL initiatives such as Tobar are congruent with other trends in FET more generally: the centrality of learning
outcomes; learner agency; self-direction and individualised learning journeys; the importance of experiential
learning in the workplace and elsewhere; the emphasis on non-formal and informal learning (i.e., not just formal).
The FET strategy (SOLAS, 2020) has identified RPL as an important feature in provision for the coming period:
Although this can be a very resource-intensive process, ETBs are beginning to demonstrate
that RPL can be delivered at significant scale, and the models that have been piloted should
now be mainstreamed as this route into education and awards can be a real attribute and
selling point for FET in the future. (SOLAS, 2020, p. 48)
The previous FET strategy (DES, 2014) had noted ‘a market gap for providing RPL services’ (p. 92) and called
for a coherent and coordinated national strategy to support providers in delivering what is a complex and
time-consuming brief. The programme for government agreed in June 2020, and in a section entitled ‘Further
Education and Community sectors,’ also commits to developing and implementing ‘a standardised system of
accreditation of prior learning taking account of previous education, skills, work experience and engagement in
society’ (Government of Ireland, 2020, p. 115).
RPL is also the focus of significant activity in higher education. One recently-announced initiative is the national
RPL project in higher education under Pillar 3 (Innovation and Agility) of the government’s Human Capital
Initiative, under the auspices of Minister for Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science
and the Higher Education Authority. The collaboration between the Institutes of Technology, the Universities
and TU Dublin is aimed at building, ‘a consistent and coherent approach to recognition of prior learning (RPL)
within and across the entire public higher education (HE) sector’ (THEA, 2020). This responds to many of the
needs identified previously such as the Hunt Report which called for a national framework for the recognition of
prior learning (RPL) to be recognised by all HEIs (DES, 2011, p. 17).

Theoretical perspectives
RPL emerged as a means to advance social inclusion and widen access to education in the 1970s and 1980s in
North America and the UK (Harris, 2004). Initially seen in humanist terms, it soon began to feature in a human
capital discourse (Ralphs, 2016), as a way of enabling progression through qualification frameworks to improve
employability.
While experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984) has provided much of the theoretical basis, this has been
considered a rather ‘closed intellectual world’ (Young, 2006) and recent scholarship has developed the field in
other ways. This reflects the view that ‘RPL cannot be theorised as the conventional assessment of experiential
knowledge with reference to a single source of epistemological authority’ (Cooper et al., 2017, p. 205). Drawing
on the work of several authors, including Harris (2000), Breier (2005) identifies three main perspectives with
regard to the role of RPL in education and training. A technical/market perspective prioritizes the matching of
prior learning against predetermined outcomes to provide access to qualifications and enhanced labour market
prospects. A liberal/humanist perspective recognises the value of reflection on prior knowledge, while a critical/
radical perspective, underpinned by feminist, emancipatory, or social constructivist discourses, promotes
alternative understanding about what counts as knowledge (Breier, 2005, p. 58).
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Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle proposes that learning cannot happen without the cognitive and
psychological process of internal, mental (re)conceptualisation, although this has been considered ‘an
individualistic and rationalist notion of learning and reflection’ (Harris, 2014, p. 45). Constructivism sees learning
as an active process occurring in the individual mind and/or in a socially interactive and/or socio-historically
located way. This recalls Dewey’s pragmatism where the learner interacts with experience and the environment,
providing the starting point for further learning (Dewey, 1938).
Recent decades have brought greater recognition for the social dimensions of learning and knowledge, which
can be traced back to Vygotsky’s writing in the 1920s and 1930s. Related to learning as social development is
situated learning theory (Lavé and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998), where learning and knowledge construction
are embedded in activity, context and culture. Critical theory has also been applied to RPL, in an effort to
reveal historical, social, structural, economic and cultural inequalities. This perspective counters hegemony and
domination, promoting collective approaches to knowledge production in RPL, rather than RPL for individualised
‘upward mobility’ and ‘career paths’. Poststructuralist and postmodernist perspectives in the 1990s shifted
attention to the local and particular, to plurality and difference, using concepts such as Foucault’s discipline,
governmentality and subjectivity to reveal the use of power in RPL. Finally, in an expansion of Vygotsky’s cultural
historical activity theory, Engeström (1996) shows that context and culture is not something to be simply taken
into account, but rather is to be integral to the analysis, showing the rules, roles and expectations that can shape
how people think and act.

Cohort RPL and the workplace
The contexts in which RPL is offered may be categorised in various ways. Andersson et al. (2013) identify three
categories, the education system, workplace or professional life, and the third sector (often voluntary and
unpaid). On the other hand, the CEDEFOP guidelines identify four: education and training; enterprise; skills audit
and the labour market; voluntary sector (CEDEFOP, 2015). While much attention has focused on RPL for individual
learners in education and training, RPL is increasingly pursued on a collective basis in ‘the more economically
influential spaces of the labour market, workplace and human capital imperatives’ (Cameron, 2014, p. 115).
In Ireland, among the roles for RPL within the National Skills Strategy were: reducing unemployment; more
effective use of education and training; upskilling and lifelong learning; flexible, relevant and appropriate
education and training for individuals and enterprises; participation and retention targets in education, training
and employment; social inclusion and equity policies (EGFSN, 2011, p. 5). The demand for RPL from employers
and enterprises included skills assessment in the workplace, improved linkages with training providers,
and continuing professional development. Key human capital drivers include demographic trends (ageing
populations and declining birth rates in certain countries, population growth and rising education levels in
others), skills shortages, professional recognition, and targeted groups. Knowledge, skills and competences are
often present among employees but are not visible because they are not recognized. RPL allows organisations
to recognise the services of their employees, address CPD needs and link to qualifications systems to validate
and professionalise company training and work-based learning. This embeds RPL or skills recognition as part of
employment and labour regimes (Whitaker, 2011; Collins, 2011), which impacts positively on human resource
development, performance management and employment relations (Davies et al. 2011).
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This use of RPL in workforce development reflects the belief that organisations are only as good as their people
and human capital is an organisation’s primary asset (Garnette and Cavaye, 2015). Much of the knowledge held
by individuals is tacit, which can be made explicit, shared and recognised within the organisation. In addition to
the benefits for the individuals themselves, it allows organisations to ‘know how good its people are’, taking ‘full
advantage of their knowledge and skills’ and enabling them to progress further (Garnette and Cavaye, 2015, p.
35). RPL becomes a tool where education and training providers work in partnership with whole organisations
in recognising and relating the individual knowledge to organisational knowledge. Follow-on customised
programmes can then build on what the learners already have:
as the starting point for developing programmes customised to the needs of the individual and their organisation
thus shifting the criteria for recognition of learning achievement from matching a prescribed existing university
course to learning of value to the individual and their organisation. (Garnette and Cavaye, 2015, p. 36)
Therefore, rather than simply being a mechanism for individuals to have their work-based knowledge recognised
as equivalent to learning on taught programmes, RPL is used within negotiated work-based programmes for
organisational development as well as individual recognition. These authors identify a range of benefits arising
from such an organisational focus, and although they are writing in the context of higher education awards,
these seem equally relevant for further education and training:
•

increased awareness of staff of their knowledge and skills

•

increased reflective and evaluative capability of staff

•

increased staff self-esteem and confidence to contribute ideas

•

increased awareness at the organisational level of the knowledge and skills of staff and how
these are currently used at work

•

enhanced awareness of the organisation of staff potential and future development needs

•

enhanced awareness of knowledge as a resource within the organisation.

It is also apparent that while labour mobility and social inclusion may not be among the immediate priorities
for certain organisations, they are natural outcomes. However, within any workforce, there may be groups who
are less likely to benefit from skills recognition. For example, Hamer (2013) examines the use of RPL with nontraditional learners, advocating a more porous and less controlled RPL approach. Sandberg (2010) critiques
the process of RPL adopted in in-service training of health care assistants in Sweden who wished to become
licensed nurses, noting that, ‘important issues such as power, gender and class are not accounted for’ (p. 351).
Elsewhere, Cameron (2009) developed a ‘career and learning transition model’ for disadvantaged groups in
the labour market, including people facing major life transitions, exiting members of the defence forces and
new immigrants/migrants. The model consists of four integrated components: self-concept; learning and
recognition (RPL); career and life planning; new literacies. A study on a national RPL framework for the Australian
rail industry found that among the workforce were many groups, ‘indigenous, migrant and disabled jobseekers
and employees in particular – who have difficulty accessing and benefiting from skills recognition processes’
(Maher and Morrison, 2011, p. 41). Having low levels of education, they are less likely to participate and if they
do, they are less likely to derive benefit.

18

1.

CONTEXT (Cont.)

RPL in FET: insight from a previous study
Some findings are presented below from a study by Goggin et al. (2017) as they serve to illustrate the rather
limited nature and scale of the existing RPL activity in FET, which makes the achievement of Tobar all the more
noteworthy.
That study, based on interviews with personnel in ten ETBs, reports that the most common type of RPL
application being processed was on the basis of formal learning, as opposed to informal and non-formal.
These were considered more straightforward, especially when qualifications provide access to employment.
The extent to which RPL opportunities were available within and between ETBs varied. RPL for entry, rather
than for exemption or a full award, accounted for the most common category of application. Exemptions were
rare, although learners might be approved for reduced contact time. There was a view that RPL could help to
overcome the QQI five-year rule (where learners who wish to use prior minor awards towards a major award
must have achieved these within the last five years).
Record-keeping on RPL was not very systematic but there was a belief that this would improve as quality assurance
frameworks were put in place. A national rather than a local approach was considered most advantageous,
enabling standardisation, co-operation, as well as resource and knowledge sharing. Interviewees believed that
nationally, responsibility for RPL should be shared between QQI, ETBI and the individual ETBs, with a group
representing the various types of provision established within each ETB. Staff would also need to ‘feel qualified
to finalise an RPL assessment’ while guidance was also seen as essential.
The vast majority of ETBs were in the process of developing their broader QA policies. In almost half of the ETBs
featured, RPL policies were under development, while a small number had these completed. The lack of policies
and procedures adversely impacted the implementation and promotion of RPL. The ETB restructuring was also
a factor in delaying progress and there was a perceived absence of structure and procedure for processing RPL
claims. Certain issues lacked clarity, for example, whether an upper limit should apply to possible exemptions.
Further staff training, especially in mentoring and assessment was needed, while time and resources were major
obstacles.
These findings reflect what is frequently documented. For example, a survey of a national advisory group as
part of the VISKA project highlighted the importance of the national-local interaction and a ‘need for national
oversight of local delivery’, as follows:
there is a desire for overt policy leadership and subsequent prioritisation of strategic
elements within an implementation plan that is resourced and allows for dialogue
between national and regional structures, with the inclusion of practitioners shaping
the way forward. (Wafer, 2020, p.64)
This brief account of the prevailing context shows that RPL activity has been quite limited; mostly geared
towards enabling programme access and based on formal, as opposed to informal and non-formal learning.
ETBs were at different stages in building RPL capacity and there was a view that progress requires leadership
and collective co-ordinated action.

19

1.

CONTEXT (Cont.)

RPL and the Defence Forces
Its policy on lifelong learning provides the broader context for examining the role of RPL in the Defence Forces.
The White Paper on Defence (2015) states that ‘the Defence Forces support the concept of ‘life-long learning’
whereby individuals are encouraged to continuously up-skill and re-skill so that they can adapt to the complex
and changing demands of missions and deliver effective military capability’ (2015, p. 76). In a section entitled
Training and Education, the White Paper describes how this is enabled. Formal provision is organised according
to the various schools, for example, Command and Staff School, Infantry School, Artillery School, etc. Soldiers
may take formal courses organised by any of these schools, but will also have significant non-formal and informal
learning opportunities. As a DF representative explained during interviews for this evaluation, ‘we see training
and education very much as a function like it’s every commander’s responsibility to train and educate’ (DF2).
An important part of the DF statement on lifelong learning is external accreditation. This is pursued, ‘where it
is appropriate to military skills and capability requirements since the primary intended outcome is improved
operational effectiveness’ (Government of Ireland, 2015, p. 76). However, accreditation is also aimed at ‘making
the Defence Forces more attractive as a career and increasing retention rates…thus rewarding members for their
participation in lifelong learning.’ It also recognises the benefits of having qualifications that may assist them in
finding suitable future employment. This points to the interest in RPL from a DF point of view. As also explained
by a DF representative during interviews, the current tagline in the Defence Forces website, ‘Strengthen the
Nation,’ could also be read with that in mind, i.e., assisting members to prepare for life outside the Defence Forces
whenever that might happen, so that ‘those skills will then be recognized, quantified, and easily transferable
into wider civil society’ (DF1). The accreditation offered by the ETBs was a way of validating that learning.
As noted, while Tobar had been introduced as a way of responding to the needs of those personnel about to
retire with low levels of qualification, once the project got underway, it attracted interest from a wider profile.
This included those planning to leave at a later stage, as well as those who had no immediate plans to leave,
but who saw it as a way of enhancing their role within the DF in the meantime. Tobar also had appeal for those
soldiers who had already undertaken their DF career courses prior to the advent of the Leadership Management
and Defence Studies (LMDS) Programme.
Launched in 2012, LMDS is the other major accreditation initiative for non-commissioned officers available
in the DF. It allows soldiers to have their career learning recognised through external accreditation in higher
education institutions, i.e., from level 6 (Potential Non-Commissioned Officer) to level 9 (Senior Command and
Staff Course, SCSC):
The Leadership Management and Defence Studies Programme (LMDS) allows soldiers to
have their career learning recognised through external accreditation with third level
education. The credits that are built up through the programme will ensure that
members of the Permanent Defence Forces have qualifications which will enhance
their job prospects on leaving the DF. (DF Poster)
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As listed on the Defence Studies website, a total of seven awards at higher certificate, bachelor and master
level are available from Carlow IT, while Maynooth University and Cork Institute of Technology also offer awards
(four and three respectively). The entry-level award, Higher Certificate in Leadership, Management and Defence
Studies (Level 6) is available to private soldiers who are automatically included. The various training courses
they undertake within their Corps, (for example, the Infantry Light Support Weapons course in the case of
Infantry Corps or Helicopter Aircrew course in the case of the Air Corps Defence Forces) carry ECTS credits which,
together with other courses offered by the HEI, can be combined to achieve a major award. For example, a
soldier who has completed the initial recruit training of 17 weeks could use a DF Three Star course (10 ECTS),2 the
Potential NCO course (50 ECTS), and two other 10-credit courses, along with a module on work-based learning
offered by the HEI (40 ECTS) to achieve the Higher Certificate (120 credits). The Work Based Learning Portfolio
records routine activities, including Training, Ceremonial and Overseas. On completion of six tasks, the soldier
completes a reflective log to demonstrate what has been learned (DF, 2020).
Engaging in this accredited pathway is necessary if soldiers plan to progress within the DF ranks. The Higher
Certificate provides progression to a Level 7 award (150 ECTS), once the rank of sergeant is achieved along with
a number of other courses. There is also the option to take this to a level 7 Bachelor degree (180 ECTS) for those
having reached the rank of senior NCO. About 3000 graduates have passed through the programme since its
inception in 2012 in collaboration with Carlow IT through its Extended Campus Office. The DF have also recently
developed a system of RPL with Carlow IT where more senior ranking soldiers such as sergeants, who have not
entered the LMDS program at an earlier stage, can use prior learning to gain advanced entry and join at a later
stage on the LMDS pathway. Soldiers who joined the Defence Forces before 2012 are invited to use the RPL
option instead of the work-based portfolio (McGeeney and Condren, 2016).
The need to prepare military personnel for their eventual transition to civilian life has drawn attention to the
portability of learning gained in the military. Much RPL activity has been geared towards learners who have
gained advanced technical knowledge and skills (e.g., engineering and technology), as opposed to learning
of a more general nature. It is also recognised that more can be done to address the ‘disconnect between the
education and training they receive in the military and the credit they receive in the civilian world’ (Lumina,
2019, p. 3). It is this disconnect that accounts for the high level of RPL undertaken by army personnel in many
countries, by making their skills more visible to others such as potential employers and education and training
institutions. However, instead of such a reliance on retrospectively recognising learning through RPL (which
is more difficult to do), there is a recognition that military training should be credentialed while in service, to
assist in the transition to civilian life. This has been included among the key principles endorsed by the Lumina
Foundation in supporting army veterans, as well as all adults, without degrees:
1.

All learning counts, and all skills should be recognized.

2.

Competencies should be transparent and transferable.

3.

Credentials should be portable and stackable. (Lumina, 2019)

2

The Work Based Learning Portfolio, ‘records routine activities that are completed in the course of normal military service. These
include Training, Ceremonial and Overseas. On completion of 6 tasks a reflective log is written to demonstrate that the soldier has
eveloped and learned through experiential learning or learning on the job’ (Defence Forces, 2020, Programme brochure).
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In a similar vein, an OECD study on VET in Israel recommended that vocational skills learned during military
service be ‘more transparent and transferable’ (Pauline et al., 2014, p. 38), including the creation of ‘dual’
qualifications which would build on the training offered in the army.3

Military personnel as learners
In further considering the extent to which Tobar aligned with the needs of the DF learners, it is worth considering
some of the characteristics of military personnel as learners (Starr-Glass, 2011), while bearing in mind the need
to be mindful of over-reliance on stereotypes.
Military learners are likely to possess a rich experiential history, with exposure to organizational culture,
leadership, and other managerial engagement. They may have considerable organizational experience and a
demonstrated commitment to ethos, values, and culture. The military is goal-orientated, where perseverance
and acceptance of responsibility is expected, and where a disciplinary framework applies. Military learners
generally demonstrate a high level of motivation, influenced by a military culture that values tenacity and
positive outcomes. Many have participated in different kinds of training programmes and, depending on age
and rank, may possess considerable supervisory and management experience. A high level of international and
intercultural appreciation can create confidence and an awareness of difference. The maturity and experience of
military personnel is conducive to deep learning, higher-level thinking and reflection.
These learning dispositions are also essential for a successful engagement in RPL. In terms of intrinsic motivation,
RPL learners set personal learning goals, using these to make choices about awards and the actions needed to
achieve them. They benefit from having a clear sense of the extrinsic rewards and the possible links between
award achievement and enhanced career and education prospects.
The practical realities of life as a DF member means that accreditation through attendance at a scheduled taught
programme may not be so feasible, given unpredictable work schedules. Participation may need to contend
with unexpected changes, e.g., work increase, sudden deployment, and a culture of ‘the mission comes first.’
When on deployment away from base, access to conveniences such as internet may also be less feasible, making
participation more difficult. As the results later on will illustrate, maintaining regular attendance at the scheduled
RPL meetings could be problematic.
Despite certain particularities such as these, there are no significant differences between military learners and
non-military learners when it comes to engaging in RPL. It means that a study of the Tobar project provides a
basis, not just for informing future collaboration between ETBs and the DF, but also for partnering with other
employers, as well as mainstreaming provision for learners engaging independently. Even though a cohort
approach enabled collective learning, learners worked individually, using their own prior learning to gain their
own chosen awards. As CEDEFOP notes, this individual approach distinguishes the RPL process from a taught
programme situation:

3

For example, in the British Army, accreditation opportunities are in place at all levels on the framework, so that ‘the Army’s highquality training is recognised by prospective joiners and by civilian employers, thus supporting the full transition pipeline’ (British
Army, no date). Accreditation is by the Defence Awarding Organisation (DAO) or other mainstream commercial organisations. Apart
from serving personnel, there is also a scheme for those who have already left service.
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As validation is about capturing diverse individual learning experiences, assessment tools
need to be designed to capture and assess the learning specific to each individual and the
context in which this learning took place. This is different from formal learning where
assessment tools can be applied across larger cohorts of students and where less priority is
given to the particular needs of subgroups or individuals. (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 18)
Therefore, in supporting the learners as a cohort, the ETBs were able to accompany the learners collectively,
while also catering for the individual pathways that each learner wished to follow.

Evaluation tasks
The presentation above provides the context for the evaluation, commissioned by Education and Training Board
Ireland (ETBI), to include the following tasks:
•

document RPL processes, funding and operating models applied by the ten participating ETBs

•

document progress and learning including dispositional changes
o

identify initial implications for an ETB service from the different models of delivery including:
costing, inputs and outcomes; return on investment for the service, staff, applicants and region;
efficiencies and enablers; barriers and impediments

•

Identify the extent to which the ETB sector is ready to implement RPL, and how greater capacity to offer RPL
may be suitable for wider application and adaptability in the ETB FET sector
o

identify short- and medium-term recommendations that would stabilise the provision of RPL
services, allowing for incremental mainstreaming

In responding to these terms of reference, the CIPP (Context, Input, Process, Product) model of evaluation
was used as a framework to guide the work (Stufflebeam, 2003), recognising the value of evaluation for both
formative and summative purposes:
Evaluation is the process of delineating, obtaining, providing, and applying descriptive
and judgmental information about the merit and worth of some object’s goals, design,
implementation and outcomes to guide improvement decisions, provide accountability
reports, inform institutionalisation/dissemination decisions, and improve understanding
of the involved phenomena. (Stufflebeam 2003, p. 34)
Context evaluation is used to examine whether project goals are sound and meet the needs of the intended
beneficiaries, in this case the RPL learners. In the input evaluation, the main aim is to examine the project design/
models/tools and to consider other possibilities. The process evaluation examines the operation across various
ETB sites, and documents the processes involved and the issues which arise. The product evaluation includes
four elements: impact, effectiveness, sustainability, and transportability. The last of these, transportability refers
to the extent to which the project may be adaptable for wider application in the ETB FET sector. By documenting
what has worked, as well as highlighting areas needing further development, the evaluation can offer lessons for
future project work as well as mainstreaming RPL in FET more generally. In doing so, it addresses two interrelated
issues identified by CEDEFOP in determining the future adoption of RPL in Ireland (Murphy, 2019) - visibility and
trust. The sector can only develop trust in RPL where practice has been sufficiently visible.
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Methodology
Work on the evaluation coincided with the beginning of the public health crisis that began in March 2020.
An earlier evaluation design, proposed at tendering stage in late 2019, was modified to take account of the
changed circumstances and data collection was done remotely.
A mixed methods methodology was used comprising interviews, online survey and document analysis. The
evaluator was supported by a group having first-hand experience of Tobar, who advised on matters relating
to the project context, data collection, contact with stakeholders and evaluation participants, etc. The group
comprised Siobhan McEntee (ETBI), Ciaran Lynch (Cork ETB); Martina Needham (Donegal ETB); Andrina Wafer
(QQI). The evaluator reported to the ETB’s National Advisory Committee on different occasions during the
evaluation. These mechanisms reflected the needs of a management-oriented evaluation, where ‘the decisionmaker’s concerns, informational needs, and criteria for effectiveness guide the direction of the study’ (Worthen
and Sanders, 1987, p. 77).
In order to respect the assurance of confidentiality, results are presented using various coding systems. Each of
the ten ETBs is assigned a random code (ETB 1, 2, etc), although they are also named in certain instances. The
same numbering system is used when attributing extracts from interviews with project coordinators, held over
a period from May to November 2020. Thus, the coordinator referred to as C1 work in ETB1, etc. Coordinators
provided access to a range of documentation including project tools, sample assessment briefs, internal
evaluations, external authentication reports, etc. A joint interview was held with the DF Registrar and a Staff
Officer with the Personnel Support Service, with responsibility for information and education, referred to as
DF1 and DF2 respectively. Three soldiers were interviewed to inform the design of the questionnaire and to
further capture the learners’ perspective (L1, L2, etc). Interviews were also conducted with a number of other
key informants. Extracts from the various external authentication are also used but the ETB in question is not
identified.
Two online surveys were administered, one for all ETB practitioners involved in the project (including
administration, assessment, guidance, mentoring, project steering, and quality assurance) and one for learners.
A profile of respondents for both surveys is given in the appendices. The administration of both surveys used
a similar approach. An invitation was emailed to each of the ten coordinators who then forwarded it to the
relevant staff and learners. The email for the staff survey was sent to coordinators on 16 October 2020 indicating
a deadline of 29 October for responses. This was extended subsequently to 5 November. The email for DF learners
was issued on 20 October with a deadline of 31 October, which was also subsequently extended to 5 November.

Conclusion
Tobar reflected various policy priorities at a national and European level and was a significant new departure in
terms of RPL activity in Ireland, involving a co-ordinated approach across ten ETBs. The project aligned with the
needs of the intended beneficiaries, given the extent of the experiential learning gained by military personnel
in the course of their work. It also aligned with the DF commitment to lifelong learning and preparation for
transition to civilian life through external accreditation. Tobar is of interest not simply as a project in its own
right, but also as a source of further learning, for any future iteration of the project involving the DF, and for
mainstreaming within the FET sector.
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This chapter presents the main features of the project, including arrangements for project and financial
management, phases and toolkit, and practitioner roles.

Management and structure
As already noted, following the project launched in Athlone in October 2017, each ETB worked with the DF
locally to complete the planning and begin the recruitment of learners.
ETBs varied in the structures they used for project management. Each ETB appointed a project coordinator,
who reported to the Director of FET and/or a project steering committee. In most cases, the coordinator was a
Quality Assurance (Support) Officer, Adult Literacy Organiser or Manager of the FET Centre. Coordinators had the
support of a project group, although there were differences in the extent to which such groups were formalised,
for example, with regard to meetings. Among the practitioners contributing to the work, mentors played a
key role, supporting the learners throughout the process. There was some variety between ETBs with regard
to assessors and guidance counsellors, with differences in the nature and timing of their involvement. Subject
matter experts (SMEs) worked as assessors, while guidance was provided by the Adult Education Guidance
Service (AEGS) counsellors.
There were also differences in how the DF engagement was facilitated. Although some ETBs had established
a formal project steering committee with membership drawn from the DF, in most cases, the coordinator
engaged directly with the nominated DF project liaison person, as the need arose. In one ETB which did not have
a formal steering committee established, the coordinator considered it, ‘very important to keep them briefed on
everything, that it wasn’t just a case of handing their men over to us and then coming back … at the very end
(C2).’
The identity of the project liaison or project manager within the DF also varied. In one ETB, the DF project liaison
was a Staff Officer based in the Personnel Support Service (PSS), whereas for the three other ETBs involved with
the same brigade, the support was provided at the level of the barracks, by the Barracks Personnel Support
Service Officers (BPSSOs).
Box 1: Example of project co-ordination at a steering and operational level
Project management and delivery was enabled through two separate teams in ETB 2. The day to day
operation was managed by a Project Delivery Team comprising coordinator, AEGS coordinator, and parttime mentors and SMEs. A second group, operating at a steering level comprised the coordinator, QA
Officer, DF representative, Skills for Work coordinator, and the AEGS. The coordinator reported on behalf of
both groups to the Director of FET.

Project scheduling
Project timeline
Following the official launch of the project in October 2017, follow-up contact took place between each ETB
and the local barracks. The last in a series of five training workshops for participating ETB staff took place in April
2018. Most ETBs commenced the pre-engagement with learners in the period around March 2018 with the RPL
activity starting soon after.
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The length of time from project commencement to certification varied across ETBs, ranging from six months
to nineteen (Figure 1). Learners’ progress might be interrupted by work commitments and it was not always
possible to anticipate when learners would be in a position to resume. One coordinator explained: ‘Some of the
participants weren’t available because they were on work duties and we didn’t have any feedback as to how
long they would be away on work duties (C6).’ Workload was also a challenge for learners. One learner explained:
‘as the work kept coming in and getting heavier and heavier, a few lads pulled out due to commitments - military
commitments (L1).’
The experience in ETB 6 sheds light on the attrition that could happen. Of the 12 learners who attended the first
meeting, just three continued to certification in the end - two learners achieving one minor award each, and a
third achieving two awards. Two disengaged after the first meeting, while a third did so after the second. The
coordinator reflected: ‘we put that down to not being briefed enough and not being informed’ (C6). A further
three were deployed overseas soon after, while another two abandoned soon after that; one due to illness.
Four phases
The four phases presented in the 2012 Recommendation and further developed in the validation guidelines
(CEDEFOP, 2015) were used to structure engagement with the learners:
• Identification of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal
learning;
• Documentation of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal
learning
• Assessment of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through non-formal and informal learning;
• Certification of the results of the assessment of an individual’s learning outcomes acquired through
non-formal and informal learning in the form of a qualification, or credits leading to a qualification,
or in another form, as appropriate.’ (EU Council, 2012, p. 3)
Although presented as separate phases, these are linked together in a dynamic, rather than linear way, i.e.,
‘combined and balanced in different ways, reflecting the particular purpose of each validation arrangement’
(CEDEFOP, 2020, p. 93). For example, attempting to match the learner’s prior experience to a particular award
required some overlap between identification and documentation. In some cases, it was only after the leaner
had begun the documentation phase that problems with the award identification came to light.4 In fact, the
CEDEFOP guidelines notes that, ‘In some countries, identification and documentation are grouped together,
viewed as one stage of collecting evidence to build the dossier’ (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 17).
Tobar also shows a similar overlap between the documentation and assessment phase through the use of
formative assessment and feedback, whether provided by the mentor or assessor. Overlap also takes place
between assessment and certification, although in some ways certification is best understood as an event
rather than a phase, as illustrated in the QQI guidelines (2013), where the assessment process begins with the
assessment itself and concludes with a request for certification:
4

A ‘deficit’ or exclusive model of validation may further exacerbate the challenges encountered by learners in matching their prior
learning to the award. Immigrants, in particular can be negatively affected by the situated character of skills and competences. Skills,
competences and qualifications suffer a ‘break in journey’ in the process of migration (Souto-Otero and Villalba-Garcia, 2015).
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1.

Assessment

2.

Authentication Process (includes internal verification and external authentication)

3.

Results approval

4.

Appeals process

5.

Request for certification (QQI, 2013, p. 4).

Therefore, while the four phases may suggest a straightforward chronological and linear sequence, the RPL
journey is more dynamic with significant overlap.

Figure 1: Timelines from commencement to certification for Tobar projects in ETBs
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Donegal ETB
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Donegal ETB
pre-pilot 1
ends Dec 2017

Tobar launched, Athlone, Oct 2017

Donegal ETB
pre-pilot 1
ends Nov 2016

Donegal ETB
pre-pilot 1
ends Dec 2017

Tobar launched, Athlone, Oct 2017

Pre-engagement and post-certification
At the very outset, learners had the opportunity to learn more about the process from their Commanding
Officer within the Defence Forces and at a subsequent ETB information event. Though not included as a phase
in the CEDEFOP guidelines, this pre-engagement offered an important opportunity for learners to identify
particular awards that might provide a good fit. Once committed to the process, learners were registered on the
Programme Learner Support System (PLSS), while other details were also recorded on the QQI Business System
(QBS) (the online service to facilitate the making of awards). Post-certification support from the guidance service
focused on career planning and next steps in lifelong learning, whether in formal education and training or
in existing or new employment. Some learners were able to gain additional minor awards in subsequent RPL
cycles and use these towards achievement of a major award.
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Scheduling
In most cases, participation involved attendance at the ETB for one day per week, allowing for group meetings in
combination with one-to-one meetings. The balance between depended on a number of factors, including the
numbers of learners and range of awards. In ETB 4 for example, over the course of 22 weeks, learners attended
a group meeting for three hours each Friday morning, followed by individual work in the afternoon. Other ETBs
arranged a schedule of meetings on a one-to-one basis, using a small number of workshops to address common
issues such as CV preparation. This allowed the ETB, ‘to really meet each person as an individual and to push
them forward and through the process as an individual with their individual, I suppose, ambitions and interest’
(C6). Overall, from a participation point of view, the RPL process offered a flexibility that would not have been
possible on a taught programme: ‘the RPL was perfect because it wasn’t full-time…it was still manageable’(C6).
In another ETB where the cycle ran for 12-weeks, a DF representative reflected that spending the day away from
the barracks was conducive to successful engagement: ‘you’re removing yourself from the barracks and you’re
going into a learning environment… in your civilian clothes and being a student essentially’ (DF2). He noted that
other practical arrangements such as the lunch also added to the appeal, remarking that it was, ‘a big thing for
soldiers that you feed them well.’ However, release time ‘was very much dependent on their own commanding
officer and their own unit adjutant and the management of the personnel in the Unit’ (DF2). In one case, the
mentor visited the barracks where there was a difficulty for learners to leave due to work commitments:

Even on a couple of occasions, [mentor] would come into the barracks if we couldn’t get out,
you know, we would have a lecture room there in the barracks and she got permission to come
in to our workplace, which was good as well. (L2)

Study facilities in the DF were also available to learners; for example, printing and photo-copying.

Awards
A total of 91 learners achieved certification comprising 386 minor awards and 21 major awards. There were
significant differences between ETBs regarding the number of learners, awards and levels offered. Some ETBs
focused on a small group of generic subject areas that had broad appeal, while others differentiated the offering
to a greater extent. For example, a total of 24 awards were achieved by four learners in CD ETB, while 41 awards
were achieved by the same number of learners in KC ETB. There was a total of 121 minor awards at level 3, 67 at
level 4, 133 at level 5 and 65 at level 6. Most of the minor awards at levels 4 and above achieved a distinction
(190 or 72%), 61 achieved a merit (23%), while there were 14 awards at pass level (5%).

28

Table 1: Key to abbreviations
City of Dublin

CD

Each of the ten ETBs facilitated one cohort, indicated

Cork

C

by the ETB initials and the digit 1 (CD 1, C 1, etc). The

Donegal

DL

Dublin and Dún Laoghaire

DD

and LC 2 refer to the follow-on cohorts in Cork, Dublin

Galway Roscommon

GR

and Dún Laoghaire, and Limerick and Clare ETBs

Kildare Wicklow

KW

respectively.

Kilkenny Carlow

KC

Limerick Clare

LC

Longford Westmeath

LW

Louth Meath

LM

two initial Donegal test projects are indicated DL PP1
and DL PP2, where P stands for Pre-Pilot. C 1, C 2, DD 2

Table 2: Details on learners, minor award levels and grade distribution
Cohort

Learners
registered

Learners
certified

Minor
awards at
level 3

Minor awards
at level 4, 5 and 6
pass
merit distinction

Total
minor
awards

CD 1

5

4

5

0

9

10

24

C1

9

8

0

1

7

20

28

DL 1

6

6

0

1

4

30

35

DD 1

8

7

25

0

0

0

25

GR 1

12

3

1

0

3

0

4

KC 1

5

4

0

2

6

34

42

KW 1

5

5

28

0

0

5

33

LC 1

8

5

0

1

3

7

11

LW 1

8

5

16

0

1

0

17

LM 1

2

2

0

0

0

10

10

DL PP1

7

7

46

0

0

0

46

DL PP2

6

6

0

0

0

18

18

C2

10

9

0

2

11

17

30

C3

14

12

0

2

16

30

48

DD 2

8

4

0

2

1

7

10

LC 2

5

4

0

3

0

2

5

Total

118

91

121

14

61

190

386

The table below shows the five most common awards at each of the four levels. Further details on all the subject
areas for each of the levels are given in Appendix A.
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Table 3: The six most common minor awards at each level
Level 3

No.

Level 4

No.

Word Processing

14

Workplace Safety & Health

13

Health & Safety Awareness

13

Information Technology

9

Communications

10

Communications

6

Work Experience

10

Teamworking

6

Internet Skills

9

Career Planning

6

Woodwork

9

Work Practice

6

Level 5*

No.

Level 6

No.

Communications

24

Team Leadership

16

Word Processing

19

Communications

16

Teamworking

15

Word Processing

13

Information and Administration

11

Administration

4

Safety and Health at Work

11

Spreadsheets

4

Work Practice

8

Work Practice

4

Spreadsheet Methods

8

*Seven awards are shown for level 5 because of a tie.

Toolkit
Over the course of the five CPD workshops ETBs were provided with various tools (templates, guides, checklist,
etc.) to assist with the project delivery. These included tools developed in the initial Donegal projects, which
ETBs then modified in line with local needs. While some local modifications were minor (e.g., formatting or
addition of logos), some ETBs adapted the tools in more substantial ways and developed additional tools.
Among those tools singled out for positive mention in one EA report was a new ‘assessment grading report,’
which ‘gave a very clear rationale behind grades awarded and was very transparent.’ Another example was the
feedback template, where the assessor could comment and make recommendations on the effectiveness of
the evidence in meeting each learning outcome or cluster. ETB staff continued to modify these as the project
progressed, as evidenced in some cases by multiple versions of the same tool. The following list (Box 2) shows
the range of tools used in various ETBs and represents what was most common. It shows a title, description and
user identified for each.
Other documentation held by ETBs included the following: information for learners; template for letter of
acceptance; templates for internal meeting agendas; attendance record sheets for meetings with learners;
presentation materials (e.g., activity sheets on career or transversal skills); invitation template for award
ceremony; award template with ETB and DF logos; Tobar RPL handbook and other training material, e.g., a guide
to gathering evidence identifying seven evidence types.
One noteworthy aspect of the toolkit was the extent to which it facilitated learners’ involvement, for example,
tools for self-evaluation. Many tools included a space for learners to indicate agreement or understanding of
the content. Collectively, the tools conveyed the story of the learner’s engagement from commencement to
certification as noted in one EA report: ‘Really beneficial to see the full journey from application forms, skills
checkers, clustering skills questionnaires up to course evaluations by the applicants and the tutors (EA7).’ EAs
also suggested possible improvements to the tools, as discussed later in the section on the EA process.
30

Box 2: List of the most common tools used in various ETBs across four phases

Identification

Box 2: List of the most common tools used in various ETBs across four phases
Title

Description

1

RPL application form

2

Skills checker

3

Clustering skills
questionnaire

4

Overarching guidance

5

Assessor guide on
evidence required
Learning statement

Personal information and subject area(s) of
interest
Questionnaire to ascertain prior learning,
scored to estimate learner’s capacity to
achieve at each of the NFQ levels
More detailed information with supporting
evidence on prior experience to further
determine suitable levels and subject areas
Summary of prior experience, qualifications,
etc. and possible areas for RPL
Example of evidence required for each
learning outcome (LO) in a module
Statement of achievement for a learning
outcome(s), with references to supporting
evidence
Presentation of gaps in learning for each LO,
and recommendation plus suggested
instructional notes, handouts, assessment
methods, to teach and assess gaps
Information on evidence type presented for
each cluster of LOs and checklist for criteria
(sufficient, valid, reliable, authentic, current);
Indication of the evidence that satisfies
particular LOs or clusters of LOs;
Feedback (e.g., rating, comments and
recommendations) on demonstration of each
LO, cluster or overall module component; may
be used by learner for self-assessment
Grading rubric template for module
components
Rating of learner’s performance for each
cluster of LOs; used to calculate average rating
and final grade
Declaration of Compliance and Ownership for
portfolio
Internal verification report template
External authentication report template

Assessment

Documentation

6
7

Guide on addressing
gaps for particular
modules

8

Record of evidence

9

Evidence mapping

10

Feedback from (1)
mentor and/or (2) SME

11

Grading rubric

12

Grading report

13
14
15

Cover page and
authorship statement
Internal verification
External authentication

Certification

16
17
18
19

Report template for
QBS
Learner evaluation
questionnaire
CV template
RPL Assessment report

Assessment details (modules chosen, etc.) for
each learner for QBS entry
Evaluation questionnaire at project end
Follow-up guidance CV
Indication of % of each LO achieved and
whether exemption is to be granted
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Used/completed
by
Learner
Guidance
practitioner
/mentor
Learner
Guidance
practitioner
Assessor
Learner
Assessor

Mentor
Mentor/Assessor
Mentor/Assessor

Assessor
Assessor
Learner
Internal verifier(s)
External
authenticator
Assessor
Learner
Learner
Assessor
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Assessment
Assessment in RPL was determined in large part by the range of guidelines and practices already in place for
taught programme delivery.
Techniques, briefs and grading
As with taught programmes, valid and reliable assessment techniques were an essential part of the design.
An assessment technique is defined as ‘a valid and reliable way of assessing learner evidence for a particular
range of learning outcomes’ with six broad techniques possible: assignment; project; portfolio (referred to as
‘collection of work’ in award specifications); skills demonstration; examination; learner record (QQI, 2018, p. 13).
All ETBs opted for the portfolio as an assessment technique, based on the experience of the Donegal prepilots, with some integration of skills demonstration and assignments. The portfolio is also a well-established
technique in RPL practice internationally (Pokorny, 2013). Each technique normally requires the following: (1)
assessment instrument (e.g. examination paper/questions or assignment brief ) and accompanying instructions;
(2) assessment criteria; (3) marking scheme (QQI, 2018, p. 13). A rubric, as opposed to a marking scheme was
used to allow for a more holistic assessment of the portfolio. The assessor graded the evidence using percentage
bands for each of the learning outcomes. The average percentage was then used to determine the result, i.e.,
whether unsuccessful, pass, merit or distinction. This differs from the use of a marking scheme which assigns
marks to separate elements.
External authentication
External authentication involves a visit by the EA to the Centre to examine the work produced and prepare a report
using an EA report template. The role of the EA is to confirm: (1) that the evidence was assessed in accordance
with the techniques outlined in the Award Specification; (2) that results were internally verified and consistent
with national standards for the award and (3) that the results are recommended for certification. Changes in the
results (withdrawals, upgrades or downgrades) may be recommended. The template also provides space for the
EA to comment on the quality of the assessment arrangements, including the assessment briefs and rubrics, the
alignment between evidence, assessment brief and learning outcome, as well as indicating good practice, areas
for improvement, and recommendations.
Each ETB used the report template used for the external authentication of its own taught programmes. There
were some minor differences between the ETBs in how these were designed. For example, when inviting
EAs to comment on the effectiveness of the overall process, some templates referred to ‘the authentication
process,’ others to ‘Internal verification.’ 5 Some templates proposed a rating scale for this purpose (very effective,
effective, acceptable, unsatisfactory), which was elaborated further using indicators in some cases. For example,
in one version, practice was to be considered ‘effective’ only where the ETB had carried out all of the following:
(1) compliance/non-compliance with all assessment processes and procedures noted; (2) instances of good
practice highlighted; (3) areas for improvement highlighted; (4) issues were identified and acted upon prior to
External Authenticator visit.
5

Some inconsistencies in the use of terminology in EA templates may be noted. In some cases, ‘assessment briefs’ and ‘assignment
briefs’ are used interchangeably, even though in the QQI guidelines, an ‘assignment’ is presented as just one assessment technique
among five others.
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Practitioner roles
While all ETBs carried out the same core tasks such as project co-ordination, guidance, mentoring/facilitation,
assessment, and quality assurance, there were differences in how these roles were performed and managed. The
CEDEFOP guidelines designate four roles: counsellor, assessor, manager and external observer, while noting that
there are also others involved:
These practitioners cover all aspects of validation and include those that offer information,
advice and guidance (orientation), those that carry out assessment, the external
observers of the process, the managers of assessment centres/procedures, and a
range of other stakeholders that have an important but less direct role in the process
(CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 33)
The correspondence between these and the roles designated in Tobar is readily apparent. The ‘manager’ in the
CEDEFOP guidelines would seem to correspond to both the coordinator and QA manager in Tobar, while the
‘external observer’ (described as ‘a source for advice’ and ‘an external auditor’) (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 34) would
equate with the external authenticator in Tobar. On the other hand, the description of ‘counsellor’ suggests a
combination of two separate Tobar roles, guidance counselling and mentoring/facilitation:
The work of a counsellor starts with the process of reaching out to engage potential
learners for validation, then supporting the learner in his or her preparation for assessment;
it continues by guiding the learner after the assessment decision. An important part of
the role is to work with the learner to appraise the breadth and depth of evidence of learning
(helping to develop self-awareness). (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 33)
The results in the next chapter show the extent to which the mentor’s role interacts with that of both the
guidance counsellor and assessor. The question is what role designation provides an effective system of RPL
that fits well with existing structures. As the CEDEFOP guidelines indicate, this has to be worked out in particular
contexts.
Guidance
The importance of guidance for successful engagement in lifelong learning is well established in policy and
practice. The FET Strategy (2020) notes that: ‘Critical to facilitating lifelong learning pathways is the pivotal role
of ETBs in providing guidance on education, training, employment and careers to all within their regions’ (2020,
p. 54). Guidance is geared towards enabling people throughout their lives to manage their own educational,
training, occupational, personal, social, and life choices so that they reach their full potential and contribute to
the development of a better society (2007 National Guidance Forum).
In a European context, the 2012 Council recommendation on the validation of non-formal and informal learning
identifies information, guidance and counselling as a cornerstone of validation. Validation involves ‘impartial
and comprehensive information, guidance and counselling throughout the process’ (CEDEFOP, 2015, p. 3). In
the subsequent recommendation on Upskilling Pathways (EU Council, 2016), the three-step process (skills
assessment, tailored and flexible learning offers, and validation and recognition) requires guidance and outreach
services to support progression through every step of the upskilling pathway (EU Council, 2016).
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Career guidance and counselling services are provided across post-primary, further and higher education. In
FET, this is provided through the ETB Adult Educational Guidance Services (AEGS) supporting a range of learners,
including those participating on the Back to Education Initiative, Adult Literacy and Numeracy programmes,
Vocational Training Opportunities Scheme (VTOS) and courses in English for Speakers of Other Languages
(ESOL). Guidance counselling is provided in colleges of further education, while a system of Advocates is used
in Youthreach and community training centres. It also forms part of Prison Service Education programmes and
the Irish Association for Social Inclusion Opportunities (IASIO) for ex-offenders includes guidance counselling in
the support it offers.
A total of 39 Adult Educational Guidance Services (AEGS) were established from 2000 in four phases using an
integrated model of adult educational guidance counselling and further developed in the 2012 Departmental
guidelines. The AEGS is involved in BTEI provision through recruitment and induction, supporting learners with
personal learning timetables, developing skills and confidence for their new learning environment, as well as
identifying progression routes (DES, 2008, p. 15). The NCGE has responsibility for advising the DES on guidance
and developing and supporting guidance practice.
FET guidance provision can therefore involve a range of practitioners including guidance counsellors and
information officers in the AEGS, contracted guidance practitioners, and school guidance counsellors in colleges
of further education and training (managed in tandem with the service in post-primary schools). This provides
the context for the calls for greater consistency and integration within provision as expressed in the FET strategy:
‘The approach to guidance is inconsistent across FET settings and provision, and this must be rectified with
an integrated approach to guidance across ETBs. This should ensure that impartial guidance is, ‘available to
all who seek it within the ETB region’ (SOLAS, 2020, p. 54). The integrated approach identified in the previous
FET strategy (2014-19) proposed that, ‘All guidance staff employed by ETBs, outside of the current AEGI and
PLC structure, would be linked to the adult guidance service to ensure quality assurance of service, reporting
mechanisms and access to national supports and CPD programmes’ (SOLAS, 2014, p. 114).
The interaction between guidance and validation/recognition has been the subject of some attention. In
Europe generally, the nature of the interaction is quite varied, mostly due to country-specific administrative
arrangements (CEDEFOP, 2019, p. 37). The following three factors are considered important in improving how
both operate in tandem: (a) comprehensive provision of adequate information and guidance before, during
and after validation; (b) coherence in the use of common qualifications or competence standards to identify,
document and assess skills; (c) quality of staff, resources, competences, and tools used.
Recommendations from the Indecon review of career guidance are also relevant for the role of guidance in
supporting RPL in FET, for example, the establishment of a National Policy Group to develop a coherent, longterm strategy and the greater use of online provision, in combination with traditional methods, in order to reach
and support all learners.
Data management and record-keeping have also been the focus of attention in both guidance and validation.
The need for systematic evidence gathering on the impact of lifelong guidance has been emphasized in key
publications (ELGPN, 2015; European Commission, 2020). In Ireland, the Adult Guidance Management System
(AGMS) is managed by the NCGE on behalf of the DFHERIS and SOLAS.
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Another issue arising in both guidance and validation/recognition is the identification of transversal skills for
progression planning. As noted in the VISKA project:
The process of identification of personal capacity in transversal skills…is essential to personal
planning. This can be supported albeit differently by both mentors in a validation process and
by career guidance counsellors in a career planning and progression management process,
including with reference to validation, as well as in pedagogical contexts. (Wafer, 2020, p. 57)
In Tobar, the engagement with the guidance counsellor took the form of one-to-one sessions for career,
vocational or work guidance as well as workshops on CV preparation, etc. Individual meetings were used to
review the learner’s previous experience, identify transferrable skills and potential options available upon
leaving the DF. A Skills Checker was developed to help with this and to identify the most appropriate award
level. Access to guidance was available throughout the project.
Assessment
The following description of the assessor’s role points to the important of the summative evaluation of the
learners’ work:
The role of the assessor is to evaluate learner evidence and make the assessment decision/
judgment on whether the outcomes of knowledge, skill or competence, as outlined in
the Award Specification, have been achieved. The assessor must determine that the
evidence is valid, reliable and sufficient to make the assessment decision. (QQI, 2018, p. 7)
However, while much of the assessor’s focus was on the assessment of the final submission, assessors were
available to support the assessment process from the outset, e.g., clustering of learning outcomes, design of
assessment briefs, provision of formative assessment feedback and advice on other aspects of assessment along
the way. The usual knowledge and skills needed by assessors in a taught programme context therefore applied:
subject matter/technical expertise; knowledge of the award standards (learning outcomes) being assessed;
knowledge of assessment procedures and familiarity with QQI assessment policy and guidelines. Support from
the QA unit was available to provide additional expertise; as one coordinator explained, ‘we really benefited
from that in the beginning, to have somebody who had the oversight as to the QA requirements and ensure that
we kept on track with what the requirements were’ (C1).
A key part of the assessor’s work was providing feedback. As the CEDEFOP guidelines state, assessors need to be,
‘committed to provide feedback on the match between learning outcomes and validation standards/references’
(2015, p. 34). The guidelines also refer to objectivity and impartiality, noting that ‘assessors should not be linked
to the learner or their work or social life in any way. The credibility of the validation process depends on the
credibility – and neutrality – of the assessor’ (p. 33). This explains the decision by some ETBs to avoid any direct
contact between the assessor and the learner; i.e., in an effort to avoid any impact on their impartiality. In such
cases, the assessor conveyed any formative feedback to the learner via the mentor. On the other hand, in Ireland,
in a taught FET programme context, FET teachers are responsible for assessing the work of their own learners
and therefore have ongoing contact with the learners whose work they assess.
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The assessor was a subject matter expert (SME), who had experience in teaching and assessment. In some cases,
mentors with expertise in the subject area also played a role in assessment, e.g., clustering learning outcomes
and designing briefs, particularly at level 3. One coordinator noted that at the upper levels of the NFQ, ‘where
things become much more specialized, you would need a subject matter expert to guide you along the way’
(C6). The difference in grading was also a factor: at level 3, there were just two possible outcomes (successful or
withdrawn) whereas at levels 4 and 5 outcomes included distinction, merit, and pass.
Suitably-qualified assessors could generally be identified from within the Centre, but, if necessary, were
sourced from elsewhere. For example, in ETB 10, the FET Unit contacted Training Centres, Youthreach Projects
and Colleges of FET to identify suitable assessors, seeking permission from relevant line managers. Assessors
might be less available for this work at particular times due to other teaching commitments (often in separate
locations) or during the summer break.
Mentoring and facilitation
Unlike assessment and guidance, which are already a routine part of FET provision, mentoring and facilitation
represented a new activity for ETBs when the project first commenced.
A useful reference for the role of the mentor in RPL is available from Kerry ETB (though not involved in Tobar),
where the mentor is considered ‘responsible for guiding and supporting the learner through the RPL process
and facilitating the learner to ensure the evidence is consistent with the award standard’ (Kerry ETB, 2019,
p. 9). Similarly, in Tobar, the work of the mentor ranged from the general to the technical and involved close
collaboration with both the guidance practitioner and the assessor.
Even though written for a very different context (i.e., mentoring new teachers during teacher induction), the
four key mentoring tasks identified by Portner (2008) are also relevant for RPL: building relationships; guiding;
coaching and assessing. The mentor seeks to establish a trusting relationship at the outset, where roles and
responsibilities are clearly understood, so that the second task (guiding) can get underway. The third task
(coaching) refers to the fact that, occasionally, the learner requires additional focused support and even explicit
instruction, for example, in order to address a shortfall in prior learning. Finally, though not the assessor, the
mentor assesses the learner’s work on an ongoing basis, providing formative feedback along the way and
determining its readiness for submission for final summative assessment.
Many of the skills and attributes mentors needed for their usual work as tutors were also important in their
mentoring roles. Literacy tutors in particular were considered ideally placed to mentor learners seeking level
3 awards, given the similar profile of learners in both contexts. One coordinator noted that literacy tutors were
‘fantastic…their work is very facilitatory in nature anyway and they are used to mentoring…. adults with low
literacy levels and lower numeracy levels’ (C6). Another reported: ‘I’ve got a few talented people here and
because they’re literacy trained and they’ve done extra bits along the way, they’re very, very much clued in on
the ground and they have a wide repertoire of subjects between the whole lot of them’ (C2).
As for criteria in appointing mentors, that mentors would ‘be used to dealing with the levels’ was an important
consideration (C10). At the same time, for modules of a more technical nature, the mentor needed to
have some knowledge of the subject area, ‘to make sure that the content in the standard, the content was
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appropriate’ (C10). This was particularly the case at the higher NFQ levels, especially where the assessor was not
so involved in giving formative assessment feedback. One variation in the mentoring approach was a system
of dual mentoring used in ETB 10. Of the three mentors involved, the first was allocated to a Level 3 learner, a
second to a Level 5 learner, while the third supported all learners with the health and safety modules at all levels.

Finance
Leaving aside overheads (e.g., buildings, utilities, equipment and some catering expense), the most significant
cost related to human resources. This was mostly for the remuneration of additional staff time. There were some
differences in the costs incurred, which were determined by the number of awards, learners and approaches to
remuneration. In most ETBs, the additional work relating to coordination, quality assurance and guidance was
absorbed into existing schedules. Where the number of awards was low, there was often a sufficient complement
of SMEs available to take on a relatively small portion of extra work as mentors or assessors for no additional
remuneration.
In one ETB, the three mentors who were already employed as part-time tutors were paid for the additional hours,
while the five assessors were paid for ‘developing the rubrics and for supporting the mentors and maybe just
a little bit at the end then for their actual assessment of the modules’ (C10). In ETB 7, the seven SMEs were paid
for assessment work while the two mentors were released from existing teaching duties to work on the project.
In ETB 6, there was no additional remuneration, although the Coordinator recognised that, were it to run again,
‘you would want a dedicated budget, and a dedicated team.’ At the other end of the spectrum, remuneration
amounted to c. €10, 000 for over 200 hours, involving 23 minor awards and four learners. As with all cases, even
though the final number of candidates might be small, due to attrition, considerable staff time may have been
spent on working with the other candidates who had abandoned the process.
The following example show how the costs accrued in one ETB. Eight participants had begun the project, with
four submitting portfolios at the end, leading to ten minor awards across six modules. In total, 122 staff hours
were required - 68 hours for mentors and 54 hours for assessment. The two mentors were allocated 34 hours
each as part of their full-time teaching allocation, while the five assessors were paid on a part-time teacher basis,
to cover some initial design work and final assessment. Remuneration for assessors was based on a flat four
hours per module, regardless of the number of portfolios, to cover preparation, previewing and any additional
assessment design required, plus an additional one hour per portfolio for the final assessment. In a subsequent
revision for a later cycle, the flat rate of pay per module rose from four to eight hours where there were more
than four learners to reflect the time required to adequately preview portfolios, provide individualised feedback,
and devise additional assessment briefs.
Determining the cost of RPL (for the purposes of comparing it with taught programmes provision) is dependent
on a number of factors including the level of mentoring support needed. Processes would also become more
efficient with practice:
…they had learned from Round one…they had some of the toolkits and developed
their own resources…so I think as time goes on you develop a better process…it’s actually
less resource heavy than putting learners through an award like sitting in a classroom and
participating in x amount of hours and getting the same result.... if we stop making it,
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I suppose, such a mountain to climb, it can be less resource heavy, if you just have the
key staff to work on it. And that’s just about increasing staff capacity and awareness
about RPL as well. (C3),
Some dovetailing and economies of scale were possible through group work (for example, for induction) and
also where learners were pursuing the same awards. The one external authentication visit could also be used for
both RPL and taught programmes, according as the supply of authenticators with experience in RPL increased.
According to one rule of thumb that was cited during interviews, the amount of mentoring support in contact
hours would be approximately five times less than the total tuition hours ordinarily needed to deliver the
corresponding taught programme.
The move away from a programme-specific approach to cross-programme provision in FET, as planned in the
FET Strategy (2020) has implications for how RPL activity might be managed and financed into the future.
However, given the need to ‘house’ the project in a particular programme, most ETBs opted for the Back to
Education Initiative (BTEI), reflecting the focus of Tobar on level 4 and 5 awards. Initially geared towards levels
3 and 4, for learners with minimal or no educational qualification and school leavers, the core of BTEI provision
now equates to levels 5 and 6. A smaller number placed the project within the Adult Literacy Service (ALS),
geared towards programmes up to Level 3. The choice between these options was not so clear-cut however.
In some cases, the same learner might be straddling both level groupings in the modules they were taking.
It reflects the reality that learner pathways are not so easily confined to particular groupings (1 to 3 or 4 to 6),
given the ‘spiky’ profile of people’s abilities who, ‘can be very good at one thing but have a real difficulty with
another, which can interfere with their overall performance’ (NALA, 2008, p. 45). Low levels of literacy can often
contribute to such differential achievement, and a more integrated approach to literacy support, beyond ALS
programmes and into BTEI has been advocated as a result. For example, in the FET Strategy integrated literacy
support is envisaged for Level 4 to Level 6 FET (2020, p. 48).

Conclusion
The design of the project reflected a co-ordinated approach, which drew on the experience of the two initial
Donegal projects and other sources such as the CEDEFOP guidelines on the validation of non-formal and
informal learning. The collaborative nature of the project created the conditions for effective knowledge sharing
between participating ETBs and other stakeholders, while at the same time allowing for local adaptation.
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This chapter takes an in-depth look at the implementation of the four RPL phases (CEDEFOP, 2015) drawing on
interviews with Coordinators, External Authentication reports as well as some quantitative items taken from
surveys of ETB staff and learners.

Pre-engagement
At the very outset, prior to the identification phase, the RPL opportunity was brought to the attention of
potential learners within the DF, who were invited to a subsequent information event organised by the ETB. In
explaining what was involved in RPL to prospective learners, a certain balance needed to be struck – presenting
RPL as worthwhile and readily achievable, while at the same time conveying the extent of the effort required.
Analogy and metaphor played a role in the communication, as one coordinator explained.
One was to say that the RPL program was like a Bureau de Change, in that they came in
with their military training currency and converted it into a civilian currency that was
understandable, and that its value would then be recognized in the civilian world. And
not unlike a Bureau de change the currency that they are coming with had to be substantiated
…the evidence that is provided to support that, determines its value in civilian currency. (C2)
Though the project was initially targeted at army privates with low levels of qualifications who were about
to retire, participation was extended beyond that once the main project got underway. The opportunity was
offered to other members with less years of service and from various other ranks – ‘Private Soldier to Corporal,
Sergeant, Company Sergeant and Company Quartermaster Sergeant’ (DF2). Tobar was particularly appealing
for those who had missed the LMDS programme. For example, a learner who had already completed the Senior
NCO course when LMDS was introduced explained, ‘it [LMDS] actually started the year after I got my Senior
[NCO] course, so we had no outside qualification and so the RPL…was good (L1).’

Identification
Identifying individual learning outcomes
The Identification phase involved using the learners’ prior learning to determine suitable awards to pursue.
Various tools were used as part of this process; chief among them being the Skills Checker, devised by Donegal
Basic Education Services for the initial project, which participating ETBs adapted for local need. It included a
series of questions designed to ascertain the nature and extent of each learner’s prior learning, e.g., existing
qualifications, knowledge, competence and skills, motivation, etc. These responses were then scored to
estimate the learner’s capacity to achieve at each of the NFQ levels from 1 to 5. A ‘Clustering Skills’ questionnaire
collected further information on each learner’s experience under three main headings: work, family/social and
community/voluntary. One Coordinator explained: ‘we didn’t just look at their skills from the from the Defence
Forces perspective, we did look at their skills from other informal settings, so from home life…organizations, the
GAA, you know things like that’ (ETB 5). As a result, the prior learning could be quite diverse:
over their 30 years’ experience they may have been in very different sections of the army …
we hadn’t even thought of woodwork or engineering workshop skills but when they …
when we did that Skills Checker with them or when we did the Europass with them these are
all the skills that kind of came up, that were identified so we said well why not. If the evidence
is there and it’s something that they’re interested in, why not. (C5)
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Box 3: Example of RPL process from selection to certification (ETB 1)
The initial approach by the DF attracted 17 expressions of interest, with 16 attendees at the first information event in
March 2018. This involved a presentation by the ETB team followed by an assessment using the Skills Checker. A total of
seven learners were deemed to have prior experience that placed them beyond a level 5 award and these were referred
to the guidance service to learn about alternative possibilities. Those who ‘had an idea already of what they wanted to do’
were referred to the internal guidance within the DF. Having learned more at the information event, two other applicants
felt that RPL did not suit their immediate needs and withdrew, leaving seven applicants who attended the first three-hour
workshop in June on CV writing and personal profiling, followed by individual one-to-one guidance sessions. Two further
applicants left at this point, one because of work commitments, while the other retired and used his new civilian CV to
help make that transition. The five remaining learners were assigned to mentors who worked with them to establish their
skills using the toolkit and determine the most appropriate award level and subject areas. The range of awards chosen
reflected differences in their prior learning, in their routine DF duties.
A General Learning Award at Level 3 was identified for one learner, a Level 5 major award in Logistics and Distribution
was identified for two others, while another learner worked towards a number of minor awards for Level 5 Information
Processing. The documentation phase started in late September 2018 and a total of 24 portfolios were presented for
assessment in December 2018. A further two incomplete folders were held over until February 2019. Final certification
took place in March 2019.
Based on interview with Coordinator

Box 4: Example of RPL process from selection to certification (ETB 3)
An initial meeting was held in March 2018 where two mentors worked with six applicants each to identify possibilities. In
doing so, they emphasised that RPL might not be suitable for all in attendance and other FET options could be explored
with the Guidance Counsellor. The intention was that final decisions on the awards should be learner-led, based on their
own goals/interests and prior learning. While some were considered capable of achieving a major award, others opted for
a number of component awards. Eight candidates were invited to consider working towards a major award in Business
Administration and ICT at Level 5, while another two identified ICT at Level 4. Two others decided not to pursue RPL;
one opting to complete an IT course and prepare for a Small Public Service Vehicle (SPSV) licence and another choosing
Career Preparation in the Skills for Work programme.
The BTEI Coordinator assumed overall co-ordination with the support of two mentors and three SMEs acting as assessors
who attended the FESS training in Athlone (April 2018). During induction, which began the following month, learners
used their 43A training record to complete a detailed CV using templates provided. They also completed a Clustering
Skills Questionnaire, outlining relevant prior learning from their home, community and voluntary experience. Mentors
used workshops and one-to-one meetings to support learners and identify any learning gaps in consultation with SMEs.
SMEs were responsible for devising briefs, grading/assessing evidence and Internal Verification along with support from
the QA Support Service. The first project cycle concluded with certification in December 2018. Throughout the project,
the ETB team maintained contact with colleagues in other ETBs, sharing knowledge and resources.
Based on interview with Coordinator
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Generic award areas
While the prior learning of learners could vary considerably, much of it corresponded to generic awards such
as Communication, Teamwork, and Personal Effectiveness. One coordinator explained: ‘we knew from dealing,
our previous experience with the Army and just even having met them in […] introductory meetings over in
the barracks with the army, it was evident that they had these skills in abundance’ (C5). The policy was to focus
on generic areas having broadest appeal initially and to differentiate more for individual difference either later
in the same cycle or in a subsequent cycle. This offered some possibilities for working in groups, as opposed to
one-to-one meetings:
the range of subject areas and levels identified in the initial part of the RPL cycle are
those that relate to the key skills and transversal skills…Other skills […] identified for RPL
are dealt with either later in the project cycle or at the time of a later cycle. (C9)
Targeting generic modules was also a useful way to introduce RPL, allowing learners time to identity more
specialist awards for a later stage. Generic modules also offered greater potential for integration, enabling
learners to draw on the same evidence in demonstrating achievement of learning outcomes from different
modules. One coordinator explained that they chose modules ‘based on the strengths of the learners, but also
so that there was overlap in them…there would have been quite a significant overlap between the personal
effectiveness and the team working (C10).’
Another coordinator intended ‘streamlining it a little bit more and doing fewer modules’(C1) on the next
occasion, having offered a wider than intended range initially (ETB 1). The plan was to target health and safety
as a starting point, on the basis that ‘anyone who’s been in the workplace for the last year or two and is coming
looking to do RPL would have some health and safety training done at whatever level’(C1). Another reason for
favouring generic awards initially was the relatively high volume of work required to prepare the assessment
material, especially if the ETB did not have so much experience in delivering taught programmes for the award
in question.
Identification of levels
Learners who had previously participated in Skills for Work (SFW) were already known to ETB staff and had
developed CVs that also helped in the identification process. One coordinator noted that the ETB ‘had done a
lot of work around their CV, so from that, you were able to pull out an awful lot of the skill set that they had’ (C1).
While the award level was determined by the extent and quality of the prior learning, working at a lower award
level was considered advantageous. As one coordinator explained, opting for a lower level, ‘turned out to be an
excellent decision…in terms of allowing us to learn, adapt (C4).’ However, while working with lower award levels
might reduce some of the challenge, higher levels would have been more appropriate in some cases, as one EA
report recommended:
Overall the evidence presented far exceeded the standard required for L3 certification.
[…]. The EA understands why learners were assigned to a L3 award on this occasion as it was
the centre’s first time to engage with RPL. It was a learning exercise for the staff. Also, learners
themselves may not have the confidence to consider a higher level (EA report)
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Being new to RPL themselves, confidence about meeting minimum standards was foremost in the minds of
staff in the ETB Centre concerned. The coordinator commented, ‘what we wanted to do…was to make sure that
we give a very quality assured service, we wanted to make sure that we had control over what it was we were
delivering, what we were you know certifying (C5).’
Apart from that, the full extent of the prior learning often became apparent only after learners had begun
documenting evidence. For example, while they proposed a small number of modules initially, the team in ETB
4 soon realised that some learners had the potential for achieving a major award.
Learner engagement in identification of learning outcomes
Identification was undertaken with the active involvement of learners. As one coordinator explained, this
required initial work on explaining the concept of a learning outcome and on identifying how prior learning
might demonstrate the achievement of a particular outcome. Conversations with learners included questions
such as: ‘If you had to bring me a bit of evidence to match these, what would you bring me from your life?’
And so we went through the learning outcomes of the different components. And then we
left them at the computer to see what they would do and what they would bring. And very
quickly, they got RPL […] and they were saying, I can do this, this and this. This shows this. (C4)
This introduced learners to the self-directed nature of the RPL process, and also highlighted the significance
of their prior learning, which motivated and engaged them further. As one coordinator explained, ‘when they
stepped back and we went through the process, I think as people themselves, I think they placed a lot more
value on the skills that they had actually acquired in the army that were so transferable’ (C6).

Documentation
Having identified how their prior learning met learning outcomes in particular awards, learners were then
required to demonstrate this with appropriate evidence, which proved to be a challenging task in many respects.
Clustering learning outcomes
For the purposes of streamlining the documentation of learning, certain learning outcomes might be clustered
together. Integrated assessment is already a feature of taught programmes, and is particularly suited to learning
that is experiential and holistic. Drawing on the same experience or evidence to demonstrate separate and
even disparate learning outcomes therefore made sense. This was also more meaningful for learners as one EA
report noted, ‘Better to cluster the LOs and bunch evidence together in themes. This is more seamless for the
applicants.’ Various EA reports commended the effective integration, for example: ‘Excellent integration with
other modules shown here.’ However, it required familiarity with the modules in question and careful planning
on the part of staff. For example, one EA report noted that, ‘the learning outcomes were clustered, which is good
practice, but would have worked better if they were clustered into the sections already outlined in the module
descriptor.’ The coordinator for the centre concerned explained that the mentors, ‘would have been the ones
clustering learning outcomes,’ while ‘the assessors work more around the rubrics and to try and set a standard.’
In other cases, the mentor might have prepared briefs for some of the more generic awards, while the assessor
focused on the more specialist components. While the link between evidence and individual outcomes was
then signposted, this needed further development sometimes as noted in one EA report: ‘I do see that some
integration has taken place but this should always be clearly mapped out.’
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Challenges encountered in documentation
While documentation ordinarily refers to recording the details of an event or process, in an RPL context, this was
a complex undertaking. Learners needed to select and present evidence in a way that fully demonstrated the
prior learning needed for the learning outcomes.
In addition to the workshops on portfolio preparation, mentors accompanied learners along the way,
differentiating their support according to need and reflecting the fact that, ‘Some people are better than others
at gathering paperwork and putting things together….and will fly through the whole process and others will just
need that bit more support’ (C3). The portfolio needed to be easily navigable by others involved in assessment.
Significant input from the mentor was required as the following EA extract implies: ‘There was ample, relevant
and detailed examples of workplace safety from previous training certs and 43As to personal accounts of how
workplace safety is practiced in everyday working life. The tutor pulled all this together really well.’ Navigation
could be more problematic in the case of modules such as Communication, which as the EA report noted, ‘can
tend to be over-burdensome’ in terms of evidence. EA reports commended the use of signposting and crossreferencing to minimise the quantity of material, as illustrated in the following comment: ‘Really good to see
that applicants aren’t being asked to re-do work or photocopy evidence. The grading report clearly shows where
evidence is located. Well done again to this tutor.’ In contrast, the layout in some cases could be over-elaborate
and confusing, especially where evidence was presented according to each individual learning outcome:
Layout is dated – evidence doesn’t need to be presented LO by LO. There is excellent work
done on the mapping in the tutor packs but the approach here is confusing. With so much
overlap of modules, one portfolio for all 6 modules which is clearly mapped out would be
much easier to authenticate and be far more authentic for the applicant. (EA report)
Using the same evidence to demonstrate more than one outcome (or cluster of outcomes) was favoured but
needed an effective system of cross-referencing. For example, one EA report noted that while the clustering
skills packs were ‘outstanding,’ they contained ‘crucial evidence such as letters from the workplace that might be
over-looked by an EA when not referenced to or included in folders.’
Formative assessment during documentation
Although assessment features as a separate phase in the CEDEFOP guidelines, much assessment activity took
place while the documentation phase was still underway, in particular the provision of formative assessment
feedback. For example, one learner interviewed reported: ‘if you had a problem, we could email her and she’d
let us know and then hand things back over a number of times…it was a very good learning curve I would
have to say’ (L1). Similarly, an EA report commended the ‘excellent tutor feedback given by all tutors across the
programme.’
The ways in which mentors and assessors managed this feedback provision varied. One coordinator saw the
mentor’s role primarily as a mediator: ‘it was really a questioning role and a role to draw out the information, to
discuss, to bring questions to the assessors’ (C4). The assessor was then able to provide ‘more specific information
around what was needed, for, to meet a learning outcome.’ The mentor’s role was also likened to that of a ‘go
between, between the assessors and the students (C10).’
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Maintaining a certain distance between learner and assessor might seem unnecessary especially given that
in taught programmes for example, both teaching and assessment involve the same practitioner. However, it
was considered desirable in a context where RPL assessment needed to be seen as reliable and rigorous; ‘the
assessors never met with the students, they decided at the beginning that…it would work better if it was all
done through the mentors…they would be more impartial’ (C4). The level of the award also had a bearing on the
extent of the contact between assessor and learner. The same coordinator explained that, ‘In an ideal situation,
they wouldn’t meet the assessors.’ She also added that ‘at level 4, they would have more support than they
would have at level 5 it [where it] would be far more independent.’
Having feedback from the assessor on certain parts of the work while there was still time to take any remedial
action was preferable to waiting until final submission, when it would be too late. As C10 stated, the mentors
‘would have been back and forth to the assessors with pieces of work and just ensuring that they were of the
right quality and standard.’ This was also advantageous for the assessors, many of whom were new to RPL
assessment, providing a more gradual introduction to the process and allowing them to intervene as necessary,
rather than waiting until the end when the stakes would be much higher:
And because for the assessors as well, it was their first time doing it, they kind of wanted to
get a feel for what kind of evidence was going to be presented to them so they weren’t blindsided
when it all just landed in front of them on the day of assessment, you know. And so it just gave
them an opportunity to kind of work through some of the materials that were being
presented in some of the evidence and see what was involved and then be able to say, OK,
well, yes, this does fit in with the requirements and or no, actually it doesn’t. (C10)
Assessors were therefore ‘concerned to be working with the mentors throughout the project to ensure that they
were able to see what was available to them and ensure that they were maintaining the standard across the
board’ (C10).
While much feedback focused on the match between evidence and learning outcomes, the quality of portfolio
presentation also featured, although this could still be an issue at EA stage. One EA report advised that, ‘in line with
national literacy strategy, all spellings, errors and so on should be highlighted’. Another commented: ‘Feedback
on grammar, spellings and sentence structure should be improved, particularly in the communications module’.
One coordinator acknowledged that more systematic intervention was needed on presentation at an earlier
stage: ‘they would have given very short answers, so I suppose it was a lot of teasing out, to try and support
people in developing their answers’ (C10). It was also important that learners understood the purpose of the
feedback:
Learner expectations need to be managed in terms of the amount of work they need to do,
and what the certification requires. They need to know that they will receive feedback and that
further clarity is required or putting what they claim they know in the context of their own work.
Some learners said that receiving this kind of feedback felt like a ‘downer.’ (C7)
Practice varied with regard to how formative feedback was communicated. The expectation among EAs was
that this should be formalised and recorded, at least to some extent, i.e., not necessarily trying to capture it
all, but helping to track progress. For example, one EA report advised that ‘feedback should be recorded and
applicants sign that they have received same.’ Tools were also used to facilitate this, with a differentiated tool for
mentor and assessor.
44

3.

PHASES AND OPERATION (Cont.)

Evidence
Evidence needed to meet a range of criteria: sufficiency; validity; reliability; authenticity; currency. The guide
in the project toolkit included a number of evidence categories to be used in a complementary way to fully
demonstrate the required learning outcomes: certificate or award; work reference; personal learning/work
statement; skills demonstration; sample of work; and other. Personal statements needed to be accompanied
by supporting evidence. As one EA report emphasised: ‘Strong statements of skills, knowledge, aptitudes and
competences were given by several learners, but the supporting evidence was sparse. Unfortunately, this
impacted on the grades awarded.’
Tools were also available for self-assessment by the learners during the documentation phase. EA reports
indicate that a broad range of workplace evidence was presented, for example: ‘other excellent evidence was
provided such as workplace training evidence and Word documents from the workplace’; ‘excellent workplace
diaries.’ However, gaps were also noted. For example, one EA report commented that ‘workplace documentation/
evidence would greatly enhance the portfolios,’ adding that ‘photos or recordings’ could be very effective. Another
report noted, ‘Ideally some form of paperwork from the workplace (redacted) would be useful supplemental
evidence.’ Screenshots were suggested for showing mastery of computer skills. Another wrote: ‘Some examples
where maths was used in the workplace would balance the portfolios better; could they produce anything from
work where they did maths calculations of any use?’ In another case, where the learners had kept a maths diary
the EA report commented: ‘in particular I liked the mathematics diary; great idea for evidencing everyday maths.
This is a difficult module for RPL so well done to this tutor.’ EA reports also highlighted the need to demonstrate
how the learning derived from prior experience. For example, one EA report noted: ‘The approach here is similar
to any other learner on any other course who is doing these modules because of an interest in [the subject].
Where is the evidence of the previous experience?’
Difficulties that emerged at the documentation phase might also require earlier decisions from the identification
phase to be revisited. In one case it only became apparent after documentation was underway that ‘somebody
didn’t actually have enough evidence to RPL a module, that the evidence they had was not of a sufficiently high
level to be able to RPL the module’ (C10).
Shortfalls
Additional learning activities were provided to enable learners acquire any missing knowledge or skills that
came to light during the documentation phase. As one EA report noted: ‘If learners have gaps in their evidence
due to not having those outcomes in their prior learning, then the centre does need to provide classes to fill
those gaps.’ On the other hand, if the gap was minor, no additional action was considered necessary, in keeping
with practice in taught programmes, where aggregated performance across all learning outcomes determines
the result. 6 Such activities, or ‘filler sessions’ as one coordinator called them, required the design of an additional
assessment brief to include with the portfolio; generally an assignment such as a questionnaire or worksheet, as
expressed in the following extract from an RPL handbook:

6

One Coordinator referred to a requirement sometimes cited, though not in any policy, whereby a shortfall in up to 20% of the
learning outcomes did not require any further action: ‘it’s one of those figures that’s thrown around... or if it’s more than two learning
outcomes but that’s crazy as well. Some modules only have 7 or 8 learning outcomes and others have 35, so you can’t quantify them
like that.’
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If a minor gap occurs in a portfolio where one learning outcome cannot be met then an
assessor / mentor may decide that an additional piece of work or assessment can be done to
bridge the gap…Additional work may include a workshop, a seminar or the submission of a
piece of work following attendance at a class that will address the shortfall. (RPL Handbook, ETB 6)
One coordinator explained, ’Something like IT is where they tended to have big gaps in their theory, they might
know very well how to use a computer but they might not understand the terminology’ (C3). The requirements
of some learning outcomes meant that prior learning alone was not likely to be sufficient, particularly where they
required theoretical knowledge, which the learners were less likely to have acquired through prior experience.
This new theoretical knowledge was then integrated with prior practical learning, as noted by one EA in relation
to a module on intercultural awareness: ‘Applicant very competent at linking his work and personal lives to
the theoretical aspects of this module’ (ETB 10). In another module in Health and Safety, one of the learning
outcomes required learners to, ‘Compile a report on the role of the HSA’. Although DF learners might be familiar
with the work of the HSA, they were unlikely to have written a report on its role in the past. C10 explained that
learners produced a piece of writing, combining new knowledge about the HSA with their prior learning in the
practice of health and safety. The example illustrates how new knowledge could be combined with, and add
value to, prior knowledge or as one learner expressed it, ‘Helped us to put meat on the bones’ (ETB 10 internal
evaluation report).
In some cases, professional judgement was needed to determine whether there was indeed a gap and whether
additional learning was needed: ‘we haven’t quantified it in terms of learning outcome, how many learning
outcomes can be met or met satisfactorily, based on the initial evidence. I think that’s a difficult one to do’ (C7).
One example related to Teamworking where it was difficult to ascertain if the kind of meetings which learners
had conducted in their work was sufficiently comparable to the kind expected in the learning outcome:
the particularity of the work…where people would conduct meetings or have meetings
in a particular kind of a way which is very much part of the protocols internally in the Defence
Forces and that may or that might not match over to a more generalized way of conducting
meetings […] is that meeting or not meeting (C7)
One coordinator considered this facility for addressing shortfalls as ‘the way forward for people who are
upskilling or retraining, that they don’t have to absolutely do everything that they’ve already done, they may
just have some gaps’ (C2).

Assessment
As already noted, assessment work began at an early stage, long before final submission and included clustering
of learning outcomes (discussed in the previous section on documentation), the design of assessment briefs as
well as formative assessment feedback and final or summative assessment.
Validity and assessment techniques
As noted in the QQI guidelines, a valid assessment is one which is ‘fit for/appropriate to the purpose, allows the
learner to produce evidence which can be measured against the standards, and facilitates reliable assessment
decisions’ (QQI, 2018, p. 6). In the case of RPL, it was the evidence produced that determined the techniques to
be used. As one coordinator explained, ‘whatever way that that evidence comes in we are quality assured to take
that…only for RPL’ (C5).
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The portfolio was chosen as the principal technique, allowing learners considerable scope for including evidence
needed to demonstrate the learning at the required standard. This technique was complemented by the use
of two others: assignment and skills demonstration. These were integrated with the portfolio, rather than
weighted separately as in a taught programme. At the same time, they followed some of requirements for taught
programme, as for example, when one coordinator explained the use of skills demonstration to complement the
portfolio: ‘as you go into level 4 and 5, skills demonstrations become a massive part of assessment and obviously
they have to be recorded for evidence.’ One example was the use of a skills demonstration for a workplace safety
award, given that in the corresponding taught programme, ‘there is a skills demonstration where they must
have a discussion.’ In that example therefore, the learners were recorded in a discussion about the importance of
risk assessment in workplace safety.
The integration of additional assessment techniques (whether assignment or skills demonstration) was also
useful where learners had difficulty sourcing evidence or where they needed to meet a shortfall. Assignments
frequently took the form of a questionnaire. Questionnaires that elicited personalised responses and prior
learner experience were favoured, rather than answers copied from other sources. One coordinator explained
how the EA suggested that, because of the richness of the work that soldiers do, a questionnaire they used
should have enabled a more authentic account incorporating ‘recordings or…pictures or whatever that would
have…added to the final assessment’ (C10). In an attempt to address a shortfall, another coordinator explained
that a questionnaire was used in situations where, ‘if they hadn’t got the actual experience of doing, carrying
out a particular task…we asked how would you do it, given the opportunity.’ Assignments also took the form
of worksheets ‘that reflected the gaps that were needed.’ One EA report commended the design of worksheets,
‘that depict real-life situations that are vocationally-tailored to suit the needs of each learner.’ On the other hand,
the over-use of worksheets was criticised in some reports, for example, the ‘regular course approach’ and a ‘very
classroom-type approach to evidence gathering’ using ‘a lot of worksheets’.
Skills Demonstration was useful for learning outcomes involving particular skills, for example, Word Processing.
This was also used to assess how learners conducted meetings, which would have been difficult to evidence
otherwise and in a way that lent itself to grading: ‘we gave them a brief really where they had to conduct a
meeting and meet certain elements that were part of the learning outcomes’ (C7). It is noteworthy that one of
the learners referred to a skills demonstration when asked about the most challenging part of the RPL process: ‘I
suppose the hardest one was probably the recording…with me and [other learner], to try and get that right and
try and talk and keep it going for 20 odd minutes’ (Learner 1). Similar in some respects to an examination, skills
demonstration required a significant level of preparation in order to create the conditions for a valid assessment:
Sometimes the SMEs were saying, it would be just easier to get them to do an exam and I
think you know we can’t get them to do an exam because they haven’t really come along the
same path that you would expect your students in a course to do. (C7)
As noted, these techniques (portfolio, assignment and skills demonstration) were integrated, rather than
weighted separately, and as such represented a departure from their use on taught programmes, with one cocoordinator commenting that ‘it’s really work in progress.’
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Another difference concerned the alignment between the assessment brief, the evidence and the learning
outcome. While alignment was necessary for both RPL and taught programme assessment, the evidence
available played a much greater role in design of the brief in RPL:
In normal assessment, you’re writing your brief with the objective of meeting your assessment
at the end and having your evidence. But for RPL, they bring the evidence. […] And you write
the brief. So, the briefs can be very individual for RPL. (C5)
One other difference between RPL and taught programmes related to the nature of the evidence. As one
coordinator explained, ‘the evidence presented was very different to what they would have normally worked
with and that did cause problems along the way.’ Having access to examples of portfolios and accompanying
documentation would be useful, ‘so they can see what’s involved and they can decide whether they feel that
they are able to work with it or not’ (C10).
Reliability
Reliability in assessment requires that ‘evidence is generated under consistently-applied conditions so that
learners should achieve similar results if undertaking the work at another time’ (QQI, 2018, p. 6). This required a
balance in the support provided to learners so that the finished work was a reliable representation of their prior
learning. The usual QA mechanisms in place for taught programmes, including internal verification and external
authentication, also helped ensure reliability.
Each of the learning outcomes for awards from Level 4 to 6 were graded using percentages. These were then
averaged out to yield the overall grade based on the following classifications: Pass (50-64%), Merit (65%-79%)
or Distinction (80% or over). For example, when one EA report recommended an upgrade from ‘unsuccessful’ to
‘pass’ for one of the learning outcomes in a Word Processing module, the overall grade remained unchanged.
As the EA noted: ‘it should be a pass grade as the documents produced as evidence indicate that the editing
features required in this LO have been used. Will not change overall Merit grade.’ Awards at levels 3 were not
graded using percentages but were instead successful or unsuccessful.
Reliability was a major priority for staff. One coordinator noted that, ‘everybody was so aware of the importance
of the project and the importance of not creating a precedent […] if I give a weak module a great grade well I’m
setting the standard and somebody can question that (C4).’ EA reports also focused on reliability, for example,
the development of a rubric guide as, ‘an excellent tool, ensuring marking is transparent and easy to follow.’
Cross-moderation was another practice that was used to ensure reliability before work was submitted for
internal verification. One coordinator explained that ‘the other assessors cross moderated for each other. So
that’s a double check to make sure the standards are being met’ (ETB 4). This was deemed particularly important
in the softer-skills modules, being more open to subjective interpretation, rather than the practical or hard-skill
modules such as IT or woodwork: ‘They’re practical. It’s a skill, you either know it or you don’t. You can do it or
you can’t. The others are up for interpretation’ (C2).
Quality assurance through IV and EA
Internal verification and external authentication were key mechanisms used to assure the quality of the
assessment.
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Staff not involved in the initial assessment carried out internal verification. In ETB 10 for example, the internal
verification team included the RPL Coordinator, centre manager, and QA coordinator. Internal verification
served to highlight issues of an administrative nature that needed attention prior to external authentication,
as illustrated by the following extracts: ‘Some signatures missing and dates missing on learner documentation.
Learners contacted and issues resolved’; ‘rubric missing from one folder - rubric located and inserted into tutor
folder’ (EA report).
In line with QA arrangements for taught programmes, external authentication involved a site visit by the EA who
then produced a report for the Results Approval Panel (RAP) and QQI Monitor. In most cases this was carried out
separately from any authentication of taught programme results, allowing an exclusive focus on RPL where all
portfolios, as opposed to a sample, were authenticated. Dovetailing with authentication for taught programme
results was not feasible given the difficulties often encountered in finding a suitable EA, who was familiar with
RPL assessment as well as with the range of subject areas. Increasing the supply of EAs with expertise in RPL was
a particular focus of the capacity-building measures undertaken. For example, a team member who first hosted
an external authentication in her own ETB began working as an EA later in the project following job-shadowing.7
Apart from the certification function, EA reports also identified ways in which ETBs might improve practice, for
example, a greater focus on the match between evidence, briefs and learning outcomes. The following extract
from an EA report advises on how the rubric design might be improved:
Below the rubric there is the following statement-This is to state that the evidence presented
in the attached portfolio represents the skills, knowledge and competences of the named
participant and it has been marked accordingly. Why does the learner sign this? The statement
as it is written only applies to the assessor. I presume you want to include that it is the
learner’s own work? Consider rephrasing the statement… (EA report)
Apart from the work of the learners, some commentary also focused on how folders were displayed, with the
preferred layout being on a module basis: ‘Portfolios should ideally be laid out by module instead of by learner
(if not integrated) and associated tutor packs and authentication reports left with each module.’ A suitable
navigation system was also needed for the display of digital evidence and where the number of learners was
substantial.
A useful list of how digital evidence was laid-out on the iPads per module for each
applicant was provided, however iPad files can’t be individually named so I didn’t know who
was who when I played the iPad videos and had to wait to hear a name. I recommend a
small photo beside each applicant’s name so IV and EA know who is who. (EA report)
Another EA report referred to difficulties with the folders: ‘Organisation of the folders (both Tutor/Mentor folders
and learner folders) is key to successful moderation of work.’ It recommended that all folders should, ‘follow the
same order, have the same cover sheets and are easier to navigate’. Finally, one report noted that the EA process
‘could be somewhat more rigorous,’ adding that it would help ‘if corrections to errors picked up at IV were noted
on the IV report.’
7

There was some difference in the level of detail given in EA reports. One report provided comments at the level of achievement
of individual learning outcomes, while for most it was at the level of the module.
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Certification
Certification represented the culmination of the RPL journey and paved the way for progression to further
education and training or employment. ETBs took various steps to mark the achievement of the learners through
award ceremonies, features in social media and other publications. 8 Apart from recognising the achievement of
the learners, such valorisation served to encourage other potential candidates.
Minor and major awards
As reported elsewhere, a total of 21 major awards were made with 386 minor awards. Learners who gained
minor awards could use these in combination with further awards, gained either through additional RPL or by
taught programme, to lead to a major award. Minor awards such as Communication, Mathematics and Work
Experience were among the more useful from a transfer and progression point of view.
Sometimes the difference between gaining a major award or not in the project was very slight. In one ETB, two
learners, who did not have the required evidence for the algebra part of the Mathematics module worth 10
credit, which was needed to achieve a major award in Employability Skills, were offered an alternative module
(Application of Number) carrying 5 credits. While teaching the algebra and adding an assignment to address
the shortfall had been considered, this was not pursued given the learners’ other work commitments. These
learners were content to have their existing knowledge validated, rather than working towards additional
awards through RPL:
it wasn’t so much important to them I mean for them it was just you know acknowledging
their skills and competence as opposed to getting the maths module so… they were so near
the full major award but just that one section of that component not got. (C5)
There was a call for the introduction of some non-specific credit which learners could gain using the prior
learning they had and use this to complete the requirements for a major award. This had been proposed in the
Donegal case study report, ‘to reward partial achievement in the context of an overall award’, while recognising
the need to maintain the required balance and coherence in the final award.
Progression planning
Guidance counsellors explored with learners through progression planning how they might build on their
achievement, whether through employment or other education and training: ‘are they looking to go leave the
army, are they looking to progress in the army, what are they looking to do (C5). Some had the opportunity to
work towards additional awards in a follow-on RPL cycle.
Relationships between DF and ETB personnel were important in enabling follow-on cycles for new cohorts.
However, communicating with potential learners could be more difficult than first imagined, especially where
there were changes in personnel. One co-ordinator noted: ‘It has managed to reach some people […] but I do
think that there is still potential for maybe doing a proper recruitment within the Defence Forces.’ The public
health crisis also hampered the commencement of new cycles as well as the conclusion of cycles that had
commenced just prior to the crisis.
8

For example, Dublin and Dún Laoghaire feature their award ceremony here,
http://www.ddletb.ie/qqi-certificates-presented-to-air-corps-staff/
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in both the ETBs and the DF. The results are based on the self-report of learners and staff in the online surveys.

Impact
on learners
The impact
of the project is presented, at the level of the learners, ETB practitioners and at an
institutional level, in both the ETBs and the DF. The results are based on the self-report of learners
and staff in the online surveys.

The positive impact on learners arising from participation in adult education has been well established (Myers
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Learners expressed a very high level of satisfaction with what they had achieved. They reflected with
experience and opportunity and could not recommend it more’; ‘I found it hard but enjoyable.’ The reference to
enthusiasm and gratitude on their RPL journey, as captured in the following sample of comments from
enjoyment
is also
confirmed
in quantitative
results where
thecould
vast majority
(46 learners
94%) ‘Iagreed
they
the survey:
‘fantastic
experience
and opportunity
and
not recommend
it or
more’;
foundthat
it hard
enjoyed
the experience.
but enjoyable.’
The reference to enjoyment is also confirmed in quantitative results where the vast
majority (46 learners or 94%) agreed that they enjoyed the experience.
and gratitude on their RPL journey, as captured in the following sample of comments from the survey: ‘fantastic

Figure 7: Extent to which the project was an enjoyable experience: views of learners

Figure 7: Extent to which the project was an enjoyable experience: views of learners
the project was an enjoyable experience
0%
strongly disagree

disagree

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

neither agree nor disagree

60%
agree

70%

80%

90% 100%

strongly agree

Totalrespondents=49
respondents=49
Total

Therewere
were
also
recommendations
others
to pursue
route:
‘Overall
excellent
to the
go to,
There
also
recommendations
for for
others
to pursue
this this
route:
‘Overall
excellent
avenueavenue
to go to,
DF

the DFdoshould
dopower
all in to
itspush’;
power
to push’;
it waswhile
a very
worthand
while
project and
andwould
experience
should
all in its
‘overall
it was‘overall
a very worth
project
experience
highly
and would highly recommend it to anyone seeking further development.’

recommend it to anyone seeking further development.’

Key competences – learning to learn and personal effectiveness

Key
competences
learning
to learn and
effectiveness
Participation
in –RPL
was conducive
to personal
developing
competences that have been recognised elsewhere

as essential for all categories of work and are ‘far from trivial’ (SOLAS, 2018, p. 11). Two of the eight

Participation
in RPL was conducive
toprovide
developing
competences
that havewith
been
recognised
elsewhere
essential
9
EU key competences
(EU, 2019)
a useful
categorisation
which
to consider
thisasfurther.

for
all first
categories
of work
and are ‘farisfrom
trivial’ (SOLAS,
2018,
p. 11). Two
of thewhich
eight EU
key competences
(EU,
The
of these
competences
‘personal,
social and
learning
to learn’
is defined
as:

2019) provide a useful categorisation with which to consider this further. 9 The first of these competences is
‘personal,
social and learning to learn’ which is defined as:
9
In an earlier version (EU, 2006) these were listed as: (1) ‘Learning to learn (ability to effectively manage one’s
own learning, either individually or in groups)’ and; (2) ‘sense of initiative and entrepreneurship (ability to turn
9 ideas into action through creativity, innovation and risk taking as well as ability to plan and manage projects).’
In an earlier version (EU, 2006) these were listed as: (1) ‘Learning to learn (ability to effectively manage one’s own learning, either
individually or in groups)’ and; (2) ‘sense of initiative and entrepreneurship (ability to turn ideas into action through creativity,
innovation and risk taking as well as ability to plan and manage projects).’
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the ability to reflect upon oneself, effectively manage time and information, work with
others in a constructive way, remain resilient and manage one’s own learning and career.
It includes the ability to cope with uncertainty and complexity, learn to learn, support
one’s physical and emotional well-being, to maintain physical and mental health, and to be
able to lead a health-conscious, future-oriented life, empathize and manage conflict in an
inclusive and supportive context. (EU, 2018, p. 11)
It has been well-argued elsewhere that, ‘in order for individuals to engage in lifelong learning, learning to learn
skills are required’ (Aontas, 2016, p. 7). In the survey, there were references to skills gained for managing learning
which would be useful in undertaking further education:
I have to say the RPL course was invaluable to me in doing the other course, as it really
set out the procedures in doing projects, so thanks to you for all your help it was a great
help from my transition from the Army to civilian life… I have just completed two
modules in health care…which I can now add the communications to…I will be hopefully
completing the next five modules in health care, so you have set the base from where I am
continuing. (Survey of learners)
Writing skills developed were also useful for progression onto further study, as another learner explained: ‘to
make sure that punctuation was perfect and what way to lay things out, which was great for me because when
I went on to do the following courses…I was able to put that skill...into what they wanted.’ He also considered
that this would be beneficial for others: ‘how to hand in assignments and all that sort of stuff and to an Education
and Training Board and how to do it correctly…it would be very good for all the troops to do it, to gain a minor
award and to learn other skills.’
A second key competence refers to personal initiative and effectiveness (EU, 2018). Labelled ‘entrepreneurship’
(and previously ‘sense of initiative and entrepreneurship’), it refers to the capacity to act upon opportunities and
ideas, and to transform them into values for others. It is founded upon creativity, critical thinking and problem
solving, taking initiative and perseverance and the ability to work collaboratively in order to plan and manage
projects that are of cultural, social or financial value’ (EU, 2018). Many of the awards chosen by learners were also
of a generic kind, for example, Communications and Teamworking, where such key competences are pivotal.
Both learning to learn and personal effectiveness develop learner agency, defined as ‘a sense of responsibility to
participate in the world and, in so doing, to influence people, events and circumstances for the better. Agency
requires the ability to frame a guiding purpose and identify actions to achieve a goal’ (OECD, 2018, p. 4).

Awareness and confidence
There was a greater awareness of the significance of their knowledge and its transportability to other contexts.
One coordinator explained: ‘they just didn’t place any value on the military skills and how transferable they
were…And I don’t think they had appreciation for it beforehand.’ Similarly, a staff member in the survey noted,
‘a lack of confidence was evident in applicants that I worked with. An inability to understand transfer of skills this is what took the majority of time.’ This awareness developed over time as a coordinator explained: ‘It’s
just to draw it out and to get them to acknowledge it…it was a huge awakening of their own…Confidence
grew from knowing that, if you want to go to college for further education, that those opportunities are there
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for them’ (C4). This personal development was also recognised by the DF, as reported in a newsletter item on one
of the award events:
‘The opportunities for self-development offered by Limerick and Clare Education and
Training Board, combined with the expertise and assistance provided by the mentors and
Coordinators, made this a very positive experience for all involved.’ (12th Infantry Battalion
Lieutenant Colonel Sean Murphy cited in LCETB newsletter, 2018)
Increased confidence enabled learners to progress further: ‘this has given me the confidence to go on for further
education.’ Having the option of limiting their engagement to just one minor award, for example, increased the
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Table 4: Average ratings of the project in terms of benefits to learners: views of staff and learners
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There was also a suggestion that the awards available through Tobar, being broad and less contextdependent, were readily transferable to life outside the military:

‘I really enjoyed the course, it refuelled the need to study again.’ There was also a suggestion that the awards
available through Tobar, being broad and less context-dependent, were readily transferable to life outside the
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RPL… it was geared around a civilian college… My last course was Senior NCO’s course and
the lads who had done the course after me, they would've got a degree, a level eight in
56
leadership, but it was done in military studies and it was seen as that. Whereas, if they
want to go say, into a company, they would really have to progress and do other courses

4.

IMPACT (Cont.)

[LMDS] was all in military studies and everything was based around the army, but with the
RPL… it was geared around a civilian college… My last course was Senior NCO’s course and
the lads who had done the course after me, they would’ve got a degree, a level eight in
leadership, but it was done in military studies and it was seen as that. Whereas, if they want
to go say, into a company, they would really have to progress and do other courses in leadership
which would be of a civilian nature. (L1)
The potential to build further on the achievement was in part determined by the award areas, with some
areas such as Communications considered more useful than others. One learner who had gained a Level 5 in
Communications explained: ‘after leaving the army, I did a few more courses in healthcare, which were all level
five as well, but communications can be added to that. Now I have three levels done out of eight, so I’m still
waiting to finish off the rest of them.’
This reaction is further illustrated in the quantitative results from both learners and staff. The impact ratings for
learners’ knowledge of progression options were almost identical with 86% of learners and 87% of staff rating it
‘very good’ or ‘excellent’. Secondly, 94% of learners and 80% of staff rated the project ‘very good’ or ‘excellent’ in
terms of impact on learners’ interest in further education or training.
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‘as mentor and assessor, I found it to be a very rewarding and transformative process for the learners and it was
very rewarding for me to witness it’; ‘a great privilege to be involved’; ‘incredibly rewarding.’ The satisfaction and
fulfilment for staff derived from learners being able to use prior learning to gain a qualification: ‘it really was
transformative to examine all their skills and experiences on the job and translate them into a qualification.’
Another respondent noted that it, ‘was one of the highlights of my teaching career. I enjoyed every minute of
it. The Defence Forces were so open, generous and welcoming, and there was a real sense of satisfaction as the
learners’ ideas of themselves and their own experiences were transformed through the process.’
In addition to being a fulfilling and empowering experience, staff also referred to the enjoyment: ‘I enjoyed the
project very much especially the team work involved in developing our materials and methods and of course
most of all the sense of achievement and recognition the learners got.’ The satisfaction of the learners provided
the basis for the satisfaction of the staff. They found themselves working with RPL learners who ‘were very much
committed’, which ‘made the process of working with them very, very easy, and it made it very enjoyable as well’.
The sense of satisfaction was all the greater given the effort required from learners. One respondent remarked
that it, ‘might have been easier for the participants to actually complete a module, as opposed to engaging in
the amount of work that the actual RPL required.’ This was in contrast to situations in taught programmes, where
learners ‘tend to disengage very easily if they don’t feel that they’re able for it.’ The relatively small scale of the
project was also a factor in creating these conditions for positive experiences and relationships. One coordinator
explained: ‘I really enjoyed it…with small numbers, you can do that. I could take a personal interest in all of
them.’ It also enabled the staff to learn about RPL, which the Coordinator was now keen to use in a follow-on
project: ‘I would certainly like to think that I’ve learned an awful lot, as well, that I’d be able to pass it on to Joe
Public as part of my job.’ Although it generated a lot of extra work, the project had an energising effect on plans
for RPL as part of future FET provision.
Learning and practice in RPL
There was also significant learning for ETB staff. For mentors, Tobar represented a different way of working,
requiring a shift in stance from teaching to facilitation, ‘taking their teacher hats off…and thinking from a
facilitation or mentoring point of view.’ This was more challenging still where mentors continued to work as
teachers, ‘because they still are teachers…they kind of step out of their day-to-day teaching roles into this.’ The
learning for staff was more significant where there was a follow-on cycle: ‘RPL is a work in progress and with
each new programme we gain new knowledge on how the courses should evolve and grow.’ But there was
also an indication that their experience in facilitating RPL would impact on their other work in teaching. One
coordinator explained: ‘There can be a positive impact on teachers when they engage with RPL applicants as it
is a window on other workplaces, and on how their modules apply in a work setting…the experience deepened
their knowledge of the modules and enabled them to look at them from a different perspective.’
There was also significant learning required for assessors to cater for the particularities of assessment in RPL, e.g.,
designing assessment briefs based on available evidence and using professional judgement where definitive
answers were not available in the guidelines:
I think for the assessors you know, some of them found it quite a challenge to come out step
outside their comfort zone and to work in an area where they hadn’t really worked before, and
without, I suppose, very clear guidelines which we just didn’t have at the time because they
weren’t available. But they did Trojan work and they really, really, like teased out the work with
the mentors and ensured that, you know, the standard was maintained throughout the project,
which was fantastic. (C7)
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before, and without, I suppose, very clear guidelines which we just didn't have at the time
because they weren't available. But they did Trojan work and they really, really, like teased
out the work with the mentors and ensured that, you know, the standard was maintained
throughout the project, which was fantastic. (C7)
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The positive impact on staff knowledge and practice is also illustrated quantitatively in the staff survey. The
The greatest reported impact was on developing knowledge and skills in RPL, with 89% reporting it as
greatest reported impact was on developing knowledge and skills in RPL, with 89% reporting it as very good or
very good or excellent, while the figure was 69% in the case of impact on FET practice more generally.
excellent, while the figure was 69% in the case of impact on FET practice more generally.
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A positive impact on subsequent RPL activity and capacity building is also illustrated in the quantitative results below.

Figure 14: Impact on extent of ETB activity and capacity for RPL: views of staff
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While these results suggest a very positive impact there was also a view expressed that opportunities to build on
Tobar were being missed and progress had halted: ‘in our Centre I have not heard another thing about RPL in over
two years.’

Impact on DF
The learning at an institutional level was greatest where there were follow-on cycles: ‘for the first program there was
feedback which we were able to use to develop the program for the next iteration… essentially we’re learning’ (DF2).
Tobar was a tangible expression of the DF commitment to lifelong learning for all its members, particularly those
unable to avail of the LMDS higher education programme:
we’ve already acknowledged in the organization the importance of lifelong learning. It was just
trying to find a way to make it available to all our personnel. So I mean, it just now allows
us to again say, with a bit more certainty that we are an employer that values lifelong learning…
It just reinforces the general importance we place on education and recognition of experiential
learning in the organization (DF1)
Features in the official DF magazine, An Cosantóir illustrate this appreciation at an institutional level. For example,
one edition features a photograph of awardees in Cathal Brugha Barracks on 11 February 2019, noting in the caption
that, ‘great credit is due for their achievement and positivity’ (An Cosantóir, March 2019). The achievement of the
awardees was considered likely to have a positive impact on the attitude of younger soldiers to lifelong learning:
we’re trying to encourage our young soldiers who you know at 18 or 19 years of age might
say you know, I didn’t join the army to study…But if they’re seeing older counterparts with
a bit more experience in the barracks, who they might listen to, going through projects such as
the RPL with Tobar, and if they see their enthusiasm for education and for developing the skills
and attaining the awards…it could spread, spread out, through most of the barracks. (DF 2)
There was also a greater appreciation of routine experience as a source of learning, something which the DF tried
to highlight when encouraging participation: ‘going into messes and briefing people…the term that we used was,
experience has a value…communication, teamwork and core skills that all military personnel have.’ This included
the significant experience not recorded in the military CV (43A): ‘moving outside that document and speaking about
other experiences…both at home and abroad’ (DF2). The more generic awards available in Tobar were a validation
of the DF policy on training and education, where, apart from more technical training for operations, there is also
an emphasis on transversal competences such as problem-solving and communication in a context of ‘complex and
changing demands of missions’:
Training is for predictable events but education is required to adapt to unpredictability. The
quality of the learning experience and the learning environment for military personnel is designed
to foster a spirit of inquiry and a strong sense of the value of learning among Defence Forces’
personnel. It equips them with the essential foundations as adaptive, creative, rounded thinkers
and shapes the future development of the Defence Forces. (DF, 2015, p. 75)
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RPL also reflected the integrative nature of DF training. One of the categories used is collective training (the other
three being leadership, skills, and career training) which is integrative, enabling personnel to draw on all other
knowledge and skills, i.e., ‘to use their individual, crew, specialist and career training together’ with an emphasis on
‘interoperability, procedures and doctrine.’ There was therefore further potential for Tobar as expressed by one DF
representative: ‘I think it always has a role. I think there will always be individuals who for one reason or another,
possibly don’t engage with our LMDS programme we have.’ The work begun in Tobar could therefore go beyond the
initial target group, rather than having ‘a finite shelf life as we as we capture those individuals.’ This would be part of a
wider engagement between the DF and ETBs, whether in RPL or in other lifelong learning opportunities.

Conclusion
The impact of the project was very positive in terms of reaction and learning. Both learners and staff were very
positive about their involvement, reporting a fulfilling, empowering and enjoyable experience. The project also
had a positive impact on progression to further education and training and employment. There was also significant
learning at a staff and institutional level in both the ETBs and DF.
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In considering the lessons from Tobar, it is worth dwelling on the key enablers and impediments, many of which
revolve around the same issues, including practical arrangements for RPL and its implementation, communication
about RPL and its promotion, developing system capacity and achieving coherence nationally. This chapter presents
a thematic analysis of the key enablers and challenges as reported by staff and learners in both online surveys.

Enablers
In one of the open-ended survey items, staff and learners were asked to identify key enablers that helped ensure
successful participation.
Enabling and helpful: views of staff
In their responses, staff referred to a range of factors; chief among them being the project team, the Coordinator,
the relationship between the ETB and the DF locally, as well as the collaborative and national nature of the project.
There were numerous references to the competence and commitment of project staff: ‘enthusiasm from within the
team’; ‘energy of staff who believed in the transformative power of the process’; ‘the strong team working on the
project - through thick and thin, we were going to ensure students achieved their goals.’ Other respondents cited
the ‘communications and excellent teamwork which was inclusive of participants’; ‘high degree of flexibility;’‘teacher
willingness to spend huge amounts of time organizing and preparing extra material for gaps in previous knowledge’;
‘committed and adaptive project delivery team.’ The quality of the professional development was also singled out,
e.g., ‘Good training for the project team.’
The key role of the coordinator, who assumed much of the responsibility for driving the project, was also cited:
‘coordinators and their experience in RPL’; ‘good leadership’. There were references to the ‘project management
practices and principles’ as well as ‘the project management group to steer the project development along with its
composition.’ Other roles were also mentioned, for example, ‘guidance and their role at the beginning and exit of
the programme’; ‘dedication and experience of the mentor/facilitators’; ‘willingness on the part of management and
Quality Office.’
The relationship between the ETB and the local barracks was also noted: ‘the willingness of the DF and ETB to have
open and frank discussion’; ‘a dedicated contact person in the DF local barracks.’ This helped the project respond
more effectively to the needs of learners, for example, ‘access to the base gave me a better understanding of the
learners’ experience’; ‘prior knowledge of the learners and Defence Forces environment.’ This could in turn help in
recruiting the next cohort: ‘previous learners’ testimony as a recruitment strategy’. The commitment of the learners
themselves was also important for project success: ‘buy in and motivation of the RPL Defence Forces learners.’
The national scope of the project with the involvement and support of key stakeholders was also considered crucial:
‘national working group for sharing resources and expertise was very beneficial’; ‘nationally agreed RPL policies and
RPL documents’; ‘national agreement between ETBI & DF’; ‘the fact that it was a national project with support from
QQI, FESS, ETBI, CIT and DETB’.
Enabling and helpful: views of learners
In their narrative responses to questions on what they found most helpful, learners referred to the ETB staff, the
new learning that accrued from their participation, their increased confidence and the practical arrangements.
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Learners were complimentary of the various ETB staff who provided support; ‘all the tutors were excellent and very
understanding and very helpful.’ Responses focused in particular on the mentors: ‘mentors were brilliant’; ‘mentors…
made it easier to understand process’; ‘the mentoring staff were excellent and very helpful throughout.’ One
respondent wrote, ‘the ability of the programme coordinators and teaching staff to guide me from an unknown place
to the finish line and qualifications with such ease, help and understanding’. Also highlighted was their availability
and responsiveness: ‘the tutors made themselves available to all queries’; ‘quick response time to emailed queries ‘;
‘the one-on-one help and support through email and phone’. There were also references to the guidance counsellor,
while one respondent singled out the subject matter experts.
The subject matter experts were the ones who really made the programme for me and gave
me a lot of confidence. They drew out my experiences and showed me how to put them down on
paper and once I had the first couple done I felt I could go on with confidence. During the review
days then on the Wednesday I was able to show my work and **** would talk [tell] me what she felt
I could do to explain a point or learning outcome better. She was particularly excellent and was
always at hand to help us. (Survey of learners)
Another recurring theme was the value of the project experience itself as a way of learning about themselves, and
their increased awareness of the value of their prior learning. This in turn helped them engage more fully: ‘it taught
me that I knew more and do more than I thought’; ‘getting out what I knew’; ‘highlighted the greater skills and
abilities which I have and own; ‘all the skills sets I have learnt, developed and passed on during my time to date in my
job; ‘awareness of my skills I accumulated through DF.
Many also referred to the confidence gained: ‘It gave me the confidence to know I will be able to return to education
at a further date with no worries’; ‘he gave me confidence to proceed to seek further education’; ‘confidence in
handing in exercises in a civilian environment.’ The following quote from a learner, who since progressed to higher
education, captures the sentiment expressed by many:
the whole experience was fantastic, really opened my eyes up about education and ways to go
about it. When I went to GRETB I had no leaving cert and was sceptical about the whole process crazy thing was I didn’t want it to finish: I enjoyed it so much. I was able to gain the confidence
from all the learning to set myself new goals and challenges and am currently in 2nd year of
4 in NUIG, studying for my degree. (Survey of learners)
Learners also referred to the supportive practical arrangements / convenience: ‘the ease of learning’. The time spent
in an alternative learning environment in the ETB each week was also appreciated: ‘the dedicated time allotted each
Wednesday, away from the work environment’; ’the excellent facilities and access to support help available.’

Impediments and challenges
Staff and learners were also asked to comment on what was most challenging in the project.
Impediments and challenges: views of staff
In their comments, staff referred to the following challenges: time pressure; communication between ETB and DF;
availability of staff; working with learners in alternative ways; limited understanding about RPL among learners; and
accessing evidence.
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The most frequently reported challenge related to time pressure: ‘time, very labour intensive - I facilitated four
modules’; ‘time constraints.’ Staff also referred to the time pressures for learners, which in turn impacted on their
engagement, expressing the view that ‘more time with the participants would be required.’ This complicated the task
of ‘co-ordinating the learner’s availability’ and ‘classes had to be rescheduled from time to time’. Motivating some
learners could also be a challenge: ‘learner motivation’.
There was also a challenge in communication, which adversely impacted on the recruitment of future learners,
e.g., ‘dissemination of information about the programme within the DF’;’ ‘initial engagement and communication
with Defence Forces lead;’ lack of information from the Defence Forces.’ The availability of staff with the required
competence was also problematic, e.g., ‘finding new assessors where teachers were no longer available to the project’;
‘availability of SMEs to assess portfolios’; ‘broad range of levels and subjects and the restricted staff panel’. It appeared
that not all staff involved in the project had access to the same level of training, reflecting perhaps the reliance on
part time staff: ‘it was the first time I had experience of RPL and I feel I could’ve done with some training.’ This would
impede sustainability and project diffusion: ‘small number of trained staff is a risk to any project and getting a small
number to work on a project such as this meant the ETB-wide focus wasn’t broadened.’ One respondent also referred
to challenges in finding an EA with the required competence and experience in RPL: ‘availability of EA who was
familiar with RPL was limited in the beginning.’ This was at the earlier stages of the project when the professional
development of new EAs was not in place.
There was significant relearning and unlearning required on the part of mentors and assessors, as they adopted a
new way of working with learners: ‘learning to think differently in terms of evidence and assessment for experienced
staff and tutors.’ Tutors who acted as assessors found the change in role challenging: ‘as a tutor turned assessor, I
felt it was sometimes hard trying to separate both roles’; ‘trying to keep teaching boundaries clear.’ One respondent
also expressed unease about implications for FET staff and their work more generally: ‘fear and threat...what will
this mean for me? Will it impact on my numbers?’ Technical issues encountered in assessment preparation were
also noted: ‘mapping the learning outcome in a clear and concise manner’; ‘pre-work on identifying and marrying
learning outcomes of components for learners to give evidence for.’
Staff reported limited understanding about RPL among some learners at the outset: ‘overcoming preconceptions of
learners;’ ‘trying to explain in plain English what RPL is to the applicants’; ‘the greatest challenges of the programme
was getting participants to understand self-directive learning;’ ‘recognising and documenting what skills they had
gained over their working lives and how important and valuable those skills were.’
Access to suitable evidence was also a challenge: ‘getting evidence from Defence Forces that suited modules’;
’integrity of evidence’. Identifying the right award level was also mentioned: ‘getting the right level of courses for
those put forward for RPL.’
Impediments and challenges: views of learners
In their responses to what they found most challenging, learners referred mostly to: time pressure and workload; the
return to education; uncertainty about what RPL involved; particular subject areas such as mathematics; accessing
and using evidence; and adjusting to a civilian context.
Managing the workload along with their other commitments emerged as the most significant challenge:
‘trying to work on modules in work as very busy;’ ‘balancing work, family and the attention the RPL requires’;
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‘management of my time splitting it between work and home life;’‘missing classes, I would have been trying to catch
up.’ RPL was akin to a return to education, which they found challenging: ‘returning to education after such a long
period’; ‘after being away from school so long it was hard to get back into it’; ‘I have a number of courses completed at
3rd level and I found this course very good’; ‘having to learn to study again’. Uncertainty about the process also added
to the challenge as they were unsure of what to expect and what was expected of them: ‘engaging in the beginning,
I didn’t know what to expect;’ ‘not knowing what was needed of me’; ‘at the start it was hard to obtain what was
expected of us’; ‘understanding what was required’; ‘understanding the questions on the assessment sheet’.
Demonstrating prior learning in mathematics in particular, although useful from a progression point of view, was
difficult. Learners also reported difficulties with ‘spelling’, ‘academic writing’, ‘using Excel’ and ‘understanding how to
lay out project.’
Accessing evidence to demonstrate the outcomes and then presenting it appropriately was also a challenge: ‘trying
to find some of the material’; ‘evidence gathering was difficult’; ‘piecing together the information and evidence’.
One respondent referred to ‘the non-acceptance of certain certificates as evidence such as an ECDL Certificate.’
Transferring learning from a DF context to a civilian context was frequently cited as the greatest challenge: ‘adapting
to a civilian way of doing things.’

Improvements and capacity-building
Staff and learners were also asked to suggest improvements for future RPL activity.
Improvements suggested by staff
The need for more time emerged as a key recommendation, just as it had emerged as a key challenge, particularly
when preparing for assessment: ‘longer lead in time’; ‘more pre-planning time’. More time was also suggested for
the mentoring: ‘more time given over to mentoring’. RPL was considered less suitable for certain subjects: ‘for some
subjects an exam would be easier and less time consuming’. One respondent also called for a greater focus on the
quality of writing: ‘more detailed assessment of learners’ written abilities.’
There was a need for a better understanding of RPL among learners: ‘better communication of what RPL is, as the
participants did not understand.’ An important message was that RPL was, ‘not a course of learning but a way of
recognising existing knowledge using evidence.’ The need for greater input from the ETB in the recruitment of
learners was also raised: ‘Greater centre input into choice of learner.’ One respondent noted that in some cases, ‘their
level of education was higher than we were in a position to provide at the time. Get the learners who need RPL.’
The establishment of an RPL service, with a dedicated full-time staff, was considered necessary: ‘A team with dedicated
RPL time’; ‘establish a resource based service;’ ‘designated full time assessors’; ‘separate to class room facilitators’;
‘more resources to formalize the activity as a regular and fully documented ETB offering.’ Otherwise, the knowledge
gained would be lost afterwards: ‘subject experts need to be full time ring-fenced staff or else all of the expertise
is lost.’ The involvement of the guidance service was also key to improving the service: ‘our guidance service staff
participated in the process. This enabled their understanding in a way that a presentation / workshop could not
do. Since then, they have become advocates for the RPL process.’ Training was also noted: ‘some training on RPL’;
‘adequate training.’
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Promotion of the service was another area requiring attention: ‘generic advertising and marketing material that all
ETBs can tap into, to promote RPL.’ An online platform would increase the visibility and accessibility of RPL, ‘in which
all templates and toolkits are located and in which RPL portfolio can be assembled.’ One respondent recommended
a greater role for the barracks as a site for assessment, particularly for skills demonstration:
The blend of teaching in our own centres and at the base is critical. Getting the learners into
our own centres so that they know what to expect and have a familiarity with adult education
is important. However, when I visited the base and we carried out some skills demonstrations
there that was when it really came to life. Also, the learners were so proud and excited to show
me around and tell me about their responsibilities on the base. (Survey of ETB staff)
There was a need for national structures for supporting the implementation effort: ‘national forum for development
of RPL’. Another respondent referred to the ‘very valuable contribution made by the RPL Practitioners Network,’
adding that ‘what is needed is an opportunity to contribute, share, sit around a ‘virtual’ table and talk about learning
and experiences.’
Capacity building suggested by staff
There was much overlap between the responses on improvements just reported above and a separate item which
sought suggestions on building longer-term RPL capacity in the ETB.
There were similar calls for more training and awareness raising among staff. The establishment of a specific RPL
team at ETB level would allow RPL to be ‘seen by FE practitioners as a secure career opportunity’ as opposed to
‘tapping into another service’. Widespread access to RPL in various FET centres was deemed necessary so that it was
‘as accessible as taking a course.’
Greater promotion and liaison with the voluntary and business sector was also recommended: ‘advertising, promotion
of success stories, interaction with business environments’; ‘community based and voluntary sector’; ‘other cohorts,
especially those involved in early years education.’ RPL offered potential in responding to a changed labour market
post-pandemic, especially in sectors such as retail and hospitality: ‘this may give them the confidence or the edge
they need to transition to a space where opportunities are available: on-line distribution, without taking on a module
from scratch.’ Respondents called for greater support from the ETB at a senior level and an ‘understanding that the
development of RPL is an opportunity for ETBs.’
Improvements: suggestions of learners
The various difficulties identified by staff also featured among the improvements suggested by learners. The principal
themes raised by learners were: time, communication, understanding the process, and progression options.
Time emerged as a key theme, just as it had featured among the challenges: ‘more time with mentors’; ‘more one
on one with the students.’ Mathematics was singled out as a subject where extra time was needed: ‘more time
on maths’. While some barracks had provided learners with an offsite day to attend the ETB, this was not always
the case, leading one respondent to propose: ‘maybe an off-site day and additional checking with the students.’
Online provision could also help in time management: ‘option to participate online as well as on campus.’
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There was a reported need for greater advance communication about the project both by the DF and ETB: ‘the
Defence Forces should have explained and informed us better beforehand’; ‘complete presentation at the start of
the course outlining the portfolio requirements, the number of subjects one could complete for a full certificate and
being allowed to pick the subjects to suit the individual.’ Two respondents from the same ETB reported being unclear
with regard to the resulting award levels: ‘perhaps a clearer indication to potential students in relation to the level
at which the Tobar is pitched.’ Sample portfolios were also suggested: ‘access to previous submissions to see what is
expected.’ One respondent who had attended more than one cycle had found the process ‘very dragged out in the
sense that…it has taken too long - maybe 2 years.’ Monitoring of progress was also identified: ‘an overall plan from
start to finish to be able to follow your progress.’
Comments on communication also extended to a potential alignment of qualifications: ‘a huge improvement to be
made was communication, no fault on either side but the way the army works and the real world works regards certs
for courses are chalk and cheese…it unfortunately could really benefit both if they had a proper cert system up and
running.’ Greater alignment would help overcome difficulties in accessing evidence, with one respondent suggesting:
‘bring the ETB onsite in the DF to review military documents.’ Learners were keen to build on their achievement
through progression: ‘the option to continue straight away to the next level’; ‘create a pathway to further education
or courses.’

Conclusion
The main enablers identified were the commitment and skill of ETB practitioners involved, the positive relationship
between the ETB and the DF and the collaborative dimension and national scope of the project. Among the
challenges noted were time and workload issues, ensuring continuity and building capacity, and clarifying the nature
of RPL. Among the suggestions for improvement were the establishment of a dedicated RPL service, more effective
promotion of RPL, including an online platform, greater coordination at a national level and more training for staff.
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The results raise a number of issues which are relevant for planning follow-on collaboration with the DF and also for
mainstreaming RPL in FET more generally.

RPL and the FET Strategy
This section reflects further on the value of RPL for supporting implementation of the new FET Strategy (SOLAS,
2020) and its three core pillars or strategic priorities: building skills, fostering inclusion and creating pathways.
RPL for skills, inclusion and pathways
With regard to the first pillar, building skills, RPL provided an opportunity for learners to identify the skills they already
had, recognise these themselves and have them recognised by others through certification. The project also enabled
learners to develop generic skills such as communication and learning to learn skills. As for fostering inclusion, Tobar
was initially targeted at DF personnel, who had low levels of qualifications, for whom retirement was imminent and
who might soon be jobseekers. It therefore contributed to increased participation in education and training and
the labour market. Finally, RPL allowed learners progress on their own individual pathways through the national
framework of qualifications, enabling ‘greater choice, flexibility and pathways between levels, courses and providers’
(DES, 2016, p. 86). Pathways also lead to continued participation in new employment or retention and advancement
within existing employment (DES, 2016, p. 86).
The role that RPL plays in FET can also be seen in Upskilling Pathways (EU Council, 2016), where for EQF level 3 or
4, recognition (and validation) works in tandem with the other two steps (skills assessment and tailored offering).
10

This has been recently given further emphasis in CEDEFOP’s Analytical Framework (2020); published to support

implementation of Upskilling Pathways (2016). 11 One of the ten key areas identified is ‘validation and recognition
of skills and competences’ acquired through formal, non-formal and informal learning. Also included is provision for
career guidance support, ‘before, during and after the validation procedure, a framework for quality assurance, and
the need for practitioners to be adequately trained and qualified.’
An immediate imperative, highlighted in the new FET strategy, is the up-skilling and re-skilling of those who have
lost their jobs as a result of Covid-19 through the Skills to Complete programme, ‘combining and ramping up three
strands of FET provision: transversal skills; digital capabilities; and specific Level 4-6 courses targeting growth sectors
and occupations’ (SOLAS, 2020, p. 43). This will help to address the urgent needs in sectors that face particular
challenges, including tourism and hospitality. RPL offers the possibility to fast-track progress, where learners can
have their prior knowledge recognised, with accompanying benefits for learner engagement and efficiency. Other
technological, economic, and cultural factors also demand a constant cycle of reskilling and upskilling for all workers.
RPL fits very well with this agenda by offering recognition for an existing skill set, and identifying any gaps that may
exist in the pursuit of particular career pathways. The use of apprenticeships also points to the potential of RPL in the
coming period. For example, one coordinator reported that in preparation for the new apprenticeship for hairdressers,
it will be necessary to also introduce a qualification for hairdressing mentors who would support the apprentices.

10
This link between the initial assessment, the tailored offering and the ultimate validation is similar to the approach used in the National
Adult Literacy Agency (NALA) initiative, Write-on, a free learning resource that also provides RPL, allowing the learner to progress so far,
and to then avail of support to go further.
11

The framework is organised around ten key interconnected areas: Integrated approach; identification of target groups; Governance;
Monitoring and evaluation; Financial and non-financial support; Outreach; Lifelong guidance system; Skills assessment; Tailored learning
offer leading to a formal qualification; Tailored learning offer with work-based learning (WBL); Validation and recognition of skills and
competences.
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ETBs already work in partnership with INTREO in offering jobseekers FET opportunities that are aligned with their
upskilling needs.
Finally, in addition to working with other employers and voluntary/community groups, there is the potential for
cohort RPL involving the ETB itself as an employer to work with its own employees, for example, RPL geared towards
support services staff.
Awards in FET
The nature of the awards themselves was an important enabler that contributed to the project success. Although
Skills for Work provided some of the initial impetus for Tobar, the awards available reached out into skills for life more
generally. This is a central tenet of the FET strategy where, ‘FET balances the needs of skills for work with the just as
critical skills for life through provision that supports citizenship and prosperity across communities and develops
social capital’ (SOLAS, 2020, p. 45).
The award levels also facilitated participation and progression. Learners could gain recognition for relatively small
units of prior learning through minor awards. Working with minor awards in RPL was also advantageous for ETBs
in developing awareness and capacity within the system on a more gradual and manageable basis than having to
contend with substantial major awards all in one go.
While the minor awards provided an accreditation pathway towards a major award, there was a view that greater
scope was needed in enabling this. One proposal was the use of ‘general’ credit where learning is validated at the
relevant award level, based on generic award descriptors, as opposed to being domain specific. Middlesex University
provides an example for this in higher education, where apart from awarding specific credit towards particular
destination programmes, general credit is also available (Garnett and Cavaye, 2015, p. 31). On the other hand, the
professional and vocational nature of many awards available in FET may leave less scope for this. Maintaining balance,
coherence and parity with taught programme awards is also a key consideration.
This corresponds to the increasingly bespoke nature of awards that can be developed by providers or awarding
bodies together with organisations and employers. This frames RPL more clearly in the context of the actual
workplace rather than in a programme that has been developed in an altogether different context. There is also the
potential to collaborate with other providers, including higher education institutions, to extend opportunities in a
national system leveraging the Irish register of qualifications (IRQ) with appropriate guidance. This would help create
a more learner-centred system, rather than being unduly limited by the award offering available in an individual ETB.

Governance and management
This section discusses those aspects of project governance and management that were important for project success
and that provide valuable lessons for mainstreaming RPL.
Co-ordination and collaboration
The co-ordination provided by ETBI, the collaboration among the ten ETBs and the role of other stakeholders were
identified as conducive to knowledge sharing, efficiency of effort and capacity and confidence building. 12
12

Though from a very different context, a comparison with the ‘open method of coordination (OMC)’ used in intergovernmental
policy-making in the EU may be useful here. This takes place in areas which fall within the competence of EU countries, such as
education, youth and vocational training. It does not result in binding EU legislative measures for member states and does not require
them to introduce or amend their laws. OMC is based on: jointly identifying and defining objectives to be achieved; jointly established
measuring instruments; benchmarking (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/homepage.html).
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At the same time, there was sufficient scope for ETBs to adapt the project according to local need. 13 It represented
a kind of ‘push and pull,’ where ETBs could address the ‘push’ from various national and European imperatives, while
opting to ‘pull’ together with other providers in a co-ordinated and collaborative way. Tobar also represented a kind
of ‘system thinking in action’ (Fullan, 2006), where providers are not concerned with their own provision only, but
build networks across other providers. The collaboration between ETBs also made the partnership with the DF all the
more feasible. The DF could engage with a consortium of FET providers at a national level to agree overall principles
and parameters; allowing each ETB to then work with the local DF barracks and agree the finer operational detail.
This brings into focus the importance of quality assurance, which in turn is essential for trust and confidence.
Embedding a common and consistent approach was seen as desirable in a context where there was much to be
learned. For example, one survey respondent noted: ‘There was no yardstick to measure against so it was difficult to
judge sometimes if the project was on the right track.’ While the collaborative effort was enabling, much remained to
be worked out afterwards at the level of the ETB in order to implement RPL. As one coordinator noted:
interpreting from those stages into what’s it going to look like on the ground when people come
in the door kind of thing….You can talk about identification and documentation. I suppose you can,
but … the applicants are going to you know ask, what do you need from me, you know, and
and the practitioners. (C7)
Collaboration between ETBs has for a long while been a feature of their work, whether under the auspices of ETBI or in
smaller groups. A recent example is the development of a handbook on academic writing (FESS and ETBI, 2019) and
work on the external authentication panels (ETBI, 2017). There is clearly potential to extend the collaboration in RPL
further arising from what has been learned in Tobar. This could involve areas such as promotion and communication,
process mapping, toolkit development, record keeping, moderation and research and development. For example,
CEDEFOP reports that in Ireland there is ‘no national communication strategy on RPL, or co-ordination of information
services derived from same (2019, p. 24).’ This would be particularly advantageous for visibility and trust, as well as
greater efficiency, a key consideration in the challenging operating environment of the coming decade. Another
possible form of collaboration relates to the use of a national precedence indicative database, where providers could
share knowledge with each other on particular awards they have awarded through RPL.
Other developments underway in data management will be of benefit to the management of RPL. While the
Programme Learner Support System (PLSS) allows for the systematic gathering of learner data, further refinements
can allow more complete capture of RPL participation and outcomes which, ‘over time will inform policy relating to
RPL at systems level’ (Murphy, 2019, p. 32). Data is also recorded in the Adult Guidance Management System (AGMS),
which provides insight into impact and progression, and can be linked to CSO administrative databases (SOLAS,
2019). These systems are being further refined to take account of RPL.
Communication, culture and partnership
Project outcomes were also dependent on effective communication at a national and sectoral level, as well as within
ETBs.
13

For example, coordination and partnership were among the first principles identified for ensuring the success of the Upskilling
Pathways (EU Council 2016). Validation of non-formal and informal learning was one of the three steps envisaged to increase
participation in lifelong learning among low-qualified adults, i.e., skills assessment, tailored offering, and validation and recognition.
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Tobar points to the importance of cultural analysis and communication for establishing and sustaining partnerships.
Sociocultural learning theory shows that attending to this cultural aspect creates the conditions for higher levels
of mutual trust and greater levels of cooperation and understanding, enabling people to experiment, learn and
develop. Dialogue is the fundamental process by which organisations learn, and relational practices provide the
social structure that embeds the dialogue and makes it sustainable (Boreham and Morgan, 2004). This is even more
important in today’s environment of networks, partnerships and strategic alliances (Hitendra et al., 2014).
Communication and promotion were important for increasing awareness of RPL opportunities and informing
potential learners about what was involved: ‘Obviously to get word out there, I’d love some sort of a campaign to tell
people, tell the public what it is and how we can go about it and to check it out (C10).’ This would give visibility to
the potential of RPL, which has been identified as key in determining the future adoption of RPL in Ireland (Murphy,
2019).
Structures and staffing
Institutional structures are also important in planning for the further development and mainstreaming of RPL
provision. Of the ten ETBs involved in the main cycle in 2018, three have undertaken follow-on cycles, while
Donegal ETB carried out two test projects beforehand. This represents a significant commitment on the part of these
organisations and the coordinators in question. One of these coordinators attributed the successful follow-on to
the substantial number of potential learners in the area and the participation of senior-level DF representation on a
project steering group. It is also noteworthy that in two of these cases, coordination was undertaken by the Quality
Assurance office in the ETB central offices. On the other hand, one of these coordinators noted that coordinating
the on-the-ground activity in the centre was challenging, ‘not always being in the in the flow of what happens in
the protocols and procedures in that centre.’ Having a centre-based coordinator to complement the co-ordination
undertaken centrally in the ETB was important for routine project operation, as well as developing capacity and
planning for follow-on cycles.
There were also calls for the establishment of a dedicated RPL service, modelled on what is available in other FET
systems, as well as in many Irish HEIs. 14 One challenge in relation to this relates to resourcing and the need for a
certain minimum volume of activity for sustainability, as also noted in the recent QQI review of quality in FET:
The resource implications of RPL have been reported as a particular concern by ETBs, varying
from medium-large scale initiatives…to individual applications dispersed across multiple
disciplines and regions. There are also a number of structural considerations, such as funding
models and staff contracts that are based on the delivery of programmes of education and
training. (QQI, 2019, p. 16)
The avoidance of fragmentation and a ‘more flexible deployment of staff to meet evolving needs’ has been identified
as a key theme in the FET Strategy, something which is also relevant in the context of RPL (SOLAS, 2020, p. 56). The
move away from the ‘programme-specific focus’ towards cross-FET provision can help to create the conditions for
mainstreaming RPL provision, especially in cases where RPL might be seen as a threat to the viability of particular
programmes. Such a move to cross-FET provision would involve greater flexibility in financial management and
operational regulations, which would be conducive to the formation, promotion and delivery of an RPL service:
14

An example of practice in France is located here, http://legreta.ac-nice.fr/indexvae.html
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To address this barrier, we must develop cross-FET funding and guidelines to replace the
previous programme-specific focus. The funding model will be reformed to move away from
approaches that reinforce programme silos, to reflect the outcomes and performance of
ETBs, and to facilitate strategic investment in long-term priorities. (SOLAS, 2020, p. 56)
This could help address the kind of resourcing challenges encountered in Tobar, where for example, it was noted, ‘the
ETB model to get financial support for a programme did not fit neatly with the Tobar project in terms of resources and
the time of mentors/ assessors of the ETB’ (C2).

RPL and learning
The results raise a number of issues relating to supporting learners in their RPL journey.
Supporting learners
Supporting individual learning journeys through RPL reflects the emphasis placed on learner-centeredness in the
FET strategy (2020), one of four enabling themes identified. Although learners found the RPL process very rewarding,
many found it challenging. High levels of attrition were due to time and workload pressure, as well as challenges in
‘returning to education.’ The DF supported learners through release time to attend ETBs, which proved appealing
for learners. As a DF representative explained: ‘working off site in the campus and becoming students essentially
for a day a week for 12 weeks was quite attractive for a lot of people.’ Many ETBs built in formal induction, which
was useful in addressing learner expectations and preparing learners to make best use of the support available.
In one ETB, the learners had completed various short courses (in word processing for example) which served as
a useful preparation for engagement with the RPL process. Support was also provided for portfolio preparation
and writing personal statements. Elsewhere, portfolio development courses have been considered as ‘a specialised
curriculum, methodology and community of practice through which learners are able to acquire the navigation
tools (NT) needed to build a learning portfolio in this transitional space’ (Ralphs, 2016, p. 76). Without this support,
learners would be ‘restricted to a procedural understanding of RPL and would not know what to include or exclude
in a learning portfolio, or how to represent their capabilities (Ralphs, 2016, p. 76).
There was also a view that further streamlining was possible in order to better support learners through the four
phases. One coordinator referred to ‘a certain clunkiness in the process,’ adding that greater organisation was needed
for both learners and staff:
I guess that’s the rhizomatic, slightly rhizomatic approach, while we’re finding our feet…
streamlining the process and sort of packaging it into the stage one, the stage two, the stage
three. I think it’ll be easier for people to get their heads around it. You know both the, from
the learner’s point of view as well as the practitioners. (C7)
The coordinator believed a more structured presentation would help when learners asked, ‘what do you need from
us?’ or when mentors asked, ‘what should we be asking for?’ citing the structure used in the CIT Handbook as an
example.

15

Ensuring effective interaction between roles (guidance, mentoring, assessment, quality assurance,

co-ordination) would also be important where the scale increased, for example, in clarifying and agreeing roles
in the provision of assessment feedback and decisions around award levels.
15

This identifies the three main sections in a portfolio: (a) CV and job description (employment information): (b) learning achieved
through work or other experience against each of the learning outcomes of the module for which recognition is being sought;
(c) portfolio inventory, which supports the first two sections (CIT, no date).
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RPL – assessment and learning
While the learning to which RPL refers is ‘prior’, in constructivist terms, reflection on this prior learning leads to new
learning, more so than being simply about recall. As noted elsewhere:
Through RPL’s process of intensive reflection, learners come to understand the nature of their
past learning. In so doing, new knowledge - knowledge about their own learning histories
and learning styles - is created. This is not an easy task, and mentoring is important
to learners as they engage with and learn to take ownership of their own learning.
(Conrad and Wardrop (2010, p.1)
This is a key part of experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and there were allusions in EA reports, for example: ‘evidence of
thought and reflection in learner records.’ This new learning involves crossing the boundary between ‘knowledges’,
making sense of the disorganised prior experiential knowledge in order to demonstrate the codified knowledge of
learning outcomes. The learner selects what is relevant from prior learning and presents supporting evidence in a
manner that demonstrates the intended learning outcomes. In Tobar, the role of the mentor especially was crucial in
helping with this process and various self-assessment tools were also available.
There were also opportunities for new learning when learners carried out additional learning activities to address
shortfalls. At a more practical level, the task of portfolio production was a learning experience as it required application
and honing of presentation and writing skills. This illustrates the extent to which RPL also involves ‘assessment as
learning.’ In other words, the act of participating in the assessment is itself a source of learning. Therefore, although
devised for a classroom teaching context, the assessment triad, assessment of/for/as learning (WNCPE, 2006) also
applies to RPL, illustrating ‘the use of assessment from the perspective of purpose rather than method’ (2006, p.27).
While the first category, assessment of learning, is the one most synonymous with RPL, i.e., the assessor’s summative
assessment, there is considerable ‘assessment for learning’ by mentor and assessor during the documentation
phase. And as just illustrated, the third category, ‘assessment as learning’ refers to the new learning arising from the
assessment experience, including metacognitive and higher order learning.
Finally, RPL offers learners the opportunity to add to their prior learning, when it enables them to complete a taught
programme, that they might not otherwise consider, for example, a ‘blended learning programme (incorporating
direct tuition and RPL)’ (Donegal ETB, 2017, p. 14).
Learning outcomes
A similar principle underpins both RPL and learning outcomes – what is important is the demonstration of learning,
rather than how it has been acquired. Yet, using prior non-formal and informal learning to demonstrate learning
outcomes raises particular challenges. 16 Devising an assessment brief for this kind of learning and eliciting available
evidence was the subject of much commentary in EA reports. The wording used in learning outcomes may favour
formal learning over non-formal and informal learning and require mastery of particular content rather than the
essential knowledge and skills. The Donegal case study refers, for example, to cases where ‘the use of certain verbs
can be limiting’, hindering the best use of the learner’s prior learning.
16

The pandemic contingency measures proposed in 2020 recommended that staff make judgements about which learning outcomes,
‘would generally be regarded core and must be assessed’ (QQI, 2020, p.2), including those subject to regulatory requirement and
essential to expectations for the qualifications.
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The use of learning outcomes has long been contested in education and training, with the main debate focused on
whether ‘learning and the outcomes of learning can and should be stated in full-ended, stable, pre-specified and
measurable terms or in open-ended, flexible terms with limited opportunities for measurement’ (Prøitz, 2010, p. 133).
A common criticism is that they do not include the unanticipated learning that takes place and may be dictated by
imperatives that are not in the best interests of learning and education.
What is important is that the learning outcomes align with the knowledge, skills and competences needed for the
award, regardless of how these are achieved, i.e., through prior experiential learning or through new learning from a
taught programme. Though not written with RPL in mind, what the CEDEFOP guidelines on learning outcomes have
to say on the matter is worth considering:
Teachers should consider how general or specific learning outcomes should be. Flexible
delivery to reach outcomes is needed, as well as professional autonomy for teachers. Extensive
collaboration among teachers from different fields can make positive contributions to flexible
learning pathways: teachers have to be prepared for this cultural change. (CEDEFOP, 2018, p. 54)
This universality is also captured in the following alternative definition of a learning outcome:
Learning outcomes describe or specify what an individual can or must do relative to an
agreed social, academic or occupational standard, in a way which is neutral regarding
the place, pace or mode of learning (Hart, 2018)
Being mindful of this is also relevant in the context of universal design, as designers seek to devise learning outcomes
that are open to multiple means of demonstration. Challenges relating to the use of learning outcomes in RPL
represent a valuable learning opportunity, therefore, that could be of benefit for FET more generally.
Dovetailing with UDL
As noted above, the need for a more inclusive approach to learning outcomes may be situated within the broader
context of universal design in learning (UDL), described as a set of principles for curriculum development that give
all individuals equal opportunities to learn, including students with disabilities. This aims to improve the educational
experience of all by introducing more flexible methods of teaching, assessment and service provision, underpinned
by neuroscience and the learning sciences.
UDL guidelines available from the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) in the US, are based on the idea
that there is no such thing as a ‘typical’ or ‘average’ student, that all students learn differently and that to successfully
teach for all students, greater flexibility is needed in teaching and learning. The three core principles when designing
learning experiences are:
• Multiple Means of Engagement - Stimulate motivation and sustained enthusiasm for learning by 		
promoting various ways of engaging with material
• Multiple Means of Representation - Present information and content in a variety of ways to support
understanding by students with different learning styles/abilities
• Multiple Means of Action/Expression - Offer options for students to demonstrate their learning in
various ways (e.g. allow choice of assessment type).
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The third principle corresponds to a core idea in RPL, i.e., multiple means of expressing and presenting the evidence
for prior learning. Keeping this in mind in the design of awards and programmes could help address difficulties
encountered in the use of learning outcomes, including the need highlighted by Hart to be ‘neutral regarding the
place, pace or mode of learning’ (Hart, 2018, p. 1).
The new FET strategy refers to UDL as part of its commitment that ‘a strong inclusive ethos will continue to underpin all
FET’ (SOLAS, 2020 p. 45). Providing consistent learner support will be facilitated by, among other actions: ‘Developing
and applying good practice guides and toolkits on inclusive practice across the system, adopting a universal design
for learning (UDL) approach in shaping its future provision (SOLAS, 2020, p. 45). Elsewhere, in the consultation on
the green paper on assessment (QQI, 2018), FET providers referred to the importance of UDL in all teaching, learning
and assessment (Banks, 2020). One provider stated that UDL ‘should be an underpinning principle of the resultant
QQI Policy on Assessment. This approach is vital to the inclusion of the greatest number of citizens possible, to the
greatest extent possible…’ (Banks, 2020, p. 18).
In summary, the case for UDL is compelling in the context of an FET strategy (SOLAS, 2020) built on inclusion as one of
its three pillars. Similar principles are at work in both UDL and RPL and both endeavours can be mutually enhancing.

Mentoring
This section focuses on the mentoring/facilitation role and the development of a professional identity.
Establishing professional identity
The different terms used to refer to the practitioner who supports the RPL learner in portfolio preparation were noted
earlier - mentor, facilitator, mentor/facilitator, facilitator/mentor and tutor. The support provided does indeed involve
a blend of mentoring, facilitating and tutoring, and all of these terms feature to varying extents in the data collected,
whether in interview, survey or in project documentation. This diverse usage points to the lack of a well-established
professional identity for what is a crucial role in RPL provision.
The support provided by mentors has been categorised elsewhere in a Canadian study in terms of helping learners
to: (1) find the learning in the experience; (2) find the relationship between the learning and the ‘target’ outcomes;
(3) recognize, accept, and ‘own’ the value of their own learning and (4) present their learning in appropriate language
(Conrad and Wardrop, 2010). The mentors also believed that learners could not arrive at the same level of expertise
in their demonstration of learning, by themselves.
Regarding the use of the term ‘tutor,’ much of the role is indeed akin to what an FET tutor already does in a taught
programme context, supporting learners in preparing work for final assessment. Many of the mentors in Tobar had
roles as adult literacy tutors and as subject matter experts. While this experience could be a great help, it could also
present challenges in other ways. As one coordinator noted: ‘getting rid of your teacher hat and thinking from a
facilitation or mentoring point of view and where is the cut-off.’
While all three terms - mentor, facilitator, tutor - can also be found in the academic literature and in practice
internationally, mentor seems to be most widely used in Ireland, as for example in the work by Sheridan and Linehan
(2009). Turning to the CEDEFOP guidelines (2015) is of limited help given that the term used there is ‘counsellor,’
along with assessor, manager, and external observer - although ‘tutor’ does feature in the 2009 version (CEDEFOP,
2009). In an Irish context, given that ‘counsellor’ refers to the guidance counsellor for career planning, greater clarity
of terminology is necessary.
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Unlike guidance and assessment, which are well-established roles in FET, supporting RPL candidates through
mentoring and facilitation represents a new activity in the ETB landscape. It is a further reflection of the fact that,
‘currently roles nationally in relation to validation are not defined nor associated with any particular profile of staff’
(Wafer, 2020, p. 60). Promoting and achieving greater understanding of the work of the mentor will be important
for any mainstreaming endeavour, including the interaction between mentoring and guidance, as well as between
mentoring and assessment.
Mentoring as pedagogy
In seeking to bring greater attention to the complex role of the mentor, it may be useful to consider the mentor’s
interaction with learners in terms of ‘pedagogy.’ As noted earlier, in experiential learning theory, which provides much
of the theoretical base for RPL, reflection on prior experience leads to the construction of new knowledge. Learners
express this reflection using language and other means, mediated by the mentor and drawing on knowledge
available from other sources. This mediation by the mentor is crucial, where RPL becomes a specialised pedagogical
practice.
Something similar is at play in work-based learning programmes where ‘learner-workers’ seek recognition for
their learning gained in work. The employee’s work is the curriculum and has to be ‘articulated in particular
textual performances’, requiring an engagement with ‘academic literacies and practices’ (Solomon, 2005, p. 100).
The alternative term that Solomon uses, Recognition of Current Capability (RCC), draws attention to ‘the need to
contemporalise the learning’ and to ‘the product or knowledge resources that are the consequences of learning’
(Solomon, 2005, p.101). This emphasises the additional work involved for the learner in using prior learning from
work experience and demonstrating or ‘performing’ it in the manner required.
What is involved then in the ‘documentation’ phase is more complex than what the term itself suggests. Cooper (2006)
draws on Bernstein’s ‘mixed pedagogic pallet’ (using a variant spelling for palette) from his work on ‘the pedagogic
device’ which deals with how any knowledge gets transformed into pedagogic communication (Bernstein, 2000) to
illustrate the hybrid pedagogy of the mentor. This involves both competence and performance. In a competence
model the pedagogy is learner-centred and the learners exercise considerable autonomy in expressing their
competencies. In contrast, a performance model places emphasis on producing ‘a speciﬁc output’ in line with a
prescription. On the one hand, the mentor must create the space and conditions to make it a journey of discovery
and development, while on the other, ensure that the prescribed learning outcomes are addressed. This calls for
particular skill on the part of the mentor.
Similarly, though in a higher education context, Morisse (2016) denotes the approach of the mentor (accompagnateur’)
as ‘pédagogie de questionnement’ or ‘pedagogy of questioning’ supporting the learner in the recall and analysis
of experience, and in articulating knowledge in line with the destination award. Morisse sees in this the basis
for something more transformative, enabling a process of ‘conscientisation,’ where the learner passes from the
spontaneous and naive perception of life situations to a critical and engaged consciousness. 17
There is also a hybridity in the knowledge being mobilised. Using an example from a trade union context, Cooper
notes how the mentor ‘recontextualised workers’ experience within a more specialist language through a process of
successive layering and inter-weaving of experiential and conceptual knowledge’ (Cooper, 2006, p. 31). The learner
17
This enables subjectivation by the learner, where RPL becomes a process of ‘discovery’ and personal engagement opening up
possibilities even if, for the moment, learners do not know how they will use the awards gained. Morisse (2016) equates this with
serendipity, or the ability to find what one has not sought.
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transitions from the disorganised amalgam of non-formal and informal learning (and perhaps some formal learning)
to the codified and specialist knowledge of learning outcomes. This amounted to a ‘crossing of boundaries’ from the
practical knowledge of experience to the specialist knowledge in qualifications, with the learner using evidence of
the former in order to demonstrate the achievement of the latter (Cooper et al., 2017). 18
Similarly, in Tobar the mentor supported the learner in expressing prior experiential knowledge in a particular kind of
way. However, there was an additional complication at play in Tobar given that learners were being asked to express
their prior learning, gained predominantly in a military context, in an alternative civilian language, or as one learner
put it, ‘Converting army terminology into civilian languages’. The reference to ‘languages’ in the plural conveys the
two-fold nature of what was involved; transferring learning from prior experience into the language of learning
outcomes and at the same time converting from a DF context to a civilian context. Thus, when asked what was the
most difficult part of the project, one learner replied:
The most difficult thing was actually trying to civilianize things. […] there was this one essay we
had to do. There were no abbreviations to be used. We had to say it. The army is full of
abbreviations. Everything had to be taken out of that context and put so that anybody could
read it and you didn’t have to know anything about the army. (L1)
Although this made the work doubly arduous, the recognition was more universal and transcended the defence
forces context. Conceiving mentoring in RPL as pedagogy then brings further attention to the crucial role of the
mentor in working with learners as they negotiate these knowledge boundaries, and points to the importance of
supporting the mentor’s professional development.

Community of practice
The collective participation of the ten ETBs together with other stakeholders enabled a sharing of knowledge and
practice over the course of the project. The attendance by staff from each ETB at the series of five workshops helped
ensure a shared understanding, both between and within ETBs. As noted by CEDEFOP in relation to the co-ordination
between guidance and validation services, ‘Common training for all those involved in a practice can also improve the
coherence of services and intended outputs; it can create balanced teams that cooperate and exchange information
well’ (CEDEFOP, 2019, p. 88).
Apart from the formal training, other fora were also available for professional dialogue about Tobar and RPL more
generally. This represented a ‘community of practice,’ where, for example, ‘information and resources are shared
on modules and programmes that have been developed in each area’ (Internal evaluation, ETB 10). It has indeed
been argued that groups considered to be communities of practice may not be strictly speaking so (Wubbels 2007)
and greater precision in usage might help in making such groups more effective. However, such a community was
particularly useful for Tobar, given that knowledge and practice in RPL was not so evenly distributed. A community
of practice relies on the social learning that occurs when people with a common interest in some subject collaborate
over an extended period to share ideas, find solutions and build innovations (Lave and Wenger, 1991). It has been
defined more recently as, ‘a persistent sustained social network of individuals, who share and develop an overlapping
knowledge base, set of beliefs, values, history, and experiences focused on common practice and/or mutual
enterprise’ (Barab et al., 2004, p. 55).
18
RPL seeks equal recognition for formal learning on the one hand and non-formal and informal on the other. While there have been
attempts made to integrate these in a social realist theoretical perspective (Young, 2006), the duality has been accepted by others.
Knowledge gained from life and work experience may be as valuable as formal, academic knowledge, but these two forms are not the
same (Cooper and Harris, 2013). Anyone negotiating RPL is required to ‘know the borders in order to cross the lines’ (Harris, 2014, p. 54).
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Various knowledge categorisations may be used to consider the ‘knowledge work’ that takes place in such
communities. For example, Anderson et al. (2001) identifies four categories of knowledge: (1) factual knowledge
consists of terminology and other details; (2) conceptual knowledge refers to principles, generalizations, and
theories; (3) procedural knowledge is knowing how to do something, including methods, techniques, and skills; (4)
metacognitive knowledge is knowledge of cognition in general as well as awareness and knowledge of one’s own
cognition, including strategic knowledge, task knowledge, and sell-knowledge. Alternatively, Cooke et al. (2000)
differentiate just three: declarative, procedural and strategic knowledge.
Another important knowledge distinction is that between explicit and tacit knowledge. While explicit knowledge is
relatively easy to capture, tacit ways of knowing are more difficult to apprehend. This is particularly important in an
area of practice such as RPL, where the more experienced practitioners may have significant knowledge that is difficult
to convey, embodied in practice and culturally situated. This makes the identification of competences, required by
validation practitioners, difficult and makes the community of practice such an important part of capacity building.
The distinction between individual and collective knowledge is also relevant, whereby the whole of the community
knowledge is greater than the sum of what individual members know. People construct knowledge through
interaction with others. For those less knowledgeable in RPL, this enables their movement from so-called legitimate
peripheral participation to full participation, gradually increasing the scope of their activity. Sub-groups can play
an important role in this movement within the community, as illustrated in Tobar, where for example, having first
hosted an EA visit, one co-coordinator then shadowed a more experienced EA in visits to other ETB centres, before
becoming an EA herself later. The challenge for the community of practice then becomes one of sustainability, for
example, through new members and access to experts.
The potential of a community of practice was also a key finding from a related project that has recently concluded.
Tobar had been initially designed to run in parallel with the VISKA KA3 Erasmus+ project with the aim of consolidating
‘a community of practice among a majority of ETBs testing the implementation of RPL services in a limited way across
the sector, allowing for consideration of impacts and implications’ (Tobar RFT). The Visible Skills of Adults (VISKA)
was an Erasmus+ Key Action 3 Project which sought to make the prior learning of adults with low skill levels more
visible through the validation of non-formal and informal learning (NFIL) and implementation of field trials. A series
of interventions was undertaken in participating countries using regional/national networks and partnerships on the
validation of NFIL. These included the further development of tools, criteria for the documentation and assessment
of transversal skills, professional development, awareness-raising, and case studies. Similar to Tobar, the resulting
VISKA network was ‘effective in closing gaps in knowledge and practice and bringing new perspectives’ (Wafer, 2020,
p.79). There is value therefore in availing of formal training on the one hand and networks/communities of practice
on the other to form a ‘continuum’ (Wafer, 2020, p. 63). The situated and cultural dimension in RPL practice means that
reliance on the more traditional forms of CPD may have limited results. It also identifies as valuable ‘the opportunity
to surface and connect learning across different communities of practice.’ Various ETBs conducted field trials of an EU
Skills Profiling Tool, and some ETBs were involved in both projects.
The RPL Practitioner Network provides one way of connecting different communities within FET, as well as higher
education, enterprise, and the voluntary and community sectors. Established in 2015, this provides a forum
for people working and interested in RPL to undertake networking, knowledge-sharing and awareness-raising
activities. A strength of the network is the broad range of participants, drawn from both further and higher
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education, including practitioners, experts and policy-makers. The network is supported by the Education and
Training Boards Ireland (ETBI), the Irish Universities Association (IUA), Institutes of Technology Ireland IOTI), National
Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE), the National Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in
Higher Education, and Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI).

Conclusion
The issues raised are important for the future development of RPL, both for follow-on collaboration with the DF, but
also for mainstreaming RPL in FET more generally. This informs the presentation of conclusions and recommendations
in the next chapter.
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Tobar provides access to a scarce empirical base in an Irish context within which to understand practice and inform
future development in RPL. This chapter presents the main conclusions, as well as recommendations for supporting
incremental mainstreaming.

Conclusions
1. Governance and management
Piloting and mainstreaming
Using a pilot project as a vehicle enabled ETBs to try out RPL in a limited way, in the context of existing structures,
awards and policies, before more significant commitment of resources. For many ETBs, the Tobar project was a
significant development from existing RPL activity, given that it allowed for achievement of full awards on the basis
of all forms of prior learning (formal, non-formal and informal), derived from the learners’ work, family/social, and
community/voluntary experience. In calling for the mainstreaming of piloted models, the FET Strategy describes RPL
as ‘a real attribute and selling point for RPL’ (2020, p. 48). Given its link to the award, as opposed to the programme, RPL
is also congruent with the Strategy’s shift to cross-FET provision more generally, i.e., from the current programmespecific structure
Co-ordination and collaboration
Under the auspices of ETBI, the projects in each of the ten ETBs used a common agreed approach, based on the initial
Donegal ETB test projects, and in line with QQI requirements. The consortium approach for partnering with the DF
offered possibilities that would be unavailable to ETBs acting alone, ensuring a standardised approach that was also
open to local adaptation. The collaboration enabled ETBs to share knowledge, mobilise collective intelligence to solve
problems, take account of the systemic nature of RPL issues and create confidence in the use of RPL at local level.
Other stakeholders contributed to the partnership, adding momentum and providing expertise for the professional
development of staff and resource development. The participation of the Further Education Support Service (FESS)
and Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) illustrate the benefits of having access to expertise across further and higher
education, with Tobar providing, therefore, a useful case study in considering mainstreaming to FET more broadly.
Mainstreaming RPL across the FET sector will require significant collaboration between ETBs with regard to
promotion, communication, toolkit development, record keeping, moderation, research and development. For
example, CEDEFOP reports that there is ‘no national communication strategy on RPL, or co-ordination of information
services derived from same’ (2019, p. 24). This would be particularly advantageous for visibility and trust, as well as
greater efficiency of effort; a key consideration in today’s challenging operating environment from a resourcing point
of view. Collaboration could also be possible where ETBs could share any award-specific expertise or collaborate in
other ways, e.g., preparing assessment resources.
Communication
Communication was as important for effective operation within ETBs, as it was between ETBs and the DF. Some ETBs
were successful in sustaining engagement with the DF beyond the first cycle, aided by the existence of a high-level
management steering group with DF representation. In some cases, the DF personnel involved were based in the
Personnel Support Service (PSS) or instead had roles as local Barracks Personnel Support Service Officers (BPSSOs).
Communication and culture were key considerations in establishing and sustaining effective partnerships.
This points to the importance of sufficient investment in cultural analysis when planning for such partnerships.
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2. Capability and structures
Learner-centred service
Providing an effective learner-centred experience depends on the effective interaction between roles (guidance,
mentoring, assessment, quality assurance, co-ordination). This is particularly important in the liaison between the
mentor and the guidance counsellor, as well as the mentor and the assessor. In enabling the learner’s individual
learning journey, RPL gives expression to the learner-centeredness advocated in the FET strategy (2020) - one of its
four enabling themes.
Staffing and funding
Ring-fenced funding and flexibility in staffing arrangements enabled ETBs to achieve project goals. However,
workaround solutions were often needed with regard to the deployment of resources. Over reliance on part-time
contract hours was considered detrimental to maintaining continuity and building capacity in the longer term.
Certain cost-efficiencies could be made through the use of group meetings, while other savings are achievable as
RPL becomes more embedded in practice or through successive cycles in the case of group RPL projects.
Guidance
Guidance and information services were available to learners to help with personal progression and career planning,
with some ETBs providing access to this throughout. Access to comprehensive guidance was crucial in ensuring that
RPL decisions and opportunities were situated within the broader context of career planning and lifelong learning.
This required effective interaction between guidance and other practitioners.
Mentoring
The mentor played a crucial role in supporting learners throughout the process. Some mentors could draw on their
own prior learning from working in adult literacy services. However, mentoring in RPL might also require a change in
stance from that familiar to them; from being directive to being more facilitative. Learners received general feedback
from the mentor, while the assessor provided more technical, subject-specific feedback, either directly to the learner
or mediated by the mentor. The mentor helped learners identify their relevant prior learning, connect this with the
target learning outcomes and demonstrate it in the manner required. Group meetings were useful for portfolio
preparation and skills development.
Although playing a central role in the entire process, the professional identify of the mentor in RPL is not yet well
established. Much of the role is akin to what an FET tutor already does in a taught programme context: helping the
learner prepare work for final assessment, encouraging learners and advising on evidence, assessment and learning
outcomes. Promoting greater understanding of the work of the mentor will be important for establishing RPL within
mainstream FET provision.
Professional development
In addition to the CPD delivered at a consortium level, individual ETBs also organised their own local staff training.
Participating in an RPL project was itself professionally developmental for practitioners, with the potential for having,
as they themselves expressed it, a very positive and ‘transformative’ impact on their work more generally. Given the
technically demanding nature of RPL, it was important that coordinators could rely on the most suitably qualified
staff to participate. The RPL Practitioner Network fulfils an important role, where the more experienced practitioners
may have significant tacit knowledge, which is difficult to convey in explicit terms and where knowledge about
RPL is embodied in practice and culturally situated. Communities of practice also allow collective knowledge to be
mobilised, which is greater than the sum of what individual members know.
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3. Quality assurance
QA for developing confidence and trust
Quality assurance played a key role in supporting project capability, including knowledge and expertise, thereby
creating confidence among staff. In providing RPL, ETBs were able to draw on the expertise of staff in-house who
were working on taught programmes delivery, thereby maintaining quality and parity. ETBs conducted reviews
upon completion, identifying actions for improvement. Learning was greatest for ETBs offering successive cycles
as they were able to apply the learning and consolidate good practice subsequently. Diffusing RPL knowhow
more widely among centres and practitioners would be crucial in a mainstreaming context, i.e., developing
capacity at all levels.
QA for enhancement
Given that RPL represented a new departure for many of the ETB staff involved, there was a certain level of
caution with regard to meeting quality assurance requirements. Perhaps related to this, was the inclination
in some cases to opt for a lower award level, even though a higher level might have been within reach (i.e.,
based on the extent of the learners’ prior learning). The most appropriate level was not always so apparent until
the learner began documenting the available evidence. This may have been a factor in the high percentage of
Distinctions awarded.
While QA guidelines and the toolkit were very useful, some situations required staff to exercise their own
professional judgement and take account of context. There was also scope to further develop a shared
understanding of roles and responsibilities among staff and learners. Monitoring and review included tracking
the progress of individual learners during the RPL journey.
Overall, quality assurance policies need to reflect the particularities of RPL, rather than shoehorning policies that
have been geared towards an exclusively-taught programme context.

4. Assessment
Assessment of, for and as learning
While the major focus is on assessment of prior learning, RPL also involved the use of formative assessment,
providing learners with feedback to improve their work before final submission. Feedback was recorded using
annotation, email, and feedback sheets. Some EA reports referred to the need to formalise feedback to a greater
degree, as much of it was communicated informally. There was also a need to ensure that learners understood the
purpose of formative feedback, which they might otherwise view as a criticism. EA reports referred to difficulties
in navigating portfolios, especially where the same evidence was being used to demonstrate achievement of
more than one outcome without being adequately cross-referenced.
RPL also involved ‘assessment as learning,’ where in the process of demonstrating and documenting learning
outcomes, reflection on prior learning led to the construction of new knowledge. It involved significant higherorder thinking and ‘boundary crossing’ between different kinds of knowledge, from the disorganised prior
experiential learning to the codified language of learning outcomes and qualifications. Were it to be viewed in
simpler transactional terms, the transformative potential of RPL might be missed. This may account for learners
opting to refer to RPL as ‘the course’ and to themselves as ‘students’. From an ETB point of view, there is indeed a
practical reason for referring to RPL as a course given that the PLSS requires entry per ‘course.’
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Practice in assessment
The results show how RPL takes place within an assessment culture that has been shaped by taught programme
considerations. The existing assessment process includes five key stages, which may not always fully reflect the
particularities of RPL, for example, the need to consider the holistic assessment of the portfolio as opposed to
weighted components, or the extent to which the available evidence determines the assessment brief. Recognising
that alternative approaches may be needed and recording these in policies can help support greater clarity and
confidence in practice.
RPL and learning outcomes
Both RPL and learning outcomes are based on the same key principle – what is important is the demonstration of
learning, regardless of how it has been acquired. However, depending on how they have been written, learning
outcomes may not always be conducive to RPL, favouring formal learning over non-formal and informal learning
and overly influenced by the content from the corresponding taught programme. What is crucial is that the learning
outcomes align with the knowledge, skills and competences needed for the award, regardless of how these are
achieved, i.e., through prior learning from experience or through new learning in a taught programme. It points
to the need for learning outcomes that are open to multiple means of demonstration, in line with the principles of
universal design for learning (UDL). Including an RPL perspective in programme development, whether through a
designated person or technical group could help in developing a response to these issues before learning outcomes
are finalised.
Developing assessment literacy
The use of integrated assessment by clustering learning outcomes reflected the holistic nature of prior experiential
learning. Other assessment techniques were used to complement the portfolio in order to better accommodate the
evidence available, notably assignment and skills demonstration. There were security considerations in accessing
some forms of evidence. Verification by commanding officers was used in such cases, although it was also noted in
EA reports that this did not capture the richness of the prior learning. There was a similar caution expressed in relation
to over-reliance on questionnaires and worksheets, where they did not connect sufficiently with prior learning.
Rubrics allowed a holistic and transparent assessment of the work against each learning outcome. Percentage
grading was used to calculate overall results according to pass, merit or distinction, maintaining similarity and
parity with what obtains in taught programmes. The individualized nature of the evidence required considerable
expertise on the part of the assessor in order to ensure a reliable assessment. Having access to feedback from EAs
with experience in RPL was considered crucial for developing good practice and efforts were made within the project
to expand the pool of EAs available.
Issues such as these provide a bank of topics to be discussed among practitioners, as part of CPD, so that practice is
normalised and made routine, even while still evolving.

5. Impact
Impact on learners
Learners expressed a very high level of satisfaction with what they had achieved, reflecting with enthusiasm on an
their RPL journey. Various generic skills were needed to successfully engage in RPL, and these were further developed
in the course of their engagement. These have been recognised elsewhere as essential for today’s workplace, for
example, personal and social development, learning to learn competence, personal initiative and effectiveness.
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At a practical level, learners developed project management and writing skills that were useful for continued
participation in education and training. Both learning to learn and personal effectiveness are important for learner
agency and self-confidence. Learners had a greater awareness of the value of their learning in the DF and its
transferability to other contexts.
Many learners went on to participate in further education and training or progressed to new employment. In this
way, participation in a collective or cohort RPL project provided a gateway for individuals to continue on their own
individual lifelong learning pathway. It shows that while there may be limits to the scale of the project, given the
commitment required on the part of the employer, individual employees can themselves take their learning further.
It also shows the potential for offering RPL in small or bite-sized units of learning that form part of lifelong learning.
Impact on others
ETB practitioners were also very positive about their involvement, reporting a fulfilling, empowering and enjoyable
experience. For mentors, it required the adoption of a facilitative stance, while assessors learned about the
particularities of assessment in RPL. The knowledge gained impacted at an institutional level in terms of capacity
building and a determination to advance practice further. The DF also reported a positive impact at an institutional
level. The project demonstrated its commitment to lifelong learning for all its members and drew attention to the
value of experience as the basis for learning. Apart from supporting transition to a civilian context, Tobar was also
advantageous where learners remained in the DF as it enhanced job satisfaction and helped to develop other skills
useful in a DF context. The DF supported learners through release time, provision of evidence and encouragement
in other ways.
Awards in FET
The project was intended as a response to the identified needs of a particular target group, i.e., DF personnel nearing
retirement with low levels of qualifications. Once underway, Tobar appealed to a wider pool, including those not yet
considering retirement and more senior ranking officers who had not availed of the higher education opportunity
in the LMDS programme. The generic nature of many of the awards was a validation of the DF policy on training
and education, which is geared towards preparation for military operations but which also includes an emphasis
on generic competences such as problem-solving and flexibility in a context of ‘complex and changing demands
of missions.’ Tobar offered an alternative pathway to awards in FET, which were recognisable and relevant beyond a
Defence Forces context.
This also brings into focus the calls made internationally for greater alignment between civilian VET awards and
military courses, for example, building on the training offered in the DF and integrating it into a qualification, similar
to the development of the LMDS programme in higher education. Beyond a DF context, there is also the potential for
occupational profiles at sectoral level, linked to Professional Award-type Descriptors (PATDs) (QQI, 2015) as practice
develops.
Award offering
Minor awards gained could be used towards achieving a corresponding major award later. However, some subject
areas were more useful than others for the purposes of progression. This raises the issue of ‘general’ credit as
illustrated in the example cited earlier from Middlesex University and the bespoke nature of awards developed with
employers. There is also the potential to collaborate with other providers, including HEIs, to extend opportunities in
a national system leveraging the Irish register of qualifications (IRQ), with guidance counsellors as navigators. This
would help create a more learner-centred system, rather than being unduly limited by the award offering available
in an individual ETB.
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Preparing for mainstreaming
Based on the above conclusions, a series of recommendations are proposed for consideration by ETBI in line
with its request for the evaluator to ‘identify short- and medium-term recommendations that would stabilise the
provision of RPL services, allowing for incremental mainstreaming’.
The current programme for government (Government of Ireland, 2020) and the FET Strategy (SOLAS, 2020)
provide the broader context for the recommendations proposed below. They seek to respond to the commitment
given by the government for ‘a standardised system of accreditation of prior learning taking account of previous
education, skills, work experience and engagement in society’ (Government of Ireland, 2020, p. 98). They are
formulated in line with the strategic priorities and enabling themes of the FET Strategy, which called for the
mainstreaming of piloted RPL models. Mainstreaming RPL for access, credit and awards across FET can also add
momentum to other parts of the Strategy, including the shift from programme rigidity to cross-FET provision,
in keeping with national policies on quality and qualifications. Putting the learner at the centre, a principle
espoused in the FET Strategy, is also fundamental to RPL.
The recommendations are based on the belief that effective mainstreaming will require systems thinking in
action, involving a blend of co-ordinated actions at a sectoral level, as evidenced on a small scale in Tobar, as
well as actions at the level of the individual ETB. For example, there is the potential for undertaking much of
the work relating to data management and record keeping in RPL at a sectoral level. This is in keeping with
the FET Strategy which advises that, ‘Shared services such as management, financial and other information
systems need to be developed to support more robust, efficient and effective approaches to the governance,
management and development of FET’ (SOLAS, 2020, p. 59).
Apart from this overarching policy context, the recommendations are also informed by what is known regarding
the conditions needed for diffusion of educational innovation beyond the initial project. For example, Smith
(2012) identified the following: ‘senior management support, recognition of the time needed to change practices,
appropriate skill development, contextualised innovation, supportive networks and a solid institutional
infrastructure’ (Smith, 2012, p. 173). The lessons from Tobar are only useful to the extent that conditions such as
these are in place.
The key question now is, given these imperatives, what changes must take place at a sectoral and systemic level in
order to facilitate mainstreaming. While much is possible within existing policies and structures, mainstreaming
will require significant changes. To advance the work, ETBI together with ETBs will need to engage with a diverse
range of stakeholders, including the Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and
Science (DFHRIS), QQI, SOLAS, NCGE and the RPL Practitioners Network, as well as employer and enterprise,
voluntary and community sectors, e.g., IBEC, Aontas, ISME. Various enabling structures will be required to manage
the programme of work, including sectoral practitioner working groups to support changes to policies and
practice in assessment, and resource development. Dovetailing with developments in RPL in higher education
will enable a more co-ordinated approach between FET and HE and, in so doing, contribute to the development
of the tertiary education framework as outlined in the FET Strategy.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations derive from the lessons that Tobar offers for the mainstreaming of RPL in FET.
They are presented according to three different levels - strategy, structure and practice. Recommendations
regarding strategy and structure relate to the medium term while those for practice are intended for the short
to medium term.
Strategy
A key factor in the success of Tobar was the co-ordinated and collaborative approach across ten ETBs, under the
auspices of the ETBI and involving key partners. This will be crucial for mainstreaming, given the systemic nature
of the issues.
1. Planning should begin for mainstreaming RPL across FET provision within the context of the FET Strategy. This
should involve a co-ordinated and collaborative endeavour under the auspices of ETBI, harnessing the
expertise and experience distributed across ETBs.
2. Strategic planning, performance agreements and annual service planning at the level of the ETB should
incorporate provision for a range of RPL-related actions and targets, designed to:
a. promote opportunities for entry, credit/exemption or awards on the basis of all forms of prior
learning (formal, non-formal and informal)
b. develop cohort projects with partners in the enterprise, voluntary and community sectors and link
RPL with initiatives in work-based learning and employer engagement.
3. ETBI should prepare its own work programme outlining goals and objectives, actions, actors, and schedules:
a. identify those aspects of RPL that are best pursued at sectoral level and those more suited to ETB
level
b. develop a research and evaluation agenda, including longitudinal, counterfactual studies and costbenefit analysis to determine how RPL is contributing to target achievement
c. establish a series of ETB working groups to inform the development of policies for RPL, including
quality assurance
d. consider how cohort RPL can be used as a gateway for follow-on engagement by individual learners
for their own lifelong learning, e.g., through access to other small award units.
4. Planning should identify how RPL mainstreaming and other actions from the FET Strategy can be mutually
enhancing as follows:
a. reflect the move to cross-FET provision, where the emphasis is on the award rather than the source
or route taken to achieve it, and away from programme-specific provision
b. develop a tertiary education framework, enabling greater co-ordination and alignment between
further and higher education
c. reflect the enabling theme of ‘digital transformation’ incorporating systems for data management
and record keeping on RPL
d. develop an online portal providing an integrated comprehensive service for guidance, mentoring
and assessment with a designated space for each learner
e. utilise existing initiatives already underway in increasing learner access to FET services, e.g., the
online portal, The Right Course launched by the DFHERIS in 2021.
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5. A communication strategy focusing specifically on RPL should be designed to:
a. support RPL across the sector, in line with what the FET Strategy envisages for communication more
generally
b. operate at the level of the ETB but also at sectoral level, to articulate the benefits for learners,
employers and communities, particularly with regard to personal and professional development
c. work with other strands of FET provision, such as work-based learning, to identify opportunities for
collaboration
d. use social and traditional media to promote RPL and include it in marketing initiatives undertaken
by ETBs locally.
Capabilities and structures
Establishing operational structures for effective RPL provision should be pursued in the medium term and in the
context of the FET Strategy’s enabling themes of ‘staffing, capabilities and structures’, ‘learner and performance
centred’ and ‘digital transformation.’ 19 The first of these relates to a staffing framework, cross-FET provision, crossFET funding, and professional development, but is also determined by underlying culture, values, policies and
practice. The second theme relates to how quality is understood and assured. This can be supported through
the use of a participatory approach involving ETB practitioner groups in developmental work on policies, in
order to realise the potential that RPL offers. The third enabling theme of ‘digital transformation’ is relevant both
for developing the learner experience in engaging in RPL and in the management of data. The full extent of the
capabilities and structures needed will depend on the level of service to be offered.
6. A dedicated RPL service should be established at the level of the ETB designed to:
a. facilitate effective interaction with constituent services - administration, quality assurance, guidance,
assessment
b. dovetail new RPL staffing framework with the restructuring measures proposed in the FET Strategy
favouring a common approach across ETBs, including remuneration
c. establish a strong identity for RPL as part of FET, as well as the crucial role of the RPL mentor in
particular situations.
7. Ongoing partnerships with enterprise, voluntary and community groups should be pursued in ways which
allows ETBs to:
a. use a project management approach with structures at steering and operational level
b. plan for the cultural and communicative issues that arise when working in partnership with other
organisations
c. use the knowledge gained from such partnerships and projects to enrich other work in FET, including
programme design and apprenticeships.
8. Policies for quality assurance should be reviewed in order to assure and enhance the quality and effectiveness
of scaled-up RPL provision. These should focus on key areas identified (QQI, 2016) including: governance and
management of quality; documentation; programmes; staffing; teaching and learning; assessment; supports
for learners; information and data management; communication; engagement with other parties; selfevaluation; monitoring and review.
19

While the fourth enabling theme in the Strategy, ‘Capital Infrastructure’ is also relevant, mainstreaming RPL does not raise any
additional issues beyond those pertaining to FET provision more generally.
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9. Further collaboration between ETBs should focus on resource development, both online and in hard copy,
including: cross-FET guidelines on RPL to ensure clarity around roles, responsibilities, and expectations;
screening and profiling tools for RPL and mentoring tools, including those that facilitate tracking learner
progress and the communication of formative feedback.
10. The professional development of staff in RPL should be supported in a number of ways:
a. use the RPL Practitioner Network for knowledge sharing and professional development purposes
b. encourage staff to take-up CPD opportunities, including accredited programmes to develop their
practice in RPL
c. develop a range of courses, including micro-credentials and digital badges in RPL in FET
d. enable the participation of staff in RPL provision given the ‘transformational’ impact that such
participation can have for their other work on taught programmes
e. promote involvement in European projects to facilitate knowledge sharing and development.
Practice
The final set of recommendations relate to the practice of RPL, in the shorter term. Practice will need to reflect
the multiplicity of situations that arise, for example, whether working with individual candidates or cohorts, and
whether for entry, exemption or award. While some of these practice recommendations can be given effect in
the short term, many are contingent on the strategic and capability measures recommended above.
11. The processes involved, from the moment of initial contact with the ETB to accessing and engaging with the
dedicated RPL service, should be mapped out for the benefit of both learners and staff.
12. The guidance service should be used as a crucial first-step in RPL provision:
a. establish RPL as a routine option in career planning and lifelong learning, i.e., consider how RPL
can contribute to a learner’s prospects in FET , transitioning to new employment, progression within
existing employment or personal fulfilment
b. work with learners in identifying the initial potential for an RPL application, using screening and
profiling methods, discussing results and advising them on how to explore the possibility further
with the dedicated RPL service.
13. Upon referral from the guidance service, and receipt of a preliminary application, the RPL Service should coordinate the processing of the initial application with input from guidance counsellors, mentors and
assessors, and relevant programme co-ordinators to determine whether a full application for RPL should be
invited, thereby signalling the start of the RPL journey.
14. Access to career guidance should be available throughout the RPL process, enabling learners to use
emerging self-knowledge to further develop personal goals, make alternative plans where appropriate and
complete progression planning as part of lifelong learning.
15. Depending on the level of mentoring support to be provided, mentors should be enabled to support
learners to:
a. identify prior learning and use evidence effectively
b. reflect on and construct new knowledge through a ‘pedagogy of questioning’ in their mentoring
and facilitation
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c. interpret the requirements with reference to the target learning outcomes or award
d. develop the competencies needed to successfully engage in RPL, including those related to personal
effectiveness, ‘learning to learn’, communication, and portfolio preparation.

16. Practice in assessment should be based on:
a. early engagement between assessor and mentor in developing a shared understanding about
allocation of tasks, including roles in providing feedback
b. agreement with the learner as to the purpose of feedback and how it should be used
c. arrangements for formalising and recording feedback to aid in tracking progress
d. ongoing liaison between assessor and mentor to address issues in relation to evidence, i.e., the
extent to which it is sufficient, valid, reliable, authentic and current
e. a range of assessment techniques that allow learners demonstrate the full extent of relevant prior
learning
f. appropriate clustering of outcomes, where this allows learners to demonstrate the richness and
range of their prior learning more effectively
g. appropriate additional assignments to enable learners meet identified shortfalls.
17. In line with a review of quality assurance policies, practice in programme design and development should
be examined in order to ensure learning outcomes are inclusive of learning gained outside a taught
programme context – in line with the principles of universal design for learning (UDL).
18. As part of the support available throughout the RPL journey, provision should be made for:
a. induction for learners to ensure they derive best benefit from the RPL process
b. group and individual work combined, in order to optimise peer learning and efficiencies
c. access to the usual learner support and wrap-around services and facilities, for example, libraries, ICT
and TEL supports, support for physical and mental health, etc.

Concluding comment
Mainstreaming takes place in an FET landscape that will undergo transformational change over the next five
years, as set out in the FET Strategy and captured in the vision as follows:
FET will provide pathways for everyone. It will empower learners to participate fully in
society and to become active citizens, and drive vibrant and diverse communities. FET will
become the smart choice for school leavers, employees looking to up-skill and learners at all
stages of their lives, with future FET colleges recognised as dynamic, modern and high-quality
learning environments. FET will prepare people for work and successful careers, facilitate
progress through tertiary education, and equip its graduates for a lifetime of continual
learning and development. In five years, FET will have grown its profile, with FET colleges
serving as beacons of learning within communities which are widely recognised as a major
driver of Ireland’s next critical phase of economic and social development. (SOLAS, 2020)
The evaluation results presented here shows that RPL can make a key contribution to the realisation of the vision.
This involves offering RPL opportunities more widely, both on an individual and group basis in the Strategy’s
pursuit of inclusion, skills development and building pathways in further education, training and employment.
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Appendix A: Additional information on awards achieved
Table 5: Key to abbreviations
As explained previously, each of the ten ETBs facilitated

City of Dublin

CD

Cork

C

Donegal

DL

Dublin and Dún Laoghaire

DD

C1, C2, DD 2 and LC 2 refer to the follow-on cohorts in

Galway Roscommon

GR

Cork, Dublin and Dún Laoghaire, and Limerick and Clare

Kildare Wicklow

KW

Kilkenny Carlow

KC

Limerick Clare

LC

Longford Westmeath

LW

Louth Meath

LM

one cohort, indicated by the ETB initials and the digit 1
(CD1, C1, etc). The two initial Donegal test projects are
indicated DL PP1 and DL PP2, where P stands for Pre-Pilot.

ETBs respectively.

Table 6: Minor awards at Level 3
Minor awards

CD1

DD1

Word Processing 3N0588

2

Health & Safety Awareness 3N0532

7

Communications 3N0880

0

GR1

KW1
5

1
5

3

Woodwork 3N0589

3

Personal Effectiveness 3N0565

1

Personal & Interpersonal Skills 3N0564

1

DLP1

Total

7

14
13

5
5

5

Work Experience 3N0587
Internet Skills 3N0931

LW1

10
10

5
1

5

9

1

5

9
8

7
7

8

Engineering Workshop Skills 3N0524

1

7

8

Mathematics 3N0929

5

2

7

Stock Control 3N0875

5

5

Office Procedures 3N0888

4

4

Transnational Experience 3N0582

4

4

Application of Number 3N0928

3

3

Career Preparation 3N0880

3

3

Computer Literacy 3N0881

2

2

Word Processing 3N0588

1

1

Community Participation 3N2908

1

1

Intercultural Awareness 3N0534

1

1

Operating Horticultural Equip. 3N0889
Total

1

1
5

98

25

1

28

16

46

121

Table 7: Minor awards at Level 4
Minor awards
Workplace Safety & Health 4N1124

CD1

C1

1

GR1

KC1

KW1

1

4

5

Information Technology 4N1125

3

4

Communications 4N0689

1

4

Teamworking 4N1169

1

4

LW1

LM1

DD2

Total

2

13
9

2

6

1

6

1

Career Planning 4N1109

4

2

6

Work Practice 4N1170

4

2

6

Functional Mathematics 4N1987

4

4

Personal Effectiveness 4N1132

4

4

Word Processing 4N1123

4

4

Computer applications 4N1112

2

2

Info. Technology Skills 4N1125

1

1

Est. Trees & Shrubs 4N0666

1

1

Growing Vegetables 4N0671

1

1

Growing Fruit 4N0668

1

1

Plant ID, Care & Maint. 4N1186

1

1

Plant Propagation 4N1190

1

1

Safe Horticulture Practice 4N0719

1

1

Total

1

5

1

42

1

5

67

4

8

Table 8: Minor awards at Level 5
Minor awards

CD1

C1

DL1 GR1 LC1 LM1 DLP2 C2

Communications 5N0690

1

4

5

Word Processing 5N1358

1

6

3

Teamworking 5N1367

2
6

2

Info. & Administration 5N1389

6

Safety & Health at Work 5N1794

3

Work Practice 5N1433

2

Spreadsheet Methods 5N1977

1

1

1

C3

DD2 LC2 Total
3

24

5

2

2

5

2

2

5

2

15

4

1

11

19

6

11

6

8
8

2

5

5

Out. Leadership & Safety 5N4647

4

Info. & Comm. Systems 5N1952

5

5

Database Methods 5N0783

4

4

Personal Effectiveness 5N1390

4

4

Text Production 5N1422

3

3

1

Inventory Control 5N2726

2

2

Freight Forwarding 5N2728

2

2

Warehousing 5N2725

2

2

Purchasing 5N2727

2

2

Personal Effectiveness 5N1390

2

2

Work Experience 5N1356

3

2

Exercise and Fitness 5N2668
Total

5

1
18

8

35

2
99

11

2

18

19

7

6

7

133

Table 9: Minor awards at Level 6
C1

C2

C3

Total

Team Leadership 6N1948

5

3

8

16

Communications 6N1950

5

4

7

16

Word Processing 6N4977

5

1

7

13

4

4

3

4

Work Practice 6N1947

4

4

Supervisory Management 6N4327

3

3

Human Resources Management 6N3750

3

3

Minor awards

Administration 6M5013
1

Spreadsheets 6N4089

2

Administration Practice 6N4169
Total

2

15

11

39

65

CD1

DL2

KC1

KW1

Table 10: Major awards
Major awards

DLP1

C3

Total

ICT 3M0877

3

3

Employability Skills 3M0935

3

3

General Learning 3M0874

3

3

General Learning 4M2010

1

1

General Studies 5M3114

3

3

General Studies 5M3114

2
5

Information Processing 5M2067
Logistics and Distribution 5M2767

1

Total

1

2
5
1

5

100

4

3

6

2

21

Appendix B: Additional results from learner survey
Table 11: Profile of respondents in learner survey
ETB

Table 14: Awareness of RPL before learning
about the Tobar project

No. responses

%

No.

Yes

28

14

No

72

36

City of Dublin

8

Cork

21

Donegal

5

Dublin and Dún Laoghaire

2

Total respondents=50

Galway Roscommon

2

Kildare Wicklow

4

Kilkenny Carlow

1

Limerick Clare

6

The majority (72%) of respondents were not aware
of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) before they
learned about the Tobar project (Table 6). Just three
of the learners had gained an award in the new
LMDS programme with Carlow IT (Table 8).

Longford Westmeath

1

Louth Meath

1

Total

51

Table 15: Learners who had gained an award
in the LMDS programme with Carlow IT
%

No.

Yes

6

3

No

0

0

Total respondents=51

Table 12: Length of service in the Defence Forces
%

No.

up to 10 years

2

1

11 to 20 years

12

6

21 or more years

86

44

100

51

Experience

Total respondents=50

Table 16: Further educational activity since
gaining the award through RPL
%

No.

Total respondents=51

Other RPL activity

19

6

Of the 51 learners who responded, a total of 40 (78%)
were still employed in the DF, while the remainder
had left. When asked to indicate the length of their
experience in the DF, most indicated at least 21 years
(86%) (Table 5). Most of the learners gained awards at
level 5 (Table 6). Four learners reported having gained
awards at different levels, with the result that the total
exceeded the number of item respondents (49).

ETB programmes

42

13

LMDS programme - Carlow IT
Other

%

No.

3

16

8

4

24

12

5

39

19

6

24

12

Not sure

8

4

55

17

Total respondents=31
Since gaining their award(s) through RPL, a total of six
respondents had completed other RPL activity, 13 had
participated in ETB courses, while no one had undertaken
the LMDS program (Table 8). Among those who ticked
the Other option, 13 added explanatory comments. An
analysis of these comments shows that eight learners
were pursuing awards in higher education, with examples
ranging from a Level 6 Springboard course to an MSc
at level 9 in areas such as journalism, supply chain
management and HR. The other FET activity included an
Advanced Driving CPC course, a City and Guilds course
in Fibre Optics and courses in IITD and Future Learn. One
respondent reported working as a contract IT Educator.

Table 13: Level of award(s) achieved by respondents
Award level

0

Total respondents=51
101

Appendix C: Additional results from staff survey
Table 17: Profile of respondents in staff survey
ETB

Table 18: Roles held by survey respondents

No. of responses

No.

Role

City of Dublin

8

Administration

5

Cork

8

Assessment

18

Donegal

1

Co-ordination

8

Dublin and Dún Laoghaire

8

Guidance

9

Galway Roscommon

4

Mentoring/facilitation

23

Kildare Wicklow

4

Project Management - Steering

12

Kilkenny Carlow

4

Quality assurance

9

Limerick Clare

3

Longford Westmeath

5

Louth Meath

2

Total

Table 19: Number of cycles completed
by learners

47

No. of cycles

No. of respondents

1

25

project, mentoring and assessment accounted for the

2

7

most. Respondents were invited to tick more than

3

7

one category as appropriate given that some persons

4

3

5

0

6

2

Total

44

Among the roles held by survey respondents in the

occupied more than one role.

Skipped=3

102

Appendix D: Enablers, impediments, and improvements: word clouds
Created using Survey Monkey, the word clouds present a simple analysis, capturing the most frequent words in the
text data, and complementing the thematic analysis presented earlier. The numbers of respondents who commented
are given in parentheses, while the range in the number of mentions for each word is given in the miniature chart.
The size of the word conveys the frequency. For example, the most frequently occurring word in the responses to
the item on staff enablers was ‘project (15 mentions), while ‘time’ was the most frequent word among the challenges
(13). Although a simple form of data analysis, they are effective in illustrating the key ideas behind what was helpful,
challenging and what could be improved. The high frequency of words such as ‘evidence’, ‘time,’ ‘work’ which feature
in the challenges commented by staff highlights the extent to which these dominated. Similarly, while the words
‘interested’ and ‘willingness’, which feature in the enablers from staff would need to be seen in context to make them
fully meaningful, their high frequency highlights the perceived importance of such characteristics.

Enablers: staff (38)
management ETB Defence Forces part communication learners

team group work interested RPL ETB staff project
experience DF process candidates staff Willingness steering

Impediments - challenges: staff (38)

Good support

given knowledge modules candidates assessors SMEs staff availability

Number of mentions
fewer

Defence forces think learners Lack work ETB time
challenge project tutors participants Mentors
communication programme evidence experience RPL Trying

more
3

15

Improvement to RPL activity: staff (38)

Number of mentions

skills

activities

centres provided subjects service levels need

fewer

resources ETB RPL learning time full time
candidates staff base work process project

more
3

13

using

Build capacity: staff (38)

assessors
Number of mentions
fewer

specific policy team service dedicated understanding levels need

more
3

ETB increase staff experience RPL areas training

12

opportunity process role sector project time development RPL FET

Most helpful: learners (45)
excellent

knew

Number of mentions

experience year confidence one help ability

fewer

staff education skills time mentoring able learning
Defence Forces helpful exercises tutor made support

more
3

29

civilian

understanding

Challenges: learners (45)

Number of mentions
fewer

time Nothing Understanding gathering back long Trying Maths

more
3

work portfolio found learning evidence

9

required

Improvement to RPL project: learners (43)
time DF one us Maybe military level regards course prior

students may RPL better given

think

Number of mentions
fewer

education

Number of mentions
fewer

more
4

more
3

12
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experience

difficult

Appendix E: Interview guides
Interview guide for ETB Coordinators
Goals and design
1. How does the Tobar project fit with your overall mission/values/strategic goals?
2. How well does the project and its design correspond with the needs of learners?
3. What aspect of the design was particularly advantageous?
Operation
4. How did you schedule the support for learners?
5. How was the financial dimension managed?
6. How were you involved in the course of the project?
7. How did you support learners?
8. What were the successes and challenges in the operation? Enablers and barriers?
9. Where was there scope for improvement?
Impact
10. What impact do you think the project has had? On learners? On FET? What has been the return on investment?
11. Has there been any learning for you?
General
12. What has been most successful about your participation? Least successful? Any suggestions?
13. What role have you in promoting future use of RPL?
14. Are there other sways to support this or build on this project in other ways?
Any final remarks
15. Any other comments? Is there anything I missed?
Interview guide for Defence Forces representatives
Goals and design
1. How does the Tobar project fit with the overall mission/values/strategic goals of the Defence Forces (DF)?
2. How well does the project and its design correspond with the needs of learners?
3. What aspect of the design was particularly advantageous?
Operation
4. How was the DF involved in the course of the project implementation?
5. How did the DF support learners?
6. What were the successes and challenges in the operation? Enablers and barriers?
7. Where was there scope for improvement?
Impact
8. What impact do you think the project has had? On learners? On DF? What has been the return on investment
for the DF?
9. Has there been any learning for the DF?
10. What has been most successful about DF participation? Least successful? Any suggestions?
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11. Some ETBs and local DF barracks have built on the project and continued. What role has the DF in promoting
this continuity?
12. Are there other sways to support this or build on this project in other ways?
Any final remarks
13. Any other comments? Is there anything I missed?
Interview guide for other stakeholders
Goals and design
1. How does the Tobar project fit with the overall mission/values/strategic goals of your organisation?
2. How well do the project goals and design correspond with the needs of learners?
3. To what extent was the design successful or unsuccessful?
Operation
4. How were you or your organisation involved in the project implementation?
5. What were the successes and challenges in the operation? Enablers and barriers?
6. Where was there scope for improvement?
Impact
7. What impact do you think the project has had on learners?
8. Has there been any learning for you or your organisation?
9. What has been most successful? Least successful? Any suggestions?
10. What is required to sustain and build on the work? What role could you or your organisation play?
11. Are there other ways to support this or build on this project for FET more generally?
Any final remarks
12. Any other comments? Is there anything I missed?
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