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1. Welcome 
This guide is designed to assist candidates in collecting evidence utilising the recognition of 
prior learning (RPL) process to achieve the qualification the candidate has applied for. This 
formal process is based on evidence submitted by you, ‘the candidate’. 

1.1. What is recognition of prior learning? 

Recognition is the process by which a person’s existing skills and knowledge, regardless of 
how they have been acquired, are assessed and credited towards achieving unit/s of 
competency from national training packages, qualifications or accredited courses. 

RPL is the acknowledgment of skills and knowledge obtained through learning achieved 
through formal learning, non-formal learning or informal learning. 

Formal learning 
– structured program of instruction 
– linked to an AQF Qualification or Statement of Attainment 
– examples include a certificate, diploma or university degree. 

 

Non-formal 
learning 

– structured program of instruction 
– does not link to an AQF Qualification or Statement of Attainment 
– examples include professional development workshop. 

 

Informal 
learning 

– often non-structured in a traditional sense 
– does not link to an AQF Qualification or Statement of Attainment 
– examples include experience on the job, social or leisure activities. 

1.1.1. Do you have experience in a particular industry and/or job role/s? 

Think about the industries you have worked in and the jobs you have held in the past, and make 
a list of your tasks. 

– What were the tasks? 

Think about your experience and the knowledge you have developed. 

– What do you know? 

Think about your experience and the skills you have developed. 

– What can you do? 

Think about how you might be able to prove your background and experience. 

– Talk about the tasks and what you know and can do. 
– Show documents that prove and confirm your background. 
– Demonstrate how you can perform the tasks. 
– Get a supervisor or somebody to confirm your background. 

Have you done any other training or do you hold any qualifications? 

If you think that you have experience in a particular industry and/or job role/s and you think 
you can prove it, then RPL might be the right fit for you. 
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1.1.2. Standards for RTOs 

Provisions in the Standards for Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) 2015 require RTOs to 
offer recognition to all applicants on enrolment and ensure that the process is structured to 
minimise the time and cost to applicants. 

If you apply for RPL and your application is successful, you could: 

– Reduce or eliminate the need for any training in skills and knowledge you already have. 
– Save time by not needing to attend any or a reduced number of classes and completing 

unnecessary work. 
– Complete your qualification in a shorter time. 
– Advance to a higher-level qualification in a shorter time if desired. 

 

RPL must be made available to all members.  

RPL allows members who already have the skills, knowledge and experience to 
be ‘onboarded’ more quickly, which is good for member morale and increases the 
Service’s operational capability. 

1.2. Service Standard 6.1.3 Training in the NSW Rural Fire Service 

Training Standard—Section 5.3 and 5.4 Recognition of Prior Learning and Credit Transfer 
defines the procedures for recognition of qualifications and existing competency gained from 
previous experience or training.  

An overview of the process for RPL is listed below: 

1. The candidate contacts the Brigade Training Officer (BTO) or the Officer responsible for 
learning and development (L&D) requesting an RPL application for a course.  

2. The BTO or the Officer responsible for L&D outlines the RPL process, including the 
assessment appeals process, provides the applicable RPL kit and unpacks the 
requirements with the candidate. 

3. The candidate collates an evidence portfolio as required by the applicable RPL kit (refer to 
the candidate’s RPL kit to confirm the submission process). 

4. The candidate submits a portfolio of evidence as per the applicable RPL kit instructions. 

5. The assessor assesses the candidate’s evidence portfolio submission: 

a. using the RPL assessor kit and following instructions, meeting required timeframes 

b. using the rules of evidence and principles of assessment to determine competency 

c. completing the outcomes feedback section within the RPL assessor kit outlining the 
next steps if not yet competent (to support candidate reassessment) 

d. advising candidate of RPL assessment outcome. 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/F2014L01377/latest/text
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Not sure? 

When in doubt about anything training-related, refer to Service Standard 6.1.3 
Training in the NSW Rural Fire Service in the first instance. You can download 
Service Standard 6.1.3 by visiting OneRFS. 

1.3. Recognition strategies 

The Learning Design and Assurance team are responsible for determining the systems that 
govern how training is conducted in the NSW RFS. A part of that responsibility is to ensure that 
the NSW RFS assessment methodology is sound and meets the required training package 
standards. NSW RFS assessment methodology ensures all recognition strategies can be 
supported, including: 

– third-party evidence – direct observation 

– supporting documentation – recognition interview (questioning) 

– assessment on demand – work samples. 

1.3.1. RPL assessment methodology 

The assessment design process undertaken by the Learning Design and Assurance team 
ensures assessors have rigorous assessment tools that allow them to make well-informed 
assessment decisions, including deciding on an RPL application. 

 

RFS Assessment Methodology 



Recognition of prior learning (RPL) guidelines | Page 9 of 31 

1.3.2. Training and assessment strategies and RPL templates 

All RFS courses have Training and Assessment Strategies, which specify how training and 
assessment will be carried out and include references to each course’s corresponding RPL 
assessment tools to allow assessors to determine RPL assessment outcomes.  

The RPL Candidate Application resources are in the relevant Training Resource folder located 
in the G-drive under Course Masters.  

The RPL Candidate Guide contains the following templates: 

– RPL Candidate Application 
– RPL Document Portfolio 
– RPL Third-Party Report. 

 

RPL Templates 

– The RPL Candidate Guide is purpose-built to facilitate the effective 
processing of RPL. Should a member ask for RPL, please provide them with 
the RPL Candidate Guide and explain that their evidence must correspond 
with the items listed. 

– The RPL Assessor Guide provides assessors with instructions explaining the 
RPL process, instructions for using it and recommendations for conducting 
RPL. 

– Using the RPL templates ensures that the correct parameters have been set 
to assess any evidence submitted by the RPL candidate. 
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2. Evidence Portfolio 

2.1. Compiling an evidence portfolio 

Once considered eligible for RPL, you will be required to compile an evidence portfolio to 
demonstrate: 

1. your knowledge, skills, and experience claims  
2. the currency of the competency claims being made 
3. the relevance of the evidence to the competency areas of the claims.  

It is recommended you provide as much supporting evidence as possible while ensuring it is 
relevant to the competency areas of the RPL application. Adopt the policy of ‘less is more’, 
which is about the quality and relevance of the supporting evidence rather than the quantity.  

2.1.1. Relevant qualifications 

– Transcript of any relevant qualifications that may have been completed, including: 
– USI VET Transcript 
– Statement of Attainment 
– Certificate or Diploma 
– Degree, Graduate Certificate, Master’s Degree, Doctorate. 

2.1.2. Supporting documentation 

Supporting documentation submitted must not be older than two years. Evidence you may add 
to your portfolio may include, but is not limited to:  

– copies of any statements, references or articles about your employment or community 
involvement  

– documents that you may have produced as part of a job/work role, community involvement 
or previous study that may include, but not be limited to: 
– assignments  
– completed work products  
– awards 

– details of professional development activities and participation as relevant to the 
competencies listed in the RPL application  

– letters of validation supporting individuals in their previous job and/or community roles  
– any other relevant information an individual believes supports the claims of experience 

being made.  

Important 

Before submitting supporting evidence, please check it carefully to ensure it is: 

– complete 
– referenced to the relevant competency areas—do not leave it to the assessor to make 

assumptions as it may impact the RPL outcome  
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– is presented in a logical way for the assessor to follow. 

 

Supporting documentation submitted must not be older than two years. 

The supporting documentation listed above should also be signed by a Justice of 
the Peace (where photocopies are being provided). 

2.2. Third-party evidence 

Third-party evidence is used to gather and verify information about an individual’s experience, 
work knowledge and skills in a job role/s. Third-party evidence could include: 

– information from a supervisor or manager that outlines:   
– how long they have supervised you  
– what your responsibilities were (i.e., list of duties)  
– what skills or competencies you successfully performed while carrying out your duties   
– further contact details of the person providing the report (i.e., phone number or email 

address)  
– signature of the person providing the report.  

 

There should be an appropriate balance between third-party evidence and 
evidence from other sources. Third-party reports must always be verified and 
followed up on by phone or email. 

2.3. Applicant quick reference guide 

2.3.1. Steps for RPL success: 

– Speak to your BTO or Officer responsible for L&D and discuss your evidence. 
– Read the Evidence Summary template for the course applicable to your RPL application 

and start thinking about the types of evidence you do and do not have (refer to p. 13). 
– Start compiling evidence and continue to seek guidance from your BTO, the Officer 

responsible for L&D or your assigned Assessor Advocate. 
– Use the tools in this guide to compile evidence that shows you have current skills. 

Make sure your supporting evidence relates to the skills and knowledge that are needed for 
the qualification! 
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2.3.2. Strong vs weak evidence 

Strong evidence Weak evidence 

– You can give explanations or 
demonstrations of how to do parts or all 
of something, and you can answer 
specific questions 

– Assurances you can do it—'I’ve been 
doing it for years’, or evidence by 
exception—'I must be working safely I’ve 
still got all my fingers!’ 

– References, preferably on letterhead, 
signed and dated by a member who is 
competent in the subject matter for 
which you are seeking recognition 

– Personal references with general 
character comments rather than specific 
examples of what you have done 

– Performance reviews/appraisals relevant 
to what you are seeking recognition for 

– Job descriptions/position descriptions 
that are not signed off by a supervisor to 
say you completed all the skills to a 
suitable level 

– Supervisor’s reference detailing tasks 
you performed  

– Journals and diary entries not supported 
by a third party 

– Emails and minutes of meetings attended 
by you that provide proof of work 
undertaken 

– Unauthenticated work samples that you 
cannot prove are your own work 

– Recently produced work samples and 
proof that you have produced them 

– Unauthenticated pictures, videos or 
photographs of work or products 

– Authenticated and dated photographs or 
videos of work samples in progress 

– Old work samples—not current examples 

– Evidence that provides a picture of 
consistent performance over time 

– Copy of an organisation’s policies and 
procedures with no evidence of how you 
applied them 

– Evidence from a similar qualification at 
the same level or higher than you are 
seeking recognition for, listing skills and 
knowledge covered in the qualification 

– A resume with no other supporting 
documentation 

 – Evidence from a different qualification 
level (e.g., from a Level 1 when you are 
seeking a Level 3 qualification) 

 

 

If your evidence is weak, but you still feel you have the skills and knowledge to 
be deemed competent, ask your Officer responsible for L&D for ‘assessment on 
demand’. 
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03 Alternative 
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3. Alternative Assessment Pathways 

3.1. Assessment on demand 

Where you believe you have the knowledge and skills necessary but lack documented 
evidence, you can discuss this with the assessor and request ‘assessment on demand’.  

Assessment on demand allows members to complete the assessments prescribed within the 
Assessment Guide of the relevant course without taking part in the learning in the lead-up to 
assessment. 

3.2. Direct observation or challenge test 

Where an assessor determines there are gaps within a member’s RPL evidence, they can 
discuss with them the option of demonstrating their skills within those areas.  

Often, this is in areas where evidence is weak or the assessor needs clarification that the 
member knows NSW RFS procedure (relevant particularly for members applying for RPL from 
kindred emergency services agencies). 

Direct observation could include: 

– arranging to observe a member ‘on the job’ 
– simulating a realistic environment for the member to demonstrate skills 
– a challenge test where part of an assessment is undertaken and observed by the assessor. 

3.3. Recognition interview 

A recognition interview should ideally be performed after the assessor has reviewed all the 
member’s RPL evidence. The recognition interview gives the assessor an opportunity to ask 
further questions where evidence is weak and discuss items that need clarification. 

 WATCH IT NOW! Go to the Case Studies section on page 22 and watch a 
selection of recognition Interviews. 

3.3.1. Work samples 

Work samples could include: 

– reports (i.e., risk management reports, incident reports) 
– written plans (i.e., training plans) 
– recorded briefings or debriefings. 
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04 RPL 
process 
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4. RPL Process 
All workbooks attached to RFS courses have a section outlining that RPL is available to all 
members. Trainers and assessors should discuss this workbook section and answer any 
questions you may have. 

4.1. Steps in the RPL process 

There are up to seven steps in the RPL process—depending on your specific circumstances—
and your assessor will guide you through them. 

If at any point you are not sure about the process, we are here to help, so please reach out to 
your Officer responsible for L&D. 

 

The section below provides more details about the steps that will occur in the RPL process. It 
provides information about your role in the process and what your assessor will do. 
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4.2. Making assessment decisions based on evidence 

Making the assessment decision involves the assessor in making judgements. 

Judgement has been defined as: 

The process of comparing sufficient evidence of participants’ achievements with the 
required performance criteria and making a decision as to whether the necessary 
competence has been demonstrated. 

4.3. Assessment of evidence stages 

Assessing the evidence occurs in two stages: 

– comparing the evidence against the criteria for assessment 
– making the decision as to whether the necessary competence has been shown. 

4.4. Rules of evidence 

Your RPL assessor will evaluate your evidence by asking if it is: 

Valid: 

– Does it relate directly to the unit of competency? 
– Does it demonstrate the relevant underpinning skills and knowledge? 
– Does it reflect the four dimensions of competency and the key competencies? 
– Is it appropriate to the relevant AQF descriptor? 

Sufficient: 

– Does the evidence address all the critical aspects of evidence identified in the unit of 
competency? 

– Does the evidence address all the requirements of the Evidence Guide, including the 
specific evidence requirements listed? 

– Does the evidence cover the full range of performance identified in the unit? 
– Does the evidence show competency over a period of time and in different contexts? 
– Does the evidence include different forms of evidence? 

Current: 

– Does the evidence demonstrate that you can apply the competency in your current work? 
– Does the evidence reflect work carried out by you over a period of time? The assessor must 

be confident that you can still perform to the standard demonstrated by the evidence. 

Authentic: 

– Is each piece of evidence clearly identifiable as your own work? 
– Does the applicant present qualifications, references and licences signed off as a certified 

copy of the original by a Justice of the Peace? 
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– Are verbal or written accounts of what you can do supported by actual evidence, such as 
work examples and products? 

4.5. Dimensions of competency 

Dimensions of competency relate to performance on the job in a range of conditions. 

Task  – the ability to perform individual tasks 

Contingency – the ability to cope with unexpected problems in accordance with the 
appropriate AQF level of response required 

Managing – the ability to plan and organise a number of different tasks to achieve 
the goal/outcome 

Environment – the ability to deal with issues related to the specific work 
environment 

Transfer – the ability to adjust or develop the competency to suit new situations 

Job/role – the ability to deal with the responsibilities and expectations of the 
work environment. 
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5. Case Study Examples 

5.1. Credit transfer—Safe Working on Roofs (SWR) 

Kelly has been a member of the State Emergency Service (SES) for 10 years, has recently 
joined her local NSW RFS brigade and is eager to get out there with her fellow team members. 
Kelly completed her Safe Working on Roofs qualification with SES within her first few years of 
service and she’s been an active member ever since, regularly attending medium- to large-
scale incidents. 

Watch video Safe Working on Roofs (SWR) – Recognition Of Current Competency 

https://goo.gl/rmdxgq 

 

5.2. Assessment on demand—Off Road Driving (ORD) 

Chelsea holds a medium rigid licence and has been a part of a 4WD club ever since she got her 
licence five years ago. She partakes in yearly courses with the club and has extensive driving 
experience across diverse terrains, including the desert, rainforest and water crossings. 
Chelsea’s senior deputy captain has been taking her out in the Cat 1 to practice her Off Road 
Driving skills, and Chelsea is confident that after a few more lessons, she would like to request 
an assessment on demand. 

Watch video Off road driving (ORD) – Assessment on demand 

 

https://goo.gl/rmdxgq 

 
 

https://goo.gl/rmdxgq
https://goo.gl/rmdxgq
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5.3. Recognition interview—Breathing Apparatus Operator (BAO) 

Troy has been a member of the NSW RFS Helensburg brigade and has worked at a busy 
station with Fire and Rescue for eight years. Troy is BA qualified in his current paid role and is 
keen to have the qualification recognised by the RFS. 

Watch video Breathing Apparatus Operator (BAO) – Competency conversations 

 

https://goo.gl/rmdxgq 

 
 

 

  

https://goo.gl/rmdxgq
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06 Appendices 
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Appendix A—RPL Application Form (Sample Only) 
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Appendix B—RPL Document Portfolio (Sample Only) 
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Appendix C—RPL Third-Party Report 
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Postal address State address 

NSW Rural Fire Service 
Locked Bag 17 

GRANVILLE NSW 2142 

NSW Rural Fire Service 
4 Murray Rose Avenue, 

Sydney Olympic Park NSW 2127 

 

T  02 8741 5555  F  02 8741 5550  rfs.nsw.gov.au 

Social Media 

 @NSWRFS   facebook.com/nswrfs   @NSWRFS 
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