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RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING (RPL) POLICY OF THE UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE 
STATE 

1. Definitions and Abbreviations 

1.1 Definitions 
 
1.1.1 Advanced standing is the status granted to a student for admission to study at 

a higher level than the student’s prior knowledge and skills and/or formal studies 
would have allowed, including exemption where applicable.  

 
1.1.2 Assessment refers to the systematic evaluation of a student’s ability to 

demonstrate the achievement of the learning goals intended in a curriculum.  
 
1.1.3 Credit refers to the measure of the volume of learning required for a 

qualification, quantified as the number of notional study hours required for 
achieving the outcomes specified for the qualification.  

 
1.1.4 Credit accumulation refers to the totalling of credits towards the completion of 

a qualification.  
 
1.1.5 Credit transfer refers to the vertical, horizontal or diagonal relocation of credits 

towards a qualification.  
 
1.1.6 Credit accumulation and transfer is a term that refers to the arrangement 

whereby the diverse features of both credit accumulation and credit transfer are 
combined to facilitate lifelong learning and access to the workplace.  

 
1.1.7 Exemption 

In higher education, exemption from modules or courses does not translate to 
credits being awarded for those modules. This means that a particular student 
will complete the qualification in question with a total number of credits that are 
less than the normally required number of credits for the qualification. The 
academic record of that student will reflect ‘exempted’ against the modules or 
courses that she or he was exempted from. 

 
1.1.8 Learning 

The definition of different types of learning is based on the National Policy for 
the Implementation of Recognition of Prior Learning: 

  
 Formal learning 

In higher education, formal learning occurs in an organised and structured 
education and training environment, which is explicitly designated as such. This 
implies learning programmes that lead to qualifications and part-qualifications 
on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF). 
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Informal learning 
In higher education, informal learning is learning that results from daily activities 
related to paid or unpaid work, family or community life, or leisure, including 
incidental learning. 
 
Non-formal learning 
In higher education, non-formal learning is planned learning activities, not 
explicitly designated as learning, towards the achievement of a qualification or 
part-qualification. It is often associated with learning that results in improved 
workplace practice. Continuing education, short courses, adult education, 
continuous professional development, non-credit-bearing courses and popular 
education are forms of non-formal learning. 

1.1.9 Programme is a structured and purposeful set of learning experiences that 
leads to a qualification.  

 
1.1.10 Qualification refers to a registered national qualification consisting of a planned 

combination of learning outcomes which has a defined purpose, intended to 
provide qualifying students with applied competence and a basis for further 
learning, and which has been assessed in terms of exit level outcomes, 
registered on the NQF and certified and awarded by a recognised institution. 

 
1.1.11 Recognition of Prior Learning is a term that refers to the principles and 

processes through which the prior knowledge and skills of a person are made 
visible, mediated and rigorously assessed and moderated for the purposes of 
alternative access and admission, recognition, or further learning and 
development. RPL, as defined nationally by the South African Qualifications 
Authority (SAQA), applies to informal or non-formal learning only. Learning 
resulting from formal routes will normally be recognised via Credit Accumulation 
and Transfer (CAT), but in cases where CAT is found not to be applicable, the 
RPL route may be explored. 

 
1.1.12 Short Course / Short Learning Programme (SLP)  

Short courses are Short Learning Programmes (SLPs) offered by higher 
education institutions outside their formal structured undergraduate and 
postgraduate programmes, and they therefore do not lead to qualifications on 
the Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework (HEQSF). An SLP 
therefore does not form part of the official, accredited and subsidised 
qualification and programme profile of a University Programme Qualification Mix 
(PQM). An SLP can be competency-based or attendance-based. Participants 
who complete SLPs may include such courses in their portfolios of evidence 
that can be presented in support of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) for 
access and/or advanced standing. This means that SLPs may be used, through 
RPL, to improve participants’ eligibility for admission to formal qualification 
programmes. 
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1.2 Abbreviations 

 
1.2.1 CAT: Credit Accumulation and Transfer  
 
1.2.2 CESM: Classification of Education Subject Matter  
 
1.2.3 CHE:  Council on Higher Education  
 
1.2.4 DHET: Department of Higher Education and Training  

 
1.2.5 GFETQSF: General and Further Education and Training Qualifications Sub-

Framework  
 

1.2.6 HEI: Higher Education Institution 
 
1.2.7 HEQC: Higher Education Quality Committee  
 
1.2.8 HEQSF: Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework  
 
1.2.9 LLL: Lifelong Learning  
 
1.2.10 NQF: National Qualifications Framework  

 
1.2.11 OQSF: Occupational Qualifications Sub-Framework 

 
1.2.12 PQM:  Programme Qualification Mix 
 
1.2.13 QC: Quality Council 
 
1.2.14 RPL:  Recognition of Prior Learning  
 
1.2.15 SAQA:  South African Qualifications Authority  

 
1.2.16 SLP: Short Learning Programme 
 
1.2.17 WIL: Work Integrated Learning 
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2. Background and the Purpose of the Policy 

2.1 "Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) remains a key approach to redressing past 
injustices and recognizing competence gained through practical workplace learning and 
experience. There have been problems in obtaining a common understanding and 
approach across the post-school system."1 

2.2 “RPL must be seen as a key feature of a Lifelong Learning (LLL) system alongside a 
range of related strategies, mechanisms and education and training opportunities. RPL 
carries specific significance as it is central to an inclusive, democratic education and 
training system. It is part of a national drive, under the oversight auspices of the DHET, 
to build a learning culture in every family, village, township and city.”2  

2.3 RPL in South Africa is critical to the development of an equitable higher education system 
that facilitates access, mobility and progression within the Higher Education Sub-
Framework (HEQSF).  The purpose of the CHE policy on RPL is to develop and facilitate 
the implementation of RPL across the higher education sector and should be based on 
the principles of equity, access, inclusivity and redress of past discrimination with regard 
to educational opportunities.  

2.4 Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) is critical to ensuring that students are able to 
receive formal recognition and certification of a learning achievement. It allows for 
articulation across the sub-frameworks of the NQF in order to facilitate lifelong learning, 
provide for the mobility of students, and enhance their chances of successfully 
completing their qualifications.3 

3. Scope of Policy 

(This includes the principles to be adhered to when applying the policy.) 

3.1  Recognition of Prior Learning 

RPL for access: To provide an alternative access route into a programme of learning for 
those who do not meet the formal entry requirements for admission. 

RPL for exemption: To provide for the assessment of non-formal and informal learning 
activities, awarding exemption from formal modules presented in a qualification or part-
qualification registered on the NQF. 

3.1.1 RPL refers to the principles and processes through which the prior knowledge 
and skills of a person are made visible, mediated and rigorously assessed and 
moderated for the purposes of alternative access and admission, recognition 
and certification, or further learning and development. 

 
1 RSA (2013).White Paper Post School Education and Training. 
2 DHET (2016). Recognition of Prior Learning and Coordination Policy. 
3 CHE (2016). Policies on the Recognition of Prior Learning, Credit Accumulations, Transfer, and  
  Assessment in Higher Education. 
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3.1.2 RPL may be used to grant access to a qualification programme, or advanced 
standing/exemption from modules or courses constitutive of a particular 
qualification. 

3.1.3 In higher education, exemption from modules or courses does not translate to 
credits being awarded for those modules or courses. No credits should therefore 
be awarded for the modules or courses that a student is exempted from doing 
on the basis of RPL. 

3.1.4 A student who is granted exemption from doing specific modules or courses in a 
qualification programme on the basis of RPL will complete the qualification with 
a total number of credits that are less than the normally required number of 
credits for the qualification in question. RPL creates such an exception, and the 
student concerned should not be compelled to do more modules or courses to 
make up for the difference in the total number of credits. 

3.1.5 Full qualifications on the Higher Education Qualifications Sub-Framework 
(HEQSF) cannot be awarded solely on the basis of RPL. Similarly, exemption 
based on RPL should be limited to not more than 50 percent of the modules or 
courses of the qualification programme in question. This means that no student 
should be exempted from more than 50 percent of the modules or courses 
required for any particular higher education qualification. 

 
3.1.6 Not more than 10 percent of a cohort of students in a higher education 

programme should be admitted through an RPL process. However, under 
exceptional circumstances, motivations to exceed this quota will be considered 
by the HEQC as part of its accreditation processes. 

 
3.1.7 Short Learning Programmes (SLPs) are offered outside the HEQSF and are thus 

non-credit bearing. Therefore, individuals who register for and attend such short 
courses are not awarded credits against any level on the National Qualification 
Framework (NQF). This means no credit will be accumulated and/or transferred 
from the short courses. However, the learning acquired counts for RPL. SLPs can 
be included in a portfolio of evidence for RPL for access and/or advanced 
standing, including exemption.4 

 
  

 
4 CHE (2016). Policies on the Recognition of Prior Learning, Credit Accumulations and Transfer and  
   Assessment in Higher Education. 
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3.2  Credit Accumulation and Transfer 

Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) is a term that is used to refer to the mechanism 
for promoting articulation between qualifications within a sub-framework of the NQF. The 
purpose of CAT is to provide for mobility of students and enhance their chances to 
successfully complete their qualifications. CAT also provides for articulation across the 
sub-frameworks of the NQF in order to facilitate lifelong learning and access to the 
workplace. 

3.2.1 Credit Accumulation and Transfer (CAT) is a term that refers to the arrangement 
whereby the diverse features of both credit accumulations and credit transfer are 
combined to facilitate lifelong learning and access to the workplace. 

 
3.2.2 The recognition of credits for the purposes of transfer from one qualification to 

another is determined by the nature of the qualifications, the relationship 
between the complexity and extent of the curricula associated with the specific 
subjects to be recognised for exemption and/or inclusion, and the nature of the 
assessment used. 

 
3.2.3 As regards an incomplete qualification, all the applicable credits may be granted 

for the new qualification, except in respect of a student from another institution 
of higher education, in which case no more than 50 percent of the credits 
required to obtain the qualification may be recognised from those modules 
completed at the other institution. In the latter case, there is a restriction of a 
maximum of 25 percent of credits required and earned at the highest NQF level, 
except if specific national qualification requirements stipulate that more than 25 
percent at the highest NQF level must be acknowledged. 

 
3.2.4 50 percent of the maximum credits of a completed qualification may be 

transferred to another qualification. There is a restriction of a maximum of 25 
percent of credits required and earned at the highest NQF level, except if 
specific national qualification requirements stipulate that more than 25 percent 
at the highest NQF level must be acknowledged. This practice seeks to protect 
the integrity of qualifications by ensuring that the exception does not become 
the norm. 

 
3.2.5 Credits obtained from studies that do not lead to a full qualification (for example, 

non-degree studies) should count for credit accumulation. 
 
3.2.6 Credit accumulation can take place within institutions (total amount of credits 

within a specific institution/department) or between institutions (recognition of 
credits between two or more institutions).  
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3.2.7 The same set of credits cannot be transferred to more than one qualification 
within an institution, and credits cannot be duplicated.5 

 
3.28 No subsequent recognition or transfer will be granted within an institution or 

between institutions. 
 

4. Guiding Principles 

4.1 Principles of RPL  

4.1.1 RPL seeks to grant admission to deserving candidates who experience barriers 
to meeting the formal requirements for admission or registration to higher 
education. 

4.1.2 Furthermore, RPL is a pedagogical process that transforms informal and non-
formal knowledge into formal and structured equivalents based on specific 
competencies.  RPL is context specific in terms of the programme, the discipline 
and the institution. 

4.2 Application of RPL  

4.2.1 Application of RPL refers to formal, (in cases where CAT is not suitable), 
informal and non-formal learning.   

The admission policy of the UFS must make provision for the application and 
implementation of RPL. The criteria for admission via RPL must be publicly 
accessible, clear and transparent. 

4.2.2 Access to any programme via RPL must be evaluated against the specific 
requirements of each programme as determined by the Director of the 
programme for which admission is being sought.   

4.2.3 The criteria must not be a replica of the mainstream study, but rather 
accommodate knowledge and skills gained outside the higher education 
institution (HEI). 

4.2.4 Exemption from modules and/or courses that contribute towards a qualification, 
not to be confused with the awarding of credits for the module/course, will be to 
a maximum of 50 percent of the qualification. 

  

 
5 CHE (2016). Policies on the Recognition of Prior Learning, Credit Accumulations and Transfer and 
Assessment in Higher Education. 
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4.2.5 All assessments must be done in conjunction with the School, Departments and 
Faculties as the disciplinary expertise of the academic staff plays a vital role.  
The RPL Office must administer and facilitate the procedures.  Academic staff 
must thus be well trained and informed of the process involved and the purpose 
of RPL. 

4.3 Principle of Credit Accumulation and Transfer 
 
4.3.1 Credits are used as a measure of the volume of learning required for a 

qualification and can be specified in terms of the total minimum number of 
credits required, and in terms of the minimum number of credits required at the 
specified exit level of the qualification type or its variant as described in the 
HEQSF. 

 

4.3.2 Credit accumulation is the totalling of credits towards the completion of a 
qualification. Credit transfer is the vertical, horizontal or diagonal relocation of 
credits towards a qualification. The process of CAT brings together the diverse 
features of credit accumulation and credit transfer in order to facilitate lifelong 
learning. It allows a student’s achievements to be recognised even if the student 
does not achieve a qualification and ensures the mobility of an individual student 
between programmes and institutions within the constraining parameters set by 
the requirements of the specific curricula. 

 
4.4 Application of Credit Accumulation and Transfer 

 
4.4.1 Transparent and open procedures must be in place.  
 
4.4.2 There must be administrative support.  
 
4.4.3 CAT policies must ensure equity and inclusiveness and promote learning 

opportunities and success.  CAT must provide access to success, retention and 
articulation. .   

 
4.4.4 Carrying over of credits from one programme to another and between institutions 

is allowed.  
 
4.4.5 A maximum of 50 percent of the total credits per programme, subject to the 

general rules, will be allowed. 
 
4.4.6 Short learning programmes cannot count towards credit accumulation.  
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5. Implementation of the Policy 

5.1 RPL Office 
 

The role and function of the RPL Office will be to give effect to the purpose and scope of 
Recognition of Prior Learning and Credit Accumulation and Transfer. For RPL 
operational guidelines see Addendum A. For Credit Accumulation and Transfer and 
operation guidelines see Addendum B. For the Flow diagram of the RPL process see 
Addendum C.  
 

5.2 Facilitation and Coordination 
 

The UFS recognises that for the implementation of RPL to be effective, the process 
should take cognisance of the following: 
 
5.2.1 Learning occurs in various situations - formal, non-formal and informal. Not all 

prior learning has academic value and thus cannot be recognised by the UFS. 
 
5.2.2 All evidence of prior learning will be compared with the stipulated outcomes of 

the module(s) or qualification(s) in respect of which the applicant makes an 
application. This will be done in accordance with a well-documented assessment 
plan and procedure. 

 
5.2.3 The onus is on the applicant to provide proof in support of the possibility of RPL. 
 
5.2.4 The time elapsed between attaining prior learning and submitting the RPL 

application should not be such as to render the skills or knowledge irrelevant for 
academic purposes. 

 
5.2.5 Notwithstanding any application for credits on the grounds of previously 

acquired skills or knowledge, an applicant must comply with all the requirements 
as stated in the unit standards or qualifications. Only the route to the 
assessment may differ. 

6. Roles and Responsibilities 

Several key players fulfil critical roles in the implementation of this policy. These are presented 
below:  

 
6.1    Assessor(s)  
  Responsible for the oversight of candidate assessment including the implementation of 

departmental regulations of the RPL process 
 
6.2    Programme Directors 
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6.2.1 Responsible for drafting and reviewing the RPL criteria and requirements for the 
programme. 

6.2.2  Responsible for ensuring that the outcomes of the programme are achieved; 
that assessment criteria and assessment methods are used.  

6.2.3 Responsible for ensuring that adequate result review processes are 
implemented in their programmes.  

 
6.3 Heads of Department  
         Responsible for the quality assurance of the assessment process in their department/ 

school 
 
6.4    Deans of Faculties / Assistant Deans of Faculties (Qwaqwa campus) 

Responsible for the final verification and sign-off on the outcome of the RPL process. 
 

6.5    Admission Advisory Committee 
Responsible for advising Deanery on the outcome of the RPL assessment process, and 
ensuring that the assessment is aligned with the admission and general rules and/or 
policies of the UFS.  

 
6.6 Registrar or delegation  

Responsible for recording the outcome of the RPL application process on the student’s 
record (access and/or exemption of modules). 
 

6.7 RPL Office 
 Responsible for: 

6.7.1 Adhering to the criteria stipulated in the UFS General Rules as well as the RPL 
policy.  

6.7.2 Applying criteria for effective assessment and the compilation of a portfolio of 
evidence. 

6.7.3 Applying the criteria for a diligent review for credit accumulation and transfer.  
6.7.4 Communicating the outcome of the RPL application provided by Programme 

Directors to the candidates.  
6.7.5 Liaising between the candidates and the relevant role-players.  

  

7. Resource Consequences of the Policy 

7.1 Ongoing investment will be needed in the design, deployment, configuration, physical 
resources and maintenance of the RPL process and portfolio development platforms for 
the UFS. 
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8. Review and Approval Procedure  

8.1  The policy will be reviewed and updated every five years, with an option to review it more 
frequently if required by significant shifts in institutional-specific and related national 
requirements. 

8.2. CTL, in collaboration with the Registrar, is responsible for ensuring that the policy is 
reviewed and follows a consultative process that includes gathering inputs from 
representatives of all campuses, faculties, students, and other relevant stakeholders. 

8.3.    The policy will be presented to the appropriate UFS decision-making structures. 

8.4  There must be liaison/co-ordination within UFS RPL community. There should be  a 
minimum of two meetings per year. 
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ADDENDUM A 
 
RPL OPERATIONAL GUIDELINES 
 
1. RPL application: 

1.1. Departments and Student Academic Services refer RPL applicants to the RPL Office. 
1.2. Applicants apply directly to the RPL Office where a leaner profile is created.  
1.3. Applicants complete a programme specific application process to determine if the applicant meets 

the programme specific requirements for possible admission to a formal UFS academic programme 
via the RPL process. 

1.4. The RPL Office ensures that the application process is complete and that all relevant, required and 
supporting documents are included in the application. 

1.5. The RPL Office submits to the Admission Advisory Committee.   
 

2. RPL screening: 
2.1. The RPL Office screens a complete learner profile to validate if the applicant meets the criteria set 

by the applicable department. 
2.2. The RPL Office sends the learner profile (application) to the applicable Programme Director or 

assessor for their recommendation. 
2.3. The Programme Director or assessor determines if an RPL opportunity will be offered and provides 

appropriate feedback to the RPL Office. 
2.4. The RPL Office informs the applicant regarding the recommendation provided by the Programme 

Director or assessor. 
2.4.1 If the applicant is recommended to continue with the RPL process, he/she has to follow the 
RPL assessment plan.  
2.4.2 If the applicant is not recommended to continue with the RPL process, he/she will receive 
written feedback regarding the outcome of the application. 

2.5. If the candidate is recommended to continue with the RPL process, the applicant is requested to 
register for the RPL assessment.  

2.6. The RPL Office issues the applicant with an invoice and payment instructions for the RPL 
assessment. 

 
3. Assessment plan: 

3.1. The RPL Office compiles an assessment plan and method of assessment in co-operation with the 
assessor of the applicable programme. 

3.2. The assessment method consists of, but is not limited to, the following: 
3.2.1 Undergraduate candidate: psychometric test, assignment and the development of a 

portfolio of evidence, if applicable. 
3.2.2 Postgraduate candidate: formal test, Test for Academic Literacy for Postgraduate 

Students (TALPS), assignment and the development of a portfolio of evidence. 
 

4. Support for successful applicants: 
4.1 The RPL Office presents an orientation and training workshop to successful applicants regarding the 

RPL process and the way forward. 
4.2 The RPL Office communicates assessment details to the RPL candidates, supports the candidate with 

the development of the portfolio of evidence, and also provides continuous support to the candidate 
via office base, emails, skype meetings or telephone conversations. 
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4.3 The candidate writes the applicable prescribed tests during the workshop. 
 
5. Assessment: 

The assessor evaluates the RPL assessment and signs the RPL assessment report with his/her 
recommendation. 

 
6. Approval of recommendation: 

6.1. The Head of the Department or Programme Director considers the recommendation of the assessor 
and signs the RPL assessment report with his/her recommendation. 

6.2. The department employs moderation in the case of exemption with credits. 
6.3. The recommendation of the Head of Department or Programme Director is sent to the Admission 

Advisory Committee to ensure alignment with the UFS’s admission criteria and/or General Rules.   
6.4. The Dean of the Faculty (the Faculty Assistant Dean at the Qwaqwa campus) provides the final 

approval of the recommendation. 
6.5. The assessment report is sent to the RPL Office. 
6.6. The RPL Office sends a feedback letter to the candidate.  
6.7. The final outcomes (access and/or exemption) is sent to the Office of the Registrar for capturing on 

the student record.  
 
7. Feedback: 

7.1. The candidate is informed of the outcome of the assessment via a formal letter. 
7.2. The Assessor/Programme Director of the applicable programme will receive a copy of the formal 

letter sent to the candidate. 
7.3. The Office of the Registrar will receive a copy of the formal letter sent to the student to capture the 

outcome (access and/or exemption) on the student’s record. 
 
8. Appeal: 

8.1. If the RPL candidate does not accept the outcome of the RPL assessment, an appeal procedure is 
followed in collaboration with the applicable Programme Director. 

8.2. The appeal procedure differs for each programme. 
8.3. After the completion of the appeal procedure, the RPL Office will provide formal feedback to the 

candidate regarding the final outcome. 
 

9. Annual report: 
9.1. The RPL Office will update the annual report (February of the following year). 
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ADDENDUM B 
 
CREDIT ACCUMULATION AND TRANSFER APPLICABLE TO RPL 
 
GENERAL RULES OF THE UNIVERSITY OF THE FREE STATE FOR UNDERGRADUATE 
QUALIFICATIONS, POSTGRADUATE DIPLOMAS, BACHELOR HONOURS DEGREES, MASTER’S 
DEGREES, DOCTORAL DEGREES, HIGHER DOCTORATES, HONORARY DEGREES AND THE 
CONVOCATION OF 2018 
 
1. The Dean, on the recommendation of the Admission  Advisory Committee or, in the case of the Master’s 

in Business Administration (MBA), the Director of the Business School, may only in one instance 
grant a  candidate exemption from or give recognition for credits earned  through formal learning in a prior 
qualification or in a partially completed qualification ‒ whether obtained here or elsewhere ‒ with a 
view to taking another qualification, provided that:  
 
1.1. no more than 50 percent of the credits may be transferred from the completed qualification(s) to 

another qualification, subject to the provision that: 

 

1.1.1. no more than 50 percent of the credits required for the other qualification are credits that 

have been used for a completed qualification; 

1.1.2. a maximum of 25 percent of the credits accrued at the highest NQF level in the previously 

completed qualification(s) be acknowledged for another qualification. 
 

2. With regards to an incomplete qualification, all applicable credits may be transferred to or recognised for 

a new qualification, taking into account the 25 percent restriction with respect to credits earned at the 

highest NQF level. All applicable credits may be transferred or recognised except in the instance where a 

student i s  t r a n s f e r r i n g  from another institution of higher learning, in which case no more than 50 

percent of the credits required to obtain the qualification will be transferred ‒ also taking into account the 

25 percent restriction with respect to credits earned at the highest NQF level. It should be determined 

by the Programme Director of the specific programme whether the content is current and relevant, before 
credit accumulation and transfer may be approved.  

 

2.1. If credits have been transferred based on an incomplete qualification, the registration period for the 

previous qualification and that of the new qualification must at least coincide with the period prescribed 

for the new qualification at the UFS. 

2.2. A person transferring from another institution of higher education must register at the University for at 

least one academic year (two semesters).  

2.3. Credits from a completed or an incomplete qualification may be transferred to another qualification 
only once. 

2.4. No Master’s Degree research dissertation may contain work that is identical in terms of research 

and content to work that a student previously presented for a qualification. 
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