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The question addressed in this paper is: what does a knowledge claim consist of in
the context of the Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)? The research comprises
a case study of RPL applicants' entry into a postgraduate diploma (a fourth-year
programme) in project management. The focus is on the knowledge claims made
as part of the RPL application by experienced project managers and leaders.
Three different aspects of the knowledge claims are analysed: what the knowledge
claim consists of; what the academic interpretation of the claims is; and how the
interpretation of the claims impacts on the RPL approach. The findings deal with
the knowledge of the project management cycle prior to entry into higher
education. It is found that knowledge claims not only consist of theoretical
knowledge but also mainly situational knowledge, ability and attitude. In
addition, the knowledge claims made in the RPL application based on the
relevant and substantial knowledge are acknowledged by the academic institution
in question. The RPL approach that results from the interpretation of the
knowledge claims does conform to one RPL approach, within the paradigm of
project management.

Keywords: Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL); workplace learning; assessment;
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Introduction

This article is about research conducted on the knowledge claims made by
Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) applicants who wish to study a postgraduate
diploma level programme in project management in a business faculty at a university
of technology in South Africa. The research was induced by a discussion and
difference of opinion between an RPL applicant and a lecturer in project manage-
ment about the use of a project management approach in the workplace. The
researcher was an observer to this discussion, which gave rise to the questions, 'What
knowledge is being discussed here?' and 'How does this difference of opinion impact
on the RPL process?'

Background and the context of RPL in South Africa

RPL has a dual purpose in South Africa. One purpose is that of redress, which is to
provide individuals who were excluded from higher education in the past an
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opportunity to study at such an institution. In addition, RPL is used to gain access
to such institutions. This is applicahle to individuals who do not meet the entry
requirements of a course. The individuals who participated in this study fall into
both categories.

The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) describes RPL as 'a
comparison of previous learning and experience of a learner how so ever obtained
against the learning outcomes required for a specific qualification and the acceptance
for purposes of qualification of that which meets the requirements' (SAQA 2004, 16).
Harris (2000, 1) points out that although this definition is simple, 'RPL in fact is a
complex and often difficult business, requiring close and detailed attention to the
unique aspects of the context in which the process is taking place'.

The focus of this article involves a postgraduate level programme (fourth-year level
of study) in project management. This specific programme was developed for students
from different occupational fields and does not have an underpinning undergraduate
degree. The programme is generic and is aimed at project managers from a variety of
fields, i.e., construction, information technology, event management, etc.

The fact that this postgraduate diploma programme does not have a degree
underpinning it presents the RPL process with a challenge. The challenge faced by
the academic staff is to develop and use criteria appropriate for evaluating RPL
applicants in order to determine whether access should be granted or not. The
normal entry requirement is 'a three-year degree or equivalent', as stated in the
yearbook of the institution in question. The challenge is to determine what
constitutes 'equivalence' when the individual applying for RPL has incomplete
undergraduate studies or no undergraduate studies at all. The researcher's assess-
ment of the knowledge claims made in this context is an attempt to understand
academic staff members' interpretation of what constitutes knowledge that is equal
to three years of undergraduate study. Equivalence requires a comparison of the
entry requirements of the postgraduate diploma programme with the work
experience of an applicant. This research did not look at the content or standard
of the programme, but focused on the entry requirements.

The knowledge claim within the context of RPL requires that knowledge gained
from experience should be treated as equal in value and validity to the knowledge
that is learned as part of a formal course, provided that the experientially acquired
knowledge can be substantiated hy evidence (Breier 2005; Volbrecht, 2009).

This study sets out to answer the following questions:

(1) What does the knowledge claim of the RPL applicant consist of?
(2) What is the academic staff members' assessment and interpretation of the

RPL application when determining what constitutes valid and relevant
knowledge?

(3) How do the knowledge claim and its interpretation impact on the RPL
approach?

Different RPL approaches in the context of a knowledge claim

Before addressing the research questions it is necessary to provide an overview of the
different RPL approaches to knowledge claims. Each RPL approach has a slightly
different interpretation of what constitutes a knowledge claim.
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Credit exchange model

The credit exchange model generally requires RPL applicants to link their knowledge
to the learning outcomes and assessment criteria relevant to the level of the
qualification or subjects for which recognition is being sought (Osman 2004, 140;
Harris 1999, 3 ^ ) . This model does not attempt to develop new knowledge or
convert knowledge from one form to another (Trowler 1996), but if an RPL
appUcant claims to have certain knowledge and can demonstrate this or provide
evidence of this knowledge, recognition is given.

In the case of this study, the exact nature of the required knowledge preceding the
postgraduate diploma qualification in project management is not clear due to the
fact that the programme does not have a specified undergraduate qualification
preceding it. The documentation from the university requires a three-year under-
graduate study in any discipline or 'equivalent'. However, the documentation does
not state what is equivalent to a third-year programme. In this context, the RPL
assessment needs determine what 'equivalence' might be in order to meet the entry-
level requirements. Within the context of the credit exchange approach, the results of
the RPL assessment process can be seen as a form of currency for access in exchange
for what would normally allow access. The question that arises in the current case
concerns the criteria used to determine whether an experienced project manager will
be given access to this programme when the individual's non- and informal learning
is used as 'currency'.

Learning and development model

Paul Trowler (1996, 20-21) interprets the credit exchange and learning and
development models as being twin poles on a continuum. The latter provides more
support for the candidate endeavouring to meet the requirements for credit exchange.
In this model, the RPL applicant is assisted in meeting the relevant learning
outcomes by a process of learning and refiection. This is often characterised by the
development of̂  a portfoUo, where the RPL applicant is required to re-work and
interpret his/her own knowledge about specific topics and aspects of his/her
experience and compare this with the curriculimi of a level, qualification or
programme for which recognition is sought (Butterworth 1992, 40; Breier 2005,
58; Harris 1999, 4). This approach provides RPL applicants with an opportunity to
develop and present a new understanding of and a critical reñection on their own
knowledge.

With regard to the current case, the RPL tests and interviews conducted in view
of access to the postgraduate diploma programme in project management faU within
the spectrum identified by Trowler (1996), but lean towards the 'credit exchange' side
of the continuum.

Retrospective and prospective action

Shalem and Steinberg (2006, 99-101) analysed the relationship between the RPL
applicant and the academic lecturers. In their research they used an RPL process that
involves the development and assessment of a portfolio of evidence. Although their
approach to RPL is different from the one in this research, their conclusions are
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appropriate. While assessing portfohos of evidence, they realised that they were
dealing with two elements during the RPL process. One of these had to do with
recognising previous learning and accomplishments in a specific area of work - they
called this retrospective action. The academic is required to understand the
knowledge that the RPL candidate presents and should decide on whether this
counts as valid knowledge in the particular context. The second element deals with
the future demands of the academic study programme for which the RPL candidate
plans to enrol. The academic makes a judgement regarding the readiness of the
candidate to undertake studies in higher education. Shalem and Steinberg refer to
this as prospective action.

Each action draws on different conceptual resources and embodies different
power relations between the assessor and the candidate. Shalem and Steinberg (2006,
100-101) identified a contradiction between retrospective and prospective action,
because the former places little emphasis on academic knowledge while the latter
emphasises specialised knowledge. The retrospective action is based on the notion
that all knowledge from different origins and within various contests should be
considered. This approach is therefore backgrounds disciplinary knowledge. Once
the assessment is done, the logic of the practices regulates the way the academic
recognises the practice and assesses the value of specific elements within the prior
knowledge presented. The result of this approach is that knowledge from the
workplace, outsiders' knowledge (Michelson) informal or non-formal learning is
used to determine the outcomes of the RPL assessment rather than direct
equivalence between the RPL applicant's learning and academic knowledge.

The work of Shalem and Steinberg is appropriate for this study, because it
provides a paradigm for analysing the RPL assessment and the interpretation of
RPL candidates' knowledge claims by the academic staff.

Methodology

This is an interpretative (Cohen and Hanion 1994, 35) research design that tries to
develop an understanding of the interpretative nature of the knowledge claims from
the perspective of both the RPL applicant and the academic staff members. The
interpretative paradigm (Henning, Gravett, and Van Rensburg 2004, 20, 41) was
used for the research, because this paradigm provides an opportunity to describe the
RPL process, analysing not only the facts obtained, but also the interpretations and
understanding of the participants.

The RPL application process in the project management course was used as the
source of information for this research project, as indicated in Figure 1. This process
consists of two phases: a screening phase and a testing and interview phase.

Six RPL applicants (once they were students at the university) and three
academics were interviewed for this research. The researcher is the RPL advisor at
the institution and takes part in the RPL process as an advisor and observer. After
permission was obtained, fictitious names were given to the participants and genders
were mixed up in the data analysis to hide their identity.

For the first phase, the RPL applicants submit a CV and some background
information about themselves as project managers. Only individuals who work as
project managers or leaders are considered for the RPL assessment. This requires a
number of years of experience in running projects. Shortlisted candidates are
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Figure 1. Interaction between the research undertaken and the RPL process.

required to have completed short courses in project management in order to be
considered. This documentation speaks to the knowledge claims made as part of the
RPL process and provids background information for the research conducted.

This basic documentation is reviewed by the academic department and if the
RPL application is deemed feasible, the applicants are invited to the second phase of
the process. This phase consists of a case study-based test and a panel interview. Data
were collected from the tests by analysing the answers given, as well as the manner in
which the tests were marked.

After these documents had been analysed, one-on-one interviews were held with
the RPL applicants once they were students at the university. During the interviews
with the RPL candidates, questions that this article focuses on dealt with the
applicants' knowledge of project management. The project management cycle in
Figure 2 was used as a mediating object during the discussion (Eraut 2000, 120).

The aim of the document review and the interviews was to try to determine what
the RPL students knew about project management before applying for RPL. The
questions were about what they knew and not how they interpreted their work or
how they did it. These interviews were recorded and analysed to further inform the
content of the knowledge claim.

In addition, the researcher held intei-views (one-on-one) with the academics who
handle and assess the RPL applications. The overall aim was twofold: first, to
determine what knowledge the academics are looking for during the RPL
assessment. Second, the researcher wanted to analyse the RPL assessment methods
to inform the RPL approach used by the academics staff. These interviews were held
after the interviews with the students, in order to include the responses of the
students and if appropriate discuss it with the academics.

If the applicant passes the test and attends the panel interview, the RPL
application is discussed in the faculty in a review meeting (part of the RPL decision
in Figure 1). The researcher is an advisor at this meeting. First, the test is analysed
and the results are discussed. Second the applicant's conduct during the panel
interview is evaluated. The individual's managerial duties and the success with which
he/she was able to carry these out are considered. The person's conduct in the panel
interview is considered. If the decision is positive, a recommendation is made to
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Senate for access to he granted. Only if the Senate approves, does the applicant gain
access to the institution in question.

Unpacking the knowledge claim within the RPL appiication

Using Bernstein's (1999) notion of vertical and horizontal discourse, the knowledge
claim outside of the academia is made up of situational knowledge, tacit and explicit
knowledge and theory-orientated knowledge. Unpacking this knowledge further, it
consists of situational knowledge based on a variety of sources in and outside the
workplace. Situational knowledge is seen as all knowledge, regardless of where it
originates, and is viewed by some as 'contested knowledge'. RPL is a mechanism to
accommodate contested knowledge (Michelson 1996). This includes knowledge
associated with particular job tasks which are mainly tacit (Bamett 2006). RPL is a
process that can accommodate tacit knowledge, and it can sometimes make this type
of knowledge explicit.

The focus of the RPL application is on what is being learned in the workplace.
Eraut (2004, 119) and Evans (2004, 88-90) list a variety of competencies that are
required in the workplace, such as problem-solving, task performance, the use of
academic knowledge in the workplace, decision-making, interpersonal skills, includ-
ing communication, awareness of diversity and organisational ability. The context of
learning in the workplace influences what the person knows. Eraut (2004, 19)
discusses the concept of 'codified knowledge', which, in the workplace, deals with an
organisation's specific information, records, correspondence, manuals, policies and
procedures. This knowledge is learnt and used in the context of the specific company
the individual works for and might or might not be transferable to another context.

In line with the work of Eraut, specific competencies and areas of knowledge
were looked at within the field of project management. The phases of the project
management cycle provided an ideal framework to work from and base the analysis
on. During the one-on-one interviews with the RPL candidates, the project
management life cycle from PMBOK (Figure 2) was used as a 'mediating object'

Project management life cycle *

Closing Jy^ Initiating

Controlling:
Reporting &
evaluating

Planning
Defining &
developing

Executin

Figure 2. Project life cycle according to PMBOK.
•Based on the principles of PMBOK.
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(Eraut 2000, 120) for discussion. The reason for this is that some of the knowledge
relevant to the research is tacit, and the participants could be prompted into
discussion by using a mediating object.

Using the project management cycle and the work of Eraut, three aspects or
themes that can make up knowledge claims were developed. These are;

• situational knowledge, including workplace learning;
• tacit and explicit knowledge; and
• theoretical knowledge gained from short formal learning programmes,

amongst others.

These three themes were used to analyse the data collected and was used to
interpret the findings of this research.

Management theory and project management

Project management focuses on the completion of a specific task, for example the
construction of a building, with a specific beginning and end. The project
management cycle involves major managerial aspects, namely: the initiating phase,
the planning phase, the executing phase, the controUing phase, which include
financial and human resources, and the closing phase (PMBOK* from Adams and
Caldently 2004, 78).

These phases are accepted worldwide by most project managers as the standard
phases used in the management of any project, regardless of its size. Sometimes these
phases are named differently, but the approach is the same.

The knowledge involved in the management of these relatively short-term process
is governed by a set of practices, including budgeting and customer-specific
performance criteria. Project managers find it useful to use project management
tools such as the work breakdown structure (WBS), scheduling and budgeting. In
addition, project managers use soft skills such as confUct resolution, team building,
mentoring and negotiation (Taylor 2006, 3).

Interpretation of knowledge as part of the RPL application

The data collected, first from the test and second from the interviews, are
summarised here. Most of the information is workplace based, although this is
within the paradigm of project management, and a lot of information is tacit and
diíTicult to express by the RPL applicants. The three themes explained before were
used to analyse the information as far as possible.

The test written as part of the RPL assessment requires the RPL candidates to
refiect on the use of the project management cycle when planning the building of a
community centre by means of a case study. The assumption underlying the case
study is that the appUcant has some awareness, if not knowledge, of the project
management cycle (Figure 2).

Different appUcants interpreted the brief in the case study differently, based on
their own work experience: Shaun and John, who coordinate various projects at the
same time, referred to theory such as WBS and PMBOK and emphasising a focus on
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planning and coordination. These answers indicate some awareness and the use of
the project management theory.

Some of the other applicants described the project management application in
layman's terms by listing the phases (Peter), placing emphasis on communication
(Paul), budgeting (Susan) and operations (Linda). From the types of knowledge
presented in the case study one can see some knowledge of the project management
cycle, although this knowledge was interpreted differently and applied in various
ways. What is displayed here is tacit and explicit knowledge from the workplace,
knowledge used in the workplace in layman's terms or workplace-bounded knowl-
edge rather than explicitly theory-based knowledge.

Second, the one-on-one intei-views were held with each RPL applicant who
agreed to be part of the research. They were asked to use the mediating object
(Figure 2) and explain how they use the project management cycle in the workplace.
In the test the applicants were required to apply this cycle to a case study, and in the
interview they were asked to apply it to their own jobs.

All the participants in the study are involved in the first phase of a project namely
the initiating a project, but this is done through 'scoping' and the 'development of
briefs' (Shaun and Paul) or 'initiation' (Susan and John).

Everyone is involved in the second phase: the planning phase. John develops a
plan from a 'definition' and Linda calls this 'developing'. Peter develops a 'plan from
a Hst', while Shaun places emphasis on 'budgeting and timing'. The amount of detail
required is greater at this stage, because this phase involves the participants' own
work, and they have to think within their own paradigm and the framework of their
own workplace. This explains the different words used, because each has its own
meaning within a specific organisational context.

The third phase. Executing, is outsourced in the case of four of the participants in
the study, although they play a monitoring role, and emphasis is placed on costs and
time lines. Due to this situation, they are involved in outsourcing and overseeing the
implementation of various projects at the same time because the work is done by
others. The other two participants, Susan and Linda, are involved in the executing
phase, including activities such as 'site meetings' and 'reporting'. These two conduct
some of the work themselves, although they have an oversight role as well. They are
involved in one project at a time. All participants placed emphasis on the 'role of the
project manager', because they have to ensure that the work is completed and done.
This indicates an awareness of their responsibüity as a manager.

Controlling is the fourth phase: overseeing the implementation and coordination
of projects. For the applicants not involved in the executing phase, this is their core
responsibility. Shaun places emphasis on quality control, Peter on implementation
and meeting deadlines and Paul on reporting. John uses software packages to
monitor and oversee a variety of projects, including projects that Shaun and Peter are
working on. Delegation and empowerment are seen as important. Susan stated in
this regard, 'Functional managers know their work; they just get on with the job',
thereby emphasising the role of the manager in the completion of a task.

The final phase. Closing, is not done. Susan pointed out that closing is not done,
except when things go wrong, in which case a review is done to determine what
mistakes were made. This can be seen as a shortfall in the workplace, demonstrating
little awareness of the implications of not closing off a project.
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The type of knowledge displayed during the interviews reflects operational,
practical workplace-specific knowledge. Although some elements of theory such as
WBS are used, the emphasis fell on getting the job done. Little awareness was
displayed that some of the project management tools used are in fact underpinned by
theory. The RPL candidates, being project managers, are required to apply problems-
solving skills in their daily jobs.

The interpretation of the information according to the three themes (theoretical
knowledge, workplace knowledge, and tacit and explicit knowledge) included mostly
has tacit knowledge. An applicant such as Shaun used terminology such as 'WBS',
whüe Peter used layman's terms, making reference to the same process. The
knowledge is mainly workplace-based, within the context of the organisation that
the individual is working for. Both passed the RPL test and spoke about their work
in a professional way during the interviews. They are in managerial positions that
require responsible decision-making and professional conduct.

Whüe analysing the data, and using the theoretical framework, the researcher
came to the conclusion that the paradigm of the RPL students is workplace-based
and not theoreticaUy based. The question arises which paradigm the academics are
using. For answers to this question the reasoning of the academics needs to be
analysed.

Interpretation of the knowledge claims by the academics

The RPL process and where appropriate the data collected from the test and panel
interviews were discussed with the academics involved in the process. Three aspects
were discussed with them: the reasons for the questions in the test, what knowledge
they are looking for and the importance of theoretical knowledge.

The RPL process undertaken here is for entry into a fourth-year level course in
project management, which requires students to develop plans, work out sequences
and do budgeting. This type of work requires an ability to think criticaüy, evaluate
alternatives and solve problems. This is the reason for a test based on a case study. As
one of the academics explained, 'The test is a baseline assessment of the candidate's
knowledge and interaction with project management in the industry'.

The academics evaluating the RPL application use the information from the
screening process and the test to interpret the knowledge that is contained in the
RPL application. None of the answers in the test were marked as incorrect. One of
the academics said:

What we are looking for at this stage is what do they know what they don't necessary
think they know in terms of their daily interaction with projects; do they for example,
understand the concepts (oO budgets, do they understand that their projects starts at
one stage and ends at another stage... that kind of basic knowledge

From this answer, one can conclude that the academics understand where the
RPL candidates' thoughts and opinions are coming from, because they have the
same background; therefore the academics can make an informed judgement about
the rationale and comprehension underlying the answers, rather than merely
assessing the answers themselves.
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To the academics it is important that the applicants should be able to write in a
manner that can be understood clearly, and that answers should be logical,
demonstrating good cognitive abihty. One of the academics said:

I am not that interested in what theory they know; I want to know if they can solve a
problem and think logically! If they have done short courses and write well in the test, I
know that can make the transition from industry to a teaching and learning
environment

A panel interview is held once an applicant's test has been marked. An applicant's
performance in the test is crucial, because it determines whether he/she is invited to
the panel interview or not. No one participating in the research failed the test, so
everyone was invited to an interview.

The academics use the panel interview as an opportunity to get to know the
candidate. If mistakes were made in the test or answers are unclear, these are
highlighted. In two cases during the research incorrect answers were corrected during
the interview. The applicants could explain why the mistakes had been made and
these reasons were accepted by the academics. According to the academics, the
applicant's ability to reflect on the test, acknowledge and fix a mistake indicates that
the apphcant had thought about the test and is mature enough to address the
problem.

The panel interview is informal and there are no prepared questions - merely
topics that the panel wants to discuss. The candidates' backgrounds are discussed.
Their career paths are analysed and emphasis is placed on consistency and the
completion of tasks undertaken. Short courses and formal learning is kept in mind,
but not foregrounded. The person's place of employment, involvement in projects
and associated roles and responsibilities are of great importance. Especially the
performance of managerial duties is seen as an indicator of whether the person will
be able to study at fourth-year level. The individual's work circumstances and place
in the industry are discussed to ascertain the validity of the claims and also to gain
insight into the applicant's work circumstances. This is seen as an indicator of
whether the person will have time to attend classes on a regular basis. The issue of
readiness is foregrounded. If the academics are of the opinion that the person will
not be able to cope, they will not approve access.

The academics and candidates involved in this research find themselves in the
context of project management resulting in a shared paradigm, which consists of a
lot of tacit knowledge. This is especially evident during the panel interview. For
example, terminology is used that the applicants and academics understand, but not
the researcher. Reference is made to projects or companies that they know and
conclusions are drawn on the grounds of industry-based knowledge. This informa-
tion, which is sometimes explicit, but mostly tacit, carries a lot of weight in the
discussion. According to the researcher, this is because both parties come from a
similar paradigm, sharing implied information because of this.

Theoretical knowledge does not seem to be that important at the end of the
process as it is in the beginning. In the beginning of the RPL process, the screening
phase, this issue is foregrounded, but by the time the tests are marked, it is no longer
that important, although it is advantageous. Theoretic knowledge is seen as
supportive to the RPL test and informs to the ability of the applicant. After



Studies in Continuing Education 11

concluding the panel interview, the ability to think logically and a mature attitude are
the main aspects being considered.

Knowledge taken into account by the academics is related to project management
and the ability to solve problems. In addition, the cognitive ability within the context
of project management was seen as important. During the interviews with the
academics the emphasis was placed on what is done with the knowledge, and
can the applicants transfer the knowledge from the workplace to a case study-hased
test.

As in the case of the students' responses, the researcher found it difficult to
distinguish between the responses from the academics and the applicants. Both sides
were reflecting and using knowledge that is industry-specific - 'project-management-
speak!' The interpretation of this is the project management-orientated knowledge;
mainly tacit knowledge from both sides required a rethink on the side of the
researcher. In the beginning of the research process, it was thought that
the knowledge could be categorised into three themes. However, after the analysis
of the data, it was evident that all the three themes have included workplace
knowledge. The answers in all one-on-one interviews were given from a workplace-
based standpoint, even from the academics.

Approaches to RPL and the interpretation of knowledge

How does the RPL process undertaken by the university in question link to the RPL
approaches that were discussed at the beginning of this article?

The test used in this RPL process does not meet the requirements of the credit
exchange model, and the results of this test are used to evaluate the applicant's
knowledge, hut are not evaluated against specific criteria. The test does evaluate the
RPL candidates' knowledge in relation to the discipline on a tacit and professional
paradigm manner. In this context it can be seen not as an exchange against specific
learning outcomes, but rather as a method of enabling the RPL applicant to enter
into higher education. The results of the test and the conclusions drawn from the
panel interviews are also used to evaluate the ability to undertake studies at fourth-
year level. This approach to RPL is more in line with the work of Shalem and
Steinberg (2006).

During the interpretation of the RPL assessment, the issue of readiness becomes
an overriding consideration for the academics. By recognising previous learning and
accomplishments in a specific area of work by using retrospective action (Shalem and
Steinberg 2006, 99-101), the academics interpret and understand what the RPL
candidate claims to know and decides on what counts as knowledge. In addition, the
academics also concern themselves with prospective action (Shalem and Steinberg
2006, 99-101) in dealing with the future demands of the academic study that the
RPL candidate is planning to undertake. When they interpret the test and comment
on the results, they are making a judgement regarding the readiness of the candidate
to undertake studies in higher education.

As Shalem and Steinberg point out, each action draws on different conceptual
resources and embodies different power relations between the assessor and the
candidate. The types of answers given by the RPL candidates in the test and
during the panel interview are used to judge logic, cognitive ability and knowledge
of the language and arithmetic. This aspect of the RPL assessment links to what
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Shalem and Steinberg (2006) call 'logic of practice', and they 'value specific
elements' that are demonstrated during the RPL process. If the academics are of
the opinion that the answers given are not logical, for example, the RPL
candidate can fail at that point. The power resides in the academics and the
institution to decide whether the individual will be given access to the fourth year-
level study or not.

The interpretation of knowledge claims in conclusion to the initial questions of
this research can be answered as follows:

(1) A knowledge claim consists of more than theoretical knowledge. Theory
barely featured in the RPL process in this study. The knowledge claims made
and assessed indicate that the knowledge claim consist mainly of situational
knowledge. This knowledge is fuzzy and difficult to express and/or write
down. This finding is in line with the work of Eraut, according to which
knowledge from the workplace has many facets. The RPL applicants are
competent and practical problem-solvers with little awareness that theory
underpins their workplace-based knowledge and practices. The cognitive
abUities of the individual were also seen as important during the assessment.

(2) The interpretation of the claims by the academic assessing the RPL
appUcation determines what is seen as valid and relevant knowledge.
Operating in a similar paradigm, the academics are able to understand and
interpret the knowledge claims made by the RPL applicant. The knowledge
claims, consisting mainly of situational knowledge, make the judgement
subjective and tacit within the paradigm of project management. There seems
to be a consensus about what is regarded as valid knowledge between the
appUcants and the academics, which cannot be clearly spelled out to
individuals outside the paradigm of project management. There is a similar
kind of thinking that fills the knowledge claim within this context. The
knowledge as it was interpreted in this study makes it an exclusive
interpretation within an academic department. Verification by outside
parties, such as the researcher or external moderators, is limited.

(3) The practice of RPL cannot be associated with one specific approach but is
based on the prospective and retrospective approach of Shalem and Steinberg
(2006), which was used to interpret the knowledge within the claim presented
in project management. The process described here is appropriate for the
programme concerned, but it might not work at another university or for a
different programme.

The RPL process discussed here is based on the interpretation of the subject
expertise taking their professional judgement as valid. They treated the knowledge
from the workplace as of some value and validity based on the evidence presented.
What does this mean to the status of prior knowledge when it is used for access to
higher education? If the subject experts agree that the knowledge presented in an
RPL assessment, as is the ease in this research, is of a sufficient nature to undertake
studies at fourth-year level, the RPL application is approved and the opportunity
created to study at an Institution of Higher Education. The academic department
developed an assessment process to motivate their decision, within the RPL process
at the university.



Studies in Continuing Education 13

Conclusion

The findings of the research confirm what was already pointed out by Michelson
in Breier (2005, 56), namely that RPL is a bridge between the workplace and the
academia. Although it is not a clear comparison, but rather a description of the
current practice, RPL provides a space for people to claim the knowledge they
have. This study indicates that, with the appropriate assessment approaches and
methods, a space can be created for the assessment of informal and non-formal
knowledge. As Harris (2000, 1) pointed out RPL is complex, and attention
has to be given to the unique aspects of the context in which the process is taking
place.

Whether a clear understanding was developed as to what constitutes 'equiva-
lence' is debatable. Shalem and Steinberg (2006) referred to 'broad equivalence' and
it seems it is applicable to this process. This research indicates that further research is
required to determine what constitutes 'equivalence' between the knowledge gained
in the workplace and the entry requirements of a study programme. The question can
be asked should the process be more transparent and understandable for people
outside the realm of subject expertise, project management in this case.

Note

1. Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) from the Project Management
Institute in the USA.
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